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   “Fifty years ago the Shadows betrayed me, left me to wither slowly into nothing, chained deep inside a hidden mountain cave. Meanwhile they took control of my kingdom, killing or enslaving any who would dare oppose them. But I am a patient woman … and immortal. The Shadows should enjoy their reign of terror while they can, in the meantime, I will continue to stare at these dark walls plotting my revenge. After all, it is only a matter of time, and I have all the time in the world.” 
 
   K
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Jaron stood on top of a hill, staring blankly into the distance and taking in every detail of the scene unfolding below him. To his back the sun was setting, casting its last rays over the field below and painting the sky around him in a vast array of red and gold. He shuddered slightly as a cool breeze blew gently through the tall grass of the field, nipping sharply at his cheeks which had gone numb from standing exposed to the elements for too long. It was a seemingly perfect fall day, and he couldn’t help but feel that it was somewhat ironic that it was on this day life as he knew it was coming to an end. 
 
   In the field below the hill, a montage of confusion was taking place as what remained of his troops rapidly gathered what little belongings they had before fleeing in various directions. It had taken less than an hour for the news of their last battalion’s capture to spread through the ranks, and with the Shadows and their forces now heading their direction to finish off what was left of the rebellion, all hope had been abandoned. He didn’t blame any of them for running; why should they stay and fight a battle they could never win? However, as he continued to watch them scatter to the four corners, all he could think about at the moment was what was going to become of each and every one of them once the Shadows ruled over Vanteria uncontested.
 
   Through the crowd he spotted his second in charge running in his direction. He was covered in blood, filthy, and exhausted. A young man for a Full-blood, being barely over fifty, Tyran had a head full of long dark hair, which he kept constantly secured into a tight ponytail behind him. Many a late night discussion the two of them had had over that hair, Jaron encouraging him to cut it, saying it was a liability on the field and was most likely preventing him from finding a wife. Tyran, on the other hand, would simply argue back that his hair was his ‘trademark’ and that cutting it would be no less than a crime, before adding rather confidently that he had no trouble with the ladies.
 
   Yet there would be no pleasant banter tonight, for as Tyran approached Jaron could tell by the look on his face that he too had given up any hope of the rebellion succeeding. “Jaron, come on. We have to get you out of here, they’ll be here any minute,” Tyran shouted as he came closer. Pausing a moment he placed his hands on his knees in an attempt to catch his breath. Jaron could only guess at how far the young man had run wearing his heavy metal armor. Each piece weighed more than most Terrians could lift and a full suit, such as Tyran was wearing, would crush any who dared to try. “Did you hear me? Get your things and let’s go.”
 
   Jaron had heard him, but his mind was lost in his own thoughts. “I have failed them, Tyran,” he said after a lengthy silence. “I have failed them all.”
 
   “Jaron, we don’t have time for this. The Shadows are on our heels and we have to go or they are going to kill us all,” Tyran pleaded as he grabbed a bag and began to randomly toss items inside.
 
   Angrily, he turned on his close friend. “I am a Shadow. Those? Those are traitors and they can’t kill me,” he yelled, kicking a helmet lying on the ground beside him. It went flying through the air, narrowly missing Tyran’s head.
 
   Tyran immediately stopped what he was doing and walked up beside Jaron, following his gaze into the thinning ranks fleeing below them. “I know they can’t kill you, but what they will do to you is far worse. Jaron, they will entomb you alive for the rest of time.” Tyran placed a hand on his shoulder as he continued to plead, “Please, Jaron. They are killing everyone they come across who knows anything about Kajhoul, and if they succeed in capturing you it will be as if she never existed.”
 
   “So your solution is for me to run, leave her and my brother behind in their clutches? That is your grand plan? Do you think me a coward?” he yelled, brushing away Tyran’s hand and turning his back to him.
 
   Sadness came over the young Full-blood’s face and he dropped his gaze to the ground. Jaron sighed, he didn’t mean to take out all his frustrations and anger on the young man who had remained valiantly by his side in so many close battles. He was one of the bravest men he had ever fought with and had a skill with a sword that none could match. However, even an army of men like Tyran couldn’t stop the massive hoard of forces closing in on them, and Jaron knew it.
 
   “You know I don’t, no one does, and I hope that is not what you think of me.” The young man sighed, “But, Jaron, there is nothing you can do for either of them. I saw Kajhoul stabbed with the Hypnos blade myself, and if the legends are true, it will be at least twenty years before she reawakens. It is being rumored that the Shadows gave her body to the Heralds to watch over until then. As for your brother, he is a prisoner in the Tower and you know as well as I that there is no way we can get in there to save him. If there was I would be the first to volunteer.” Tyran paused, eyes still locked on the ground at his feet. “Besides, he has probably been executed already.”
 
   Another sigh escaped his lips as Jaron watched the last of their troops disappear into the distance. He knew Tyran spoke the truth; the Tower was an impenetrable fortress. But what Tyran didn’t know, couldn’t know, was that he knew for certain his brother was still alive and would remain that way. 
 
   Kajhoul, on the other hand, he was less certain about. She had told him and the other Shadows of the Hypnos blade, foolishly trusting them with one of her closest secrets. The blade, a gift from a sorceress she had known long ago, had been created so that if the time ever came when Kajhoul decided she need a break from her immortal life, it could be used to give her twenty years of peaceful sleep. However, the blade was not supposed to have been in Vanteria. It was left in the keep of those who lived on the other side of the border, and he still had no idea how the three other Shadows managed to get their hands on it.
 
   “You know I don’t think you a coward,” he said, looking over at his young friend, “but how can I run and hide knowing that I am leaving them both behind?”
 
   Tyran met his gaze with a fierce determination. “We are not running my friend, we are merely waiting. Waiting for the day when the stars realign and signal us it is our time for victory.”
 
   Jaron took a deep breath, running his hand through his hair. It was all difficult to accept, but as much as he hated to admit it, he had no other choice. There was nothing he could do to help any of them, not Kajhoul, not his brother, nor any one of the men fleeing around him. He had never felt as utterly hopeless as he did right now. 
 
   “And where will we go?” he asked after a moment.
 
   Spurred by the sudden acknowledgement of escaping, Tyran resumed tossing items into the bag. “There are a few of us heading to the borderlands to set up camp in the forest. The Shadows, like everyone else, are frightened of that area so the hope is they will not follow us inside. Perhaps we can make it into a safe haven for those seeking refuge from the Shadows.”
 
   The plan definitely had merit. The forest on the border was massive; a thick labyrinth of trees packed so tightly together that navigating through it by any means other than on foot was virtually impossible. And since most people believed it to be haunted, thanks to the strange noises that emanated from deep inside its darkness, hardly anyone ever travelled within miles of its edge.
 
   “Jaron, it’s time. We have to go now,” Tyran asserted, handing him the bag. 
 
   Taking it, Jaron simply nodded. He too could hear the rumble of the Shadows’ forces coming in the distance. There was no more time to second guess; he either left with Tyran, or joined Kajhoul and his brother as prisoner of the three people he had once considered as close as family. Tossing the bag over his shoulder, it took only a look and the two of them ran into the fading sunlight, swiftly leaving the sounds of the Shadows’ troops far behind them. There was no one in their ranks—besides the Shadows themselves—that could keep pace with them, and they would not try.
 
   They would let him go. He had no chance of raising another rebellion against them, so he was no longer a threat. They had won. Nevertheless, this arrogance would one day be their undoing, because somehow he would find Kajhouland his brother again, and together the three of them would finish off the traitors once and for all.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   The Clinic
 
    
 
   Fifty years later 
 
   “Now explain to me again how this happened,” Mikel prompted the young Terrian boy perched on his exam table while he tried his best to bandage the boy’s injured leg. However, the boy, seemingly unbothered by the large gash, continued to swing his good leg back and forth over the edge of the bed, making the process of wrapping its companion all the more difficult. 
 
   “We were playing hide and seek, Mr. Fajar. I have a secret hiding spot in one of the old watch towers that no one knows about … well, at least they didn’t until I fell out of it. Anyway there was a piece of metal sticking out and I cut my leg on it while I was falling.” 
 
   Mikel smiled and shook his head “It’s a good thing you have a hard head or this could have been much worse,” he said, gently ruffling the boy’s hair. The boy grinned back and continued to fidget on the bed while Mikel taped the last piece of wrapping into place. 
 
   “Dad, Rigar is here,” Citera called from the doorway of the exam room. “He said he needs to see you, and he’s waiting outside by the back door.” 
 
   She remained in the doorway staring at him impatiently while she worked to fasten loose strands of her dark brown hair back into a ponytail. At only sixteen years of age, she was mature well beyond her years, having taken over much of the responsibility in the upkeep and daily running of the clinic since her mother’s passing earlier in the year. Behind her the noise and bantering of the busy clinic filled the hallway. Staff members were calling to one another requesting supplies, others summoned the next patients back to an available exam room, and all of it reminded him that he had probably spent more time in this room than he should have. 
 
   “Tell him to come in, he knows he is always welcome. Besides, it’s really busy right now,” Mikel remarked as he walked over to one of the cabinets and pulled out a jar of medicated cream. 
 
   Together, Mikel and Citera lived in and ran the only medical clinic within miles of their home town of Vicaris. It was a quiet and uneventful place to live, or at least it had been until the construction of the new road began to creep closer and closer to town. Now a constant stream of people flowed through the front door, most of which were Full-bloods injured from working day and night on its construction in horrific conditions.
 
   “I tried to, but he is acting weird and refuses to come inside. He is waiting by the cart for you,” Citera explained tapping her foot in frustration.  She reached behind her, untied the blood-stained apron covering her clothes, and pulled it off over her head. Then with one hand on her hip, she cocked her head to the side, and tapped her foot as she waited for him to finish. Mikel quickly glanced back at the young boy to prevent himself from laughing aloud. She was the spitting image of his late wife who also used to strike that same pose when she was angry with him about something. 
 
   Mikel handed the jar to his young patient. “Take this cream home and give it to your mother. Tell her to apply it to the wound twice a day and it will be healed in no time.” He had no sooner got the words out of his mouth when the Terrian boy jumped down from the table and made a dash for the door, with Mikel calling after him, “And stay out of the watch tower. If the guards catch you up there a cut leg will be the least of your worries!” 
 
   But it was no use; the boy was out the door and gone. He shook his head and headed toward his daughter, who was still waiting impatiently in the doorway. “Shall we go see what Rigar wants then?” She shrugged, and together they headed down the hall for the back door where his clinic manager, Janil, stood waiting for them. 
 
   “Have you talked to him?” Mikel asked as they approached. 
 
   “No, he won’t talk to anyone but you and he is acting extremely nervous. I hope he didn’t get into trouble with the supervisors again, he can’t afford to have his merits cut anymore.” As she answered Janil turned the knob on the door leading outside. “As it is he doesn’t earn enough to buy his own daily ration, much less trying to provide for thier daughter as well.”
 
   It was obvious by the tone of her voice that she was concerned by their mutual friend’s strange behavior. The both of them knew of Rigar’s past problems with the supervisors on the road. He had a nasty habit of interfering and standing up for those who were unwilling or unable to do so themselves. Unfortunately for him, his quest to right the injustices of the world often ended in him being made an example of as an angry supervisor exacted their revenge. In the last year alone he had been jailed once and had his merits cut twice, leaving him and his family struggling to survive.
 
   “You really should have a talk with him,” Janil continued as they headed out the door. “I know he is trying to do the right thing, but if he keeps this up he will fall into a coma from starvation. Have you noticed that he is losing weight?” 
 
   This wasn’t the first time he had heard this lecture from her; she constantly worried about Rigar, as well as many of the other Full-blood patients that came into the clinic. She couldn’t help it, it was in her nature. She had come to work for him many years ago after the clinic she ran alongside her husband in another town was ransacked by the Shadows’ forces, and her husband arrested on trumped up charges. Since her arrival, Mikel had come to depend on her for just about every aspect of the clinic’s daily functions, and more so since his wife’s passing. It was her diligence that kept the doors of the clinic open after he allowed himself to fall deep into a pit of self-despair over his wife’s death. On her own she had managed the staff, the patients, and all the materials, as well as providing Citera with the comfort and support she needed in her time of loss. It was also her who finally slapped some sense into him, reminding him that he did not have the luxury of shutting down and giving up. He had a daughter who needed a father, and it was his responsibility to care for and raise her to be as strong and determined as her mother before her. 
 
   Together the three of them walked out the back door of the clinic where Rigar stood waiting. “Hey, what’s with all the secrecy?” Mikel called to him jokingly. “Have you taken a job as a spy for the Shadows?” But as usual Rigar wasn’t laughing; he had always been a bit too serious. However, the look on his face at the moment made Mikel realize how truly anxious his normally stoic friend was, and becoming concerned he asked, “Is everything okay? Is your family all right?” 
 
   The tension in the air was undeniable, as Rigar, normally an emotionless man, thanks in part to his Full-blood nature, was exhibiting a great deal of stress. He continuously scanned up and down the alley as he addressed Mikel. 
 
   “My family is fine,” he answered nervously, “but maybe we should talk alone.” He nodded his head toward Janil and Citera, who were standing beside Mikel in the doorway. 
 
   Mikel followed his gaze to his companions then turned back to Rigar. “I don’t know what all this is about, but anything you need to say to me can be said in front of them as well. I keep no secrets from them, you know that.”
 
   Rigar paused, studying the two women, and appeared torn as to what he was going to do. His hands worked nervously in front of him as he peered from one end of the alley to the other.  Eventually, after a long silence, he made up his mind and turned to climb back into the cart. “This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
   He climbed into the driver’s seat and prepared to drive away, only to be stopped by Mikel’s hand on his arm. “Hey, what is going on? You know you can trust us with anything, we are here for you, no matter what. Just tell us what the problem is and we will do what we can to help you.”
 
   Rigar looked at him and took a deep breath; his face twisted with doubt. He took a moment to reconsider his options, but seeming to come up with no better ideas he ran his fingers through his coal black hair, then turned and pulled the cloth covering the back of the cart away. Mikel hesitated, almost afraid to look and see what had upset his friend so badly. Taking several deep breaths of his own to settle his nerves, Mikel finally summoned up enough courage to glance over the edge. 
 
   There in the back of Rigar’s cart, covered in filth and blood, was what appeared to be the emaciated body of a young girl. The frail, half withered corpse had only a tattered cloth covering the skin and bones that remained. Mikel, so engrossed by the sight, didn’t even notice that Janil and Citera had come up behind him until he heard Citera gasp. Beside her, Janil stood silent, taking in every detail of the horrific scene. 
 
   “Where did you find her?” Mikel asked after a few long moments.
 
   “We found her in the side of the mountain we are tunneling through,” Rigar answered, rubbing his hand down his beard. “We didn’t know what else to do with her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you dispose of her body properly?” Mikel asked, frowning and gesturing to the frail figure “What I am I going to do with a dead body.”
 
   A sick look came about Rigar as he turned to Mikel. “She’s not dead.”
 
   The words echoing in his ears, Mikel studied his friend’s face closely for any signs he was joking. “What do you mean she isn’t dead?” he said, gesturing once again at the emaciated corpse. “Look at her.” Then to prove his point, Mikel reached in the cart and grabbed the girl’s wrist in what he was sure was a futile attempt to check for a pulse. But to his surprise a slow, weak throb pumped under his fingertip. Mikel turned to the two women, wide eyed and mouth gaping. “She is alive.”
 
   “What? How can that be?” Janil, gasped.  Appearing as shocked as he was, she reached into the cart to check for herself. Then together they both turned and stared at Rigar, hoping he could provide some sort of explanation. 
 
   “We don’t know, we found her chained inside a cave,” he answered. Shifting in his seat, he resumed glancing nervously around the alley. “Maybe we should talk about this off the street.” 
 
   Mikel couldn’t agree with him more and instructed the women, “Go get one of the rooms ready, then see what you can do to distract everyone. We need to try to get her inside without being seen if possible.” 
 
   Without a word they headed back inside the clinic and after several very quiet minutes, Citera returned to the door and motioned for them to follow. Rigar reached inside the cart, running his hands slowly under the girl while Mikel held his breath, frightened the thin body might crumble to pieces in his arms. Miraculously she remained intact as Rigar lifted her gently then turned and headed inside; Mikel followed close behind.
 
   Whatever the girls had done worked. The hallway was completely emptied of people, making it easy for them to slip into an exam room without attracting any unwanted attention. Rigar walked over to the bed and carefully placed the girl onto the mattress, while Citera and Janil went about busily closing the drapes to conceal them from the view of the others who were starting to wander back into the hallway. Once they felt everything was secure from prying eyes, the three of them stood in silence, staring at the sight before them, unsure of what to do next.
 
   How long had she been in that cave? Who put her there? Why had they put her in there? These, as well as a dozen other questions, churned in their minds. The fact that she was still alive made Mikel at least certain she was a Full-blood, but while that alone could explain why she had been sealed in that cave, it also raised more concerns. 
 
   The practice of entombing Full-bloods that “broke the law” hadn’t been a common practice since Mikel’s parents were children; when the Shadow’s finally put an end to it, fearing the complete annihilation of their work force. But that wasn’t before the Terrian government had already arrested and sentenced hundreds of them to a horrific fate. Locked into caves and pits, they were left to starve and waste away slowly; denied the right of a peaceful death. For all he knew, those mountains could be full of Full-bloods just like this girl; just waiting for someone to accidently stumble upon them.
 
   “We could get in a lot of trouble for this,” Citera stated, interrupting the silence. “If we get caught with her here they will arrest you.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Mikel groaned rubbing his head, “but we have to do something. Where else can she go? The next closest place that treats Full-bloods is two towns away, and Rigar already took a huge risk in bringing her this far. According to the laws of the Shadows he has committed treason by not reporting this immediately to the supervisors. If we send him back out and he gets caught with her in his cart, he will be arrested and sentenced to death.” 
 
   “But what if she is dangerous? She hasn’t fed for who knows how long, and she is bound to be starving. Heck, how do we even know she drinks formula?” Citera remarked, continuing to address her concerns to her father.
 
   “I agree,” Rigar joined in. “Citera makes a good point. Maybe some kind of precautions should be taken to prevent her from harming one of you if she awakens. Especially since we don’t know the circumstances that led to her being imprisoned in that cave.”  
 
   “I understand your concerns, but I’d hate for her to wake up back in restraints,” he argued, staring at the scars encircling both her wrists. He could clearly make out layers of old scaring underneath the fresh ones, and couldn’t help but think this poor girl had been through enough already. “Besides, by the look of her, I don’t think she has any fight left in her. I have never seen a Full-blood drained to this point in all my years of practice.”
 
   Their attention returned to the girl on the bed. She laid there motionless, emaciated and beaten, and the longer they looked at her and her condition the more questions arose. Her hair was matted and filthy. If one didn’t know any better, they would assume that someone had purposefully rubbed mud through it, but to what purpose, he had no idea. The shirt or gown she was wearing was tattered and torn to the point that there was hardly any material left. And her body was so emaciated, all that remained of what was probably once a beautiful, young woman was a skeleton draped in loose skin.
 
   “Why would someone do this to a living creature?” Janil asked, stepping beside Mikel and running her hands over the wounds encircling the girl’s wrists. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Mikel answered quietly. “But I can’t imagine any crime she might have committed would have warranted this kind of punishment.”
 
   Rigar snorted, “Like that matters.” 
 
   Mikel continued check over the girl, and as the damage tally continued to mount, the tighter his heart clenched in his chest. But what was more disturbing to him than her overall condition, was the knowledge of the length of time it would have taken to get her to this point. Couple that with the scarring that covered just about every inch of visible skin, including a large one that ran across her face over her right eye, and it was abundantly clear that whoever had done this to her, had wanted her suffer tremendously.
 
   Mikel motioned for Citera to come help him, and together they did the best they could to clean and cover some of the still open wounds. Beyond that he had no idea what, if anything, he could do about her overall condition. What she really needed was a healing formula; unfortunately it was impossible to obtain. Like everything else, the Shadows had full control over the treatment, and had developed a rigorous screening process for the Full-bloods requesting it. He had patients apply before, but no matter how dire the circumstances or how real the need, the answer that came back was always the same. Not in all his years of practice had Mikel ever had a patient get approved.
 
   “I’m going to check on the rest of the clinic,” Janil stated quietly as she walked from the room; leaving them to continue their work. Rigar remained watching silently from the corner. The worried expression still hadn’t left his face. In fact, he actually seemed more nervous and twitchy now that they were inside. 
 
   “Old friend,” he said, addressing Mikel but not taking his eyes off the patient, “I really think you should reconsider restraining her, I don’t have a good feeling about this.” Meeting Mikel’s gaze he continued, “She may be one of my kind, but there is something off about her. I don’t know any Full-blood alive that could have survived being entombed like that. The only way she could have done it is if she is a predator, and I can’t help but feel that I am putting you and Citera in grave danger.” He paused, shuffling his feet and looking back to the girl. “Please, Mikel, at least consider it. I will never be able to forgive myself if something happens to one of you.”
 
   Understanding Rigar’s concerns, Mikel’s gaze once again returned to the girl. But before he had a chance to reply, a Terrian boy darted into the room in a panic. “Mikel, there are rumors spreading through the town that the inspectors are heading this way. They already went through Lidas about an hour ago and raided Luke and Margie’s clinic.” 
 
   The boy paused as he bent over, placing his hands on his knees in an effort to catch his breath. Dirik had come to live at the clinic with Mikel and his family a few years ago, after his wife had told him about a young boy she had seen being arrested in the market. He had been caught stealing items from the patrol’s office and was being held there until they decided what to do with him. Mikel’s wife had pleaded with him all day, trying to convince him to help the young boy. 
 
   Not that it took much convincing; Mikel was intrigued by the arrogance and skill of a thief who would dare attempt to steal from the patrols. So he called in a favor from the chief at the time, whose daughter he had once saved from certain death. He convinced him to let the boy come live with them, taking full responsibility for his actions. Since that day he had lived with and worked for Mikel, running errands and messages throughout the town for not only him but many of the other local businesses as well; although Mikel was confident he hadn’t completely given up the thieving. 
 
   However, the news he carried in now was probably the worst he had ever delivered, and at exactly the worst time. Luke and Margie were close friends of Mikel’s and they had run the clinic in Lidas for nearly thirty years, treating both Full-bloods and Terrians. Since Lidas was a much larger city than Vicaris, Luke and Margie often had supplies on hand that Mikel couldn’t get in his small town. Many times Mikel had turned to them for assistance in getting supplies he didn’t have access to, and not once had either of them ever turned him down. 
 
   “Are they okay?” Mikel’s voice trembled, fearing his young messenger’s response. He knew how these raids went; if the inspectors went in with the intention of finding something wrong, they would. They never returned to the Tower empty handed. 
 
   A sadness came over the messenger‘s face as he straightened up. “They arrested them, both of them, claiming they were harboring an undocumented Full-blood in their clinic. They then executed the Full-blood in question on the street in front of everyone.” 
 
   Mikel felt weak in his knees and propped himself against the side of the bed as he glanced over at his daughter. Her face had gone pale and her hands were covering her mouth as she fought back the tears. 
 
   “What of their daughter? Was she there, was she arrested too?” 
 
   Dirik shook his head. “No, she wasn’t there at the time, she had left to run errands when the inspectors arrived. She is safe and staying at a friend’s house. I don’t think they are going to look for her, they got who they wanted.”
 
   Rigar, having remained silent thus far, bolted across the room toward the bed. “We need to get her back into the cart so I can get her out of here before they arrive.” He reached to pick up the girl, only to be stopped by Mikel.
 
   “Where do you think you are going to take her?”
 
   Rigar continued to try to get to the girl, only to have Mikel continue to block his attempts. “I don’t know, but I am not leaving her here for you to get arrested. Her condition alone will raise suspicion, not to mention the fact she hasn’t got a tag. Perhaps I can make it out of town and hide until this all clears over.” 
 
   Rigar wasn’t much taller than Mikel, but he was broader and a lot more muscular, not that it mattered. He was a Full-blood, and that alone meant he was three times stronger than Mikel could ever hope to be. But Mikel couldn’t care less as he stood unwavering against the very frustrated and impatient man.
 
   “You are not taking her anywhere, Rigar,” Mikel demanded, remaining fixed between his friend and the girl.
 
   Dirik, watching the two of them with a child-like curiosity, decided to interject at this point, “Rigar, there is no way out. They have already sent the messenger to have the check points set up. I barely made it back inside before they locked everything down.”
 
   Usually a stoic man, Rigar’s face was wrought with mixed emotions. He knew like the rest of them that if the checkpoints were in place then there was no way out of town. The inspectors always sent a messenger in advance to notify the local patrols of their impending arrival, once notified the entire city was locked down. This was supposedly this prevented any wrong doers from escaping.
 
   Mikel’s mind was spinning. He couldn’t help but feel their timing was remarkably inconvenient, but no matter. He had dealt with these situations before and come out intact. All he needed was enough time to pull everything together. 
 
   He turned to his Full-blood friend still standing only inches away. “Listen, I need you to do me a favor. Take Citera and the two of you get out of here.” 
 
   Citera opened her mouth to protest, only to be cut off by her father. “Citera, please don’t argue. Go with Rigar to his house and I will send for you when this is over. I will not risk the two of you being here when the inspectors arrive.” Then, turning his attention back to Rigar, he continued, “Rigar, I am entrusting you with the life of my daughter. I can handle this, I promise, all I need is for you to keep her safe.” 
 
   Rigar took a deep breath and ran his hand through his black hair. The thought of leaving Mikel alone to face the inspectors was a difficult request to accept. But Mikel continued to insist, “Please, my friend, do me this favor. Nothing in this world is as important to me as Citera. I need to know she is far away from here and safe. Do this for me.” 
 
   Rigar released a heavy sigh. He knew Mikel was right, his and Citera’s presence would only be a distraction at best. This was the only thing he could do to help Mikel whether he liked it or not. Reluctantly he surrendered, and turning for the door he motioned for Citera, who was now in tears, to follow. Citera wiped her eyes and took a few steps toward the door. She was halfway out of the room when she suddenly stopped, spun around, and ran to her father, locking her arms around him. 
 
   “Dad, let me stay here with you. Please, don’t make me leave.” 
 
   Mikel wrapped his arms around her lovingly, fighting back his own tears. “Citera, you can’t stay here. I promise everything will be all right, but I can’t handle this if I am concerned for your safety.” He paused as he pushed her back to look into her hazel eyes. “Plus, if you are with Rigar and his family you can help them. If the inspectors happen to come to the housing area, you can vouch for them, tell them you are doing a house call.” 
 
   Citera reluctantly glanced back at Rigar waiting in the doorway, then back at her father. “Send me a message as soon as it’s over, promise me.” 
 
   “I promise, now go.” He bent to kiss her on the cheek and watched as she slowly walked through the door, Rigar following close behind.
 
   With them finally gone, Mikel returned his attention to Dirik. “How much time do you think we have?”
 
   Dirik shrugged his shoulders watching Rigar and Citera as they disappeared from sight. “Maybe two hours. They left Lidas around three according to my source.”
 
   Mikel’s rubbed the back of his neck, “I hope that is enough time. Okay, Dirik, I need you to do a job for me. Run down to Jahol’s and ask him to make a tag for a Full-blood girl that appears to have stopped aging at around twenty. Tell him the actual age doesn’t matter as long as it isn’t too old, maybe fifty or so.” Mikel was examining the body, trying to put together the pieces so that his story would make sense. “Tell him she has black hair with—”
 
   Mikel leaned over the bed and gently pried open one of the girl’s eyes with his finger, stopping midsentence. All the color drained from his face as he stood staring in disbelief at what he was seeing. “Dirik, do you see this, too?” he asked, calling the messenger to the bedside.
 
   “Is that even possible?” Dirik exclaimed, the panic in his voice confirming Mikel’s fears. “We will never find a tag for someone with blue eyes! There is no way they would even give a tag to a blue-eyed Full-blood.”  
 
   Mikel was at a loss for words as he continued staring into that crystal blue eye, for suddenly his quick solution had taken a terribly wrong turn. 
 
   Jahol was the one Mikel always turned to if he needed a tag. He worked inside the morgue and occasionally helped himself to the tags of those who had been executed or died of other causes. Since there were no names, only descriptions and job titles embedded in their codes, all Jahol had to do was a little reprogramming, and there it was a new tag for a new Full-blood. His main drive of course was profit—it was usually a Full-blood wanting to get off the road crew who sought his services and paid a hefty price for them—but he had never turned Mikel down when he was in need of the occasional tag for a patient without one, and he never charged him for it. Mikel figured it was his way of balancing out the guilt of turning so many who couldn’t afford his services away. No matter what the reason was, when Mikel was in need, he always came through and without question. 
 
   Yet even though Jahol had worked miracles with tags before in the past, there was no way he would have a tag for a blue eyed Full-blood. They simply didn’t exist. It also wouldn’t do any good to reprogram one, because like Dirik had said, there was no way they would have given a tag to a Full-blood with blue eyes. Traits like those get you arrested, if not executed. Browns or grays in various shades, maybe even a few with black eyes, those were the eye colors, not just of the Full-bloods but of the Terrians as well. 
 
   “Mikel, what do you want me to do?” repeated the messenger. But Mikel, still trying to recover from the shock, was unable to answer and leaned against the bed frame dumbfounded. 
 
   “Mikel,” yelled the boy again, this time with a hint of desperation, “what do you want me to tell Jahol?”
 
   Mikel snapped from his stupor. “Tell him she has light brown eyes and let’s hope they don’t check.” He knew very well that it was likely that they would, but he didn’t have any other ideas. “Also tell him to make her a member of the road crew, which will help explain the condition she is in.” Dirik looked at him doubtingly, then at the girl, and started to leave. “Dirik,” Mikel called after him, “don’t tell anyone, and I mean anyone, what you have seen here. Do you understand?” Dirik glanced back at him over his shoulder and nodded, then disappeared through the doorway leaving Mikel alone with the girl. 
 
   Mikel stood there staring at the lifeless body for what felt like an eternity. What was he going to do, what could he do? He took a deep breath and turned his back to the bed, leaning his body against the metal frame. Suddenly he felt exhausted and overwhelmed. “What are we going to do?” he asked, gazing over his shoulder at the girl behind him. He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to discuss this matter with her, maybe he just needed to vent to someone who wouldn’t argue with him. Whatever the reason, he continued, “The two of us are in big trouble, you know. These inspectors come here searching for any reason they can find to arrest someone. Anything out of the ordinary, scars, birthmarks,” he got up and began to pace around the room, “strange eye color. Those are definite traits that will get you arrested. I have performed my share of miracles in the past to prevent people from being taken, and I’m pretty skilled at explaining away scars and marks.” He stopped and returned his gaze to the girl. “But I don’t have a magic trick to change someone’s eye color, so if you have any ideas I would love to hear them.” Pausing, he watched the motionless body for a few moments more, then with a sigh concluded, “I didn’t think so.”
 
   He turned and walked away, looking back as he exited through the door. “I am going to be sure the rest of the clinic is in order, I will be right back.”
 
   Mikel searched the hall for Janil and found her busy in one of the rooms gathering supplies to send home with a patient. She continued working when Mikel walked in. “Did Dirik tell you?” 
 
   “Yes, I have already sent most of the patients that could leave home. I think we can get just about everyone out of here except for a few.” 
 
   “What about the staff? They need to leave as well. I want everyone that can get out of here out.” 
 
   “I have already talked to them all, they will go once we the rest of the patients and their families are gone.” Janil walked down the hall and handed the supplies to one of the staff. “Give it to the patient and family in room twelve. It should hold them until this is over.” The girl took the supplies and hurried down the hall, and Janil turned back to Mikel. “What about Citera, where did you send her?” 
 
   “I sent her with Rigar. She can stay with him until this is over, and if the inspectors go through the housing district she can claim to be doing house calls.” 
 
   Janil, seeming pleased with the answer, went back to work. “I think there should only be three patients left after everyone else leaves, including your new arrival.” 
 
   “Who are the other two?” Mikel asked, watching the scurry of people in the hallway darting from room to room. 
 
   “The Hurder’s boy and the Full-blood man who came in a few days ago.” 
 
   Mikel knew about the Hurder’s son, he had become a resident at the clinic having been there for nearly two weeks. In their youth, Full-blood and Terrian children were virtually the same. It wasn’t until they reached maturity, usually around their twenties that a Full-blood’s body would begin to phase and require the use of formula on a continual basis. Once this occurred, a Full-blood became semi-immortal, with increased strength, endurance, and a life span more than double that of the Terrians. It was this ability to endure and thrive that had made them the targets of the Shadows when they decided to start building the road over the rocky terrain of Vanteria. But recently, thanks to their rapidly declining health and population, the Shadows and their soldiers were beginning to place younger and younger Full-bloods to work; despite the fact that their young bodies could not handle the same amount of stress as the ones who had come of age.
 
   That was the case of this particular boy. The government put him to work on the road before he reached maturity and it was more than his young body could handle. He had passed out from exhaustion after almost a month in the trenches and was still barely clinging to life. The poor child’s family kept a nearly constant vigil at his bedside, leaving him only to go to work themselves, so as not to get arrested. 
 
   The other man, also a Full-blood, he didn’t know much about. All he did know was that he had come in a couple of days ago saying he had been attacked and blacked out shortly after. No one knew who he was or anything else about him. Mikel figured he had gotten robbed, possibly hit in the head, and hopefully only needed some time to heal on his own.
 
   “Do they all have their tags on?” 
 
   After a slight hesitation, Janil finally answered, “Yes, they both have on the tags they came in with.” 
 
   One of the staff girls approached the two of them. “Sir, ma’am, almost everyone has left, but we are having issues with the boy’s family. They don’t want to leave him.” 
 
   Mikel started down the hall. “I’ll go talk to them.” 
 
   However, Janil stopped him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Let me do it. I have had several long conversations with the mother and have developed a relationship with her, she will listen to me. You go and see if you can get the girl looking more presentable.” And just like that, she headed down the hall past him, not even giving him a chance to argue. She was as stubborn as ever. He smiled and shook his head, turning back toward the girl’s room. 
 
   He did his best to get the worst of the dirt and blood off of the girl, but the more dirt he removed the more scars became visible. Some of them, like a v-shaped pattern of small circles on her chest, appeared to have been placed there with purpose, perhaps as mark or brand. A few, like the ones on her wrists and ankles came from being captured or arrested, but the majority appeared to be battle scars, the sharp straight lines of a knife or sword being slashed or stabbed through the skin. After he had done his best to clean her up, he placed her in a new gown, and then took the time to wrap the deep wounds on her wrists, knowing those would be harder to explain. 
 
   “Who did this to you?” He spoke quietly to his lifeless patient as he worked, but as expected she remained silent. “I really do hope you recover from this. I bet you have some interesting stories you could tell us.”
 
   He had just about finished when Janil walked in to update him on the progress, and check on his. “Everyone is gone but us and the patients.” 
 
   Mikel turned around to face her. “You should go, as well. I knew the risks I was taking when we carried her through the door, but I don’t expect you to take them with me.” 
 
   The older lady shook her head, answering him in her soft matriarchal voice, “I have been here with you in this clinic since you and your wife took me in off the street. You were there for me when I had nowhere else to go.” She met his gaze as she finished, “And now I will stand right here beside you no matter what comes of this.” 
 
   Mikel let out a sigh, knowing it would do no good to argue with her. One of her best qualities was the fact she never gave up. No matter how awful the condition or hopeless things appeared, he knew he could count on her to find a way to work things through, and he couldn’t imagine the clinic running without her. “Thank you, but I still think you should go. There will need be someone left to run the clinic, just in case.” 
 
   “The clinic will be fine. Besides, it is more dangerous and suspicious if you are here alone when they come,” replied the older lady as she shifted her attention to their patient. He knew she was right, but he still didn’t like it. “Do you need me to do anything else?” she asked, turning to leave. 
 
   Mikel shook his head. “No it’s out of our hands now, just pray to the stars for a miracle.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The Inspection
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where is he?” Mikel asked, pacing back and forth across the clinic’s lobby. With all the staff and family members gone home, his footsteps echoing off the walls were the only sounds that could be heard in the otherwise silent clinic. That was the way he wanted it; they wouldn’t be taking any chances today. Even a few of the critical patients had been sent home with their families. The only people left in the normally bustling clinic were him, Janil, and three patients that couldn’t be moved. 
 
   “I’m sure he will be here soon,” Janil soothed. She sat calmly in one of the chairs, watching him pace, while she steadily worked to secure her graying hair up into a loose bun. She had a demeanor and way of speaking that usually left him feeling comforted, even in the worst of times. Yet even she couldn’t calm him right now, when all he could think about was what would happen to the two of them if their young messenger didn’t return with the tag in time. 
 
   “He should have been back already, it’s been almost two hours. Jahol can reprogram tags in half that time,” he argued as he continued pacing. “Something must be wrong.”
 
   Janil smiled as she watched him. “Dirik is a smart boy. He’ll come back with the tag, just like you told him to.” She paused and her smile grew as a memory of better times came to her. “Remember when you sent him to the clinic in Haborte to retrieve some antibiotics? The patrols tried to intercept and search him, so he ran. They chased him all the way back to town, where he hid inside a garbage barrel for three hours in the heat of the day until they finally gave up. When he did make it back to the clinic he was grinning from ear to ear, reeking of rotten vegetables but medication in hand. It took nearly a month to get that smell out of his hair.” 
 
   Mikel couldn’t help but chuckle, as he pictured his wife holding down and scrubbing the struggling boy in the rain barrel behind the clinic. No doubt about it; if anyone could pull this off it was Dirik, being equally as determined as he was skilled. 
 
   For a moment, at least, they had let themselves forget about the impending raid. But their reprieve was short lived as a commotion in the street outside caught their attention. Mikel walked out the door and watched from the stoop as people hurried in different directions. One after the other, stores all around the clinic were starting to close, their owners trying to put distance between themselves and the target of the inspectors.
 
   “Guess the news about our inspection has reached everyone,” Mikel muttered, turning to go back inside.
 
   “Mister! Hey, mister,” someone yelled from behind him. He turned and spotted a young Terrian boy running up the street. Mikel recognized him as the messenger for old man Jacobe, a friend of Mikel’s who lived on the outskirts of town where the main road came into the city. Mikel had known Mr. Jacobe most of his life; he was older than most and had lived in a time before the Shadows came to power. Because of this he hated the Shadows, and all those who followed them, with a passion. He kept a constant lookout for any signs of trouble, and would notify Mikel in advance so that he could prepare for what was to come. He had saved Mikel’s butt more times than he cared to admit, and Mikel knew that if Mr. Jacobe had sent a messenger then it wouldn’t be long until the inspectors arrived.
 
   “Mister, Mr. Jacobe sent me to tell you the inspectors have been spotted on the edge of town,” gasped the young boy. “He wanted me to warn you they have the Enforcer with them.” 
 
   Mikel felt as if the boy had yanked the rug right out from under his feet. Inspectors were bad enough, but the Enforcer? The man was the Shadows’ right hand and had a nasty reputation for inflicting quick and brutal punishment. 
 
   It now made sense why the Full-blood in Lidas had been killed on site. The inspectors were nothing more than a group of Terrians who went from place to place looking for who knows what. The Enforcer, however, was a Full-blood and the voice of the Shadows, who never stepped a foot outside of the Tower. He held full authority to carry out whatever sentence he saw fit for a supposed crime, and answered to no one except the Shadows themselves. 
 
   Mikel knew that if the Enforcer was with the inspectors they weren’t coming just to check things out, they were coming with the intention of taking someone. Mikel turned to Janil, who had come up beside him, having heard the young messenger’s news. “You need to go,” he demanded 
 
   “I will do no such thing,” Janil snapped back. “I said I was staying and that is final.” 
 
   “Janil,” Mikel changed tactics and began pleading with the older lady, “please go. I can’t allow you to stay her and get arrested. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself knowing I was to blame.” 
 
   “Mikel, I have already told you, I’m not leaving you here to face this alone,” Janil replied sternly. “I am aware of the risks involved in my decision and I am willing to take them.”
 
   Before he could object again, a familiar face appeared running down the now empty street. Mikel couldn’t help but wonder if everyone had heard the boy’s announcement and picked up the pace, because at some point between the young boy’s arrival and his pleading with Janil to leave, the entire street had emptied.
 
   “I have it!” yelled Dirik, running as hard as he could. He rounded the corner and jumped up the stairs to meet Mikel and Janil at the top. Mikel thanked Mr. Jacobe’s messenger and sent him running back home, then they all quickly retreated back inside the clinic where Dirik handed Mikel the tag to inspect. As usual Jahol had not failed him; in his hand was the dark metal band that would hopefully save all of their lives. 
 
   It was less than a decade after the uprising when the Shadows first passed the law that mandated all Full-bloods be required to wear the bar coded tags on their wrists. Without one, a Full-blood was unable to get a house, formula, or any other items necessary for survival. Then, when the Shadows decided to build the wall barricading the capital city, and more recently the stone roads, they used the tags to assign jobs to the Full-bloods and forced them to work for them in order to receive the merits needed to buy formula. They declared that at eighteen all Full-bloods would be required to register and receive their tags, mature or not, at which time they would be assigned a job and sent to work. Failure to comply came not only with the risk of starvation, but also the threat of being arrested and sentenced to death for treason.
 
   After taking a moment to look it over, Mikel quickly tucked the tag into his pocket, and turned to Dirik. “Thank you in for coming to our rescue again, but I think it would be better if you left.”
 
   Dirik looked hurt. “You want me to leave?”
 
   “Dirik, it is not safe here. We just received news the Enforcer is with the inspectors,” Mikel said as he nudged Dirik toward the door. “Go to Rigar’s house and check on Citera for me. Let her know you got us the tag, it will make her feel better.”
 
   “Well ... okay,” Dirik muttered as he sulked out the door. 
 
   Meanwhile, Mikel turned his attention back to Janil. “Do a quick check and be sure everyone is all right. I’ll go and check on the girl.” Janil nodded slightly in agreement and they were almost out of the front room when a voice called softly from behind them, “Mikel …”
 
   “Dirik,” Mikel said impatiently as he spun around, “I told you already, you need to go—” Mikel faltered, for once he turned he realized why Dirik’s voice had sounded off. There, standing in the doorway, looming over Dirik, was the massive dark figure known simply as the Enforcer.
 
   Even though he had been the head of the Shadows forces for as long as Mikel could remember, Mikel had never seen him this close up, and as he stood staring up at the monstrous man he couldn’t help but pray that this wouldn’t also be the last. He was by far the largest person Mikel had ever laid eyes on, standing at least two feet taller than Dirik, and so thickly muscled that he was broader than the door frame of the clinic. His one hand nearly spanned the width of the boy’s shoulders.
 
   “What’s the hurry? I thought he might want to stay a while. After all, I just arrived,” the Enforcer said, his voice as dark and looming as he was. He ducked his head and twisted his body to get through the doorway, better revealing the completely massive size of himself. However, it wasn’t just his size that was playing hell with Mikel’s nerves at the moment, it was those eyes. As black as the hair on his head and clothes that covered him from head to toe, they were completely devoid of any white at all, and Mikel found himself paralyzed as he became lost within their fathomless depths. 
 
   He smiled an evil smile as he met Mikel’s gaze, flashing two elongated canines and sending a shiver down Mikel’s spine. “He does work for you, doesn’t he?” he asked, holding Dirik out in front of him.
 
   Mikel struggled to free himself from the black void and shoved his hands into his pockets to hide their trembling, “Yes, but he is only a messenger and errand boy. He has nothing to do with the inner workings of the clinic, so I don’t see any reason to keep him here.”
 
   The Enforcer’s expression shifted slightly, causing Mikel to retreat a few steps back. “I will be the one to decide whether he is of use or not,” he growled, narrowing his gaze. He was about to add something else when three smaller figures came up behind him—a man and two women—all wearing the same dark navy uniform that designated them as the inspectors. 
 
   “Are you ready?” the younger of the two ladies asked with an air of drama that was almost comical. “I am tired and would like to get this over with so that I can go home.” 
 
   “By all means,” the Enforcer replied without taking his eyes off Mikel, “let’s get this over with.” 
 
   Mikel swallowed hard at the harshness and terminality of the statement. But knowing he had no other option, he turned and lead the way down the hall with Janil and the rest following close behind. 
 
   Pausing outside the first room, the room of the young boy, Mikel took a deep breath and pushed the door open. He led them all into the room, waiting for them to enter before beginning to give the basic information they usually required during these inspections. 
 
   He was very familiar with the routine, having gone through inspections many times in the past. But this was the first time he had the Enforcer in his clinic and he was trying his best to control the nervousness in his voice as he spoke, “This boy is only sixteen years old and has been here for about two weeks.”
 
   “What is wrong with him?” the young inspector asked sounding bored. Mikel frowned as he watched her run the finger of one of her white gloves across the counter top. He was having a hard time accepting the fact that someone who didn’t look to be much older than his own daughter held this much authority over him. 
 
   Taking a moment to clear his thoughts, he finally answered, “He hasn’t reached maturity, but they put him to work on the road anyway and his body couldn’t handle it. He hasn’t showed any signs of recovering as of yet.” Turning to stare at the young patient, Mikel added, “We have been directly infusing formula into his system to keep him from getting any worse, but what he needs is the red formula to heal.” 
 
   “Interesting,” the male inspector remarked flatly as he approached the bed. “Perhaps you should get his family to put in an application for consideration.” He picked up the boy’s arm with the tag, and using a scanner ran the bar code. The machine let off a beep, signaling the information being accepted. 
 
   Mikel, watching attentively, continued talking, “They have, twice, and they have been denied both times.”
 
   “Well I’m sure the Shadows have their reasons,” the young inspector chimed in. Her cocky demeanor and perky voice were really beginning to annoy Mikel. She signaled to the others and they encircled the body, searching for anything out of the ordinary. For years people had been speculating as to what they were looking for when they did these inspections, and there were lots of theories,—possibly rashes, scars, signs of some kind of disease—but in all honesty, no one really knew. All anyone did know was that when they came, they checked over the whole body in search of something. 
 
   They motioned for the Enforcer, who walked over, grabbed the boy up like a doll, and flipped him over onto his side, nearly dislodging the line from his arm. Janil moved quickly and repositioned the pole to give him a little more slack. Mikel, bit his lower lip to keep from saying anything stupid. Where he had been nervous before, he was now beginning to become aggravated as he watched helplessly as they looked over the boy’s back. After a minute they seemed satisfied by what they saw, or didn’t see, and the Enforcer let the boy roll back over.
 
   “Who is next?” the inspector asked. 
 
   Mikel was fighting the overwhelming her to choke her. Instead he plastered on his most humble smile and led them back into the hallway. He headed down a few more doors to the other male Full-blood’s room and entered with the parade of them following close behind.
 
   The scenario went much the same as it had in the previous room. Mikel explained about him coming into the clinic after being robbed and that they were simply waiting for him to heal and wake up. The male inspector scanned his tag and the three of them did their check for markings without incident. Mikel was beginning to get excited about how smoothly the process was going, but was quickly put back in check when they announced they were ready for the next room. 
 
   The group stood in front of the last door, and Mikel’s stomach began doing flips as he reached for the door knob. Turning it he stepped inside. Janil followed him in, along with the Enforcer, still looming over Dirik, and the inspectors close behind. The girl remained in the same position as they had left her in. But upon entering the room Mikel could tell that something was different, although he couldn’t put his finger on what it was exactly.
 
   He took a deep breath in and then exhaled, trying to steady his nerves as he began. “This is our last patient, she arrived last night. We don’t know much about her, other than the workers found her at one of the job sites. They believe someone attacked and then robbed her.” It wasn’t a complete lie, but there was no way he was going to tell them the truth. 
 
   “Has she not told you what happened? Who did this to her?” the young inspector asked sounding genuinely concerned. “It appears like they did a terrible number on her.” 
 
   “No,” Mikel answered cautiously—he had to be careful he didn’t talk himself into a corner, “she hasn’t awakened yet. Whoever it was probably hit her in the head.” He turned his attention back to the girl. “We haven’t even had the chance to clean her up properly.” 
 
   The older female inspector, who had so far through the tour remained silent, joined in, “That doesn’t explain why she is so thin, is she sick with something?”
 
   Mikel, thinking on his feet, answered quickly, “There has been a recent cut in the merits provided to the road workers, and this has led to an increase in robberies and attacks on each other. It is very likely that she is one of the weaker ones on her crew and they have been taking advantage of that for a while and stealing her formula.” 
 
   There was a sound of disgust from the male inspector who decided to add in his opinion, “Full-bloods are a primitive race. Since they can’t take advantage of us anymore, they have resorted to turning on each other and doing our job for us.” 
 
   Mikel turned a side glance at the Enforcer, thinking that as a Full-blood he would surely take offense to the statement. But if he did, he showed no signs of it as he remained emotionless and frozen in the corner with Dirik in arm’s reach. 
 
   “Let’s have a look,” the small inspector said as she bounced toward the bed. The other two joined her and together they pulled back the blankets, revealing the girl’s pitiful body. It was clear as she laid there exposed for them all to see, what a horrible condition she was in, and despite the fact Mikel had already laid witness to this site multiple times, it still didn’t make it any easier. The inspectors diligently checked every inch of skin, and once satisfied the small inspector again summoned the Enforcer over for his assistance, “Come hold her over while we look at her back.” 
 
   Her back? Mikel’s pulse rate immediately doubled. Why had he not thought to check her back? The Enforcer pushed Dirik to the side and came out from the corner to stand on one side of the bed while the inspectors gathered on the other side. He reached down, grabbed her by the arm, and flipped her onto her side.
 
   To his left Mikel heard Janil, who hadn’t said a single word throughout the process, take in a deep breath. He turned to see her cringing and followed her gaze to see what had disturbed her so. Whether on purpose or as a result of her weakened condition, the Enforcer had applied enough force to the girl’s arm to snap it in two. Mikel winced and averted his gaze, imagining the tremendous pain she would be suffering with if she were awake. 
 
   His eyes landed on Dirik, who was cowering in the corner and staring back at Mikel. The fear in the boy’s eyes made his heart break. Mikel wanted to reach out and comfort him, but he knew that would be a mistake. It would have been hard for anyone, much less a fourteen-year-old boy, to be singled out by the Enforcer. 
 
   “All right, all she has is some old marks, most likely from being in prison at some point or from working the road. Otherwise nothing very remarkable,” the young inspector stated, and then to the Enforcer added, “You may let her go now.” 
 
   The Enforcer followed the command without comment. Mikel watched perplexed. He couldn’t help but wonder why a formidable Full-blood, such as the Enforcer, would so willingly follow their orders; especially from the likes of that tiny, overly annoying woman.
 
   Once the girl was returned to her back, it was the Enforcer who made the next move. In neither of the other rooms had they checked the eye color of the Full-bloods, but for whatever reason he reached down to pull open one of her eyes. And it was in that moment that Mikel realized what it was that had made her look different when they had first walked in … the scar over her right eye was gone. 
 
   A million questions rushed through his mind, as he scanned over the rest of her and realized that almost all the scarring had vanished, then a flash of hope, maybe, just maybe. 
 
   Mikel held his breath as the Enforcer pulled open the eye lid, and to his relief there was one of the most beautiful sights he had ever seen. A perfect, gorgeous, light brown eye. He heard a little gasp of surprise come from the corner where Dirik was and quickly sent a warning glance his direction. Looking back at the Enforcer, he was relieved to see that neither he, nor the inspectors had seemed to notice his young friend’s surprise. 
 
   He was daring to celebrate inside, they had done it, they had survived the inspection, and everything was going to be fine after all. But his celebration was cut short as the male inspector spoke the words he had dreaded to hear, “It seems we have a problem here,” Mikel’s eyes closed, awaiting whatever trumped up charge they had come up with to be laid on them, “she has no tag.” 
 
   Mikel was taken aback for a minute. How could I be so stupid, he thought, rummaging in his pocket to pull out the tag. 
 
   “I have her tag,” he interjected. 
 
   All four of them turned on him suspiciously, but it was the Enforcer and his deep, threatening voice who spoke first, “Why would you have it in your pocket? They are never to be removed under any circumstance.” 
 
   Once again Mikel couldn’t resist the urge as he looked down at the Enforcer’s wrist. And there it was, it seemed being the Shadows’ attack dog hadn’t made even him exempt from this law. Quickly regaining his composure, he answered, “She was found with it lying on the ground not too far away from her body. It must have come off in the struggle against her attackers, probably due to how thin she is. Anyway, she was lucky the thieves didn’t find it or they most likely would have taken it.” Mikel was trying desperately to read the Enforcer for any facial expression that might help him figure out what he was thinking, but without much luck.
 
   “Then why didn’t you put it on her when she arrived,” broke in the older female inspector, a woman’s whose face seemed to be stuck in a permanent scowl. 
 
   Janil decided to break her silence and came to his defense, “Like he said, she arrived only last night, it just slipped our minds until now.”
 
   Mikel couldn’t tell whether or not they were buying the story, and he honestly didn’t care. His only hope at this point was that they would lose interest and leave. 
 
   “Have you scanned it, how do you even know that it’s hers?” barked the male inspector. 
 
   “Sir, we are a poor clinic, as you can tell, so we don’t have a scanner or access to one.” That part was the truth. There were many instances, the current one included, that he wished they had a scanner to verify tags. 
 
   “Well, let us have it then and we will see what you’ve got.” 
 
   Mikel handed him the tag, wishing he could knock the smirk off his face. The inspector, pulling out his scanner, ran it over the tag, and a beep sounded as the machine accepted whatever information Jahol had programmed into it. Mikel held his breath as he glanced over toward Janil, who stood quietly watching the events unfold. There was no way she could be as calm as she appeared to be.
 
   “It seems to be in order.” 
 
   Mikel exhaled in relief as the male inspector continued, “Put it on her and leave it. If you are ever caught with a Full-blood without a tag on again, you will be arrested and taken to the Tower for treason.”
 
   “Of course, of course it will never happen again,” Mikel said, trying to contain his excitement as he reached out to take back the tag. 
 
   “So are we done?” Dirik asked excitedly, momentarily forgetting his fear. 
 
   “Not quite,” the Enforcer answered in a tone that sent Dirik cowering back down into his corner.
 
   “What do you mean? You have checked everyone, what else is there to do?” Janil asked, seeming as stunned as Mikel was by the remark. 
 
   “We have had reports of someone stealing and selling tags to Full-bloods in this area to elevate their ranks off the road crew.” He turned and directed the rest toward Mikel. “These reports state that the attackers purposefully target high ranking Full-bloods, killing them, and taking their tags.” 
 
   “We don’t know anything about that, this is the first time I have even heard of this,” Mikel stated nervously looking over the four of them. He rammed his hands back into his pockets trying to conceal the obscene amount of shaking they were doing.
 
   “I don’t suppose you do,” the Enforcer continued, “but someone in this clinic does.” 
 
   Mikel’s stomach twisted painfully inside him as the color drained from his face. He glanced helplessly over to Janil and then back to poor Dirik. It was obvious from the expressions on their faces that they, like him, had come to the realization there was be no way all three of them would be coming out on the other side of this inspection intact. 
 
   They remained silent as the male inspector began to speak again, “The second patient down the hall has on the tag of a factory supervisor,” he paused as he scanned over the three of them, smirking with cockiness, “but it as clear as the callouses on his hands that he is nothing more than a laborer, most likely from the road. The tag he is wearing was reported stolen several days ago by the family of the victim.” Once again he paused, taking a moment to relish in the power he held over them. “Now the question we have for you is, where did he get it?”
 
   “Sir, I assure you the tag he has on is the one he came into the clinic with,” Mikel replied, trying his best to keep his fear under control. He knew all too well if they were here to target them for this there was no way they would get out of it, and if he could do nothing else he would at least go out with some of his dignity still intact.
 
   “You have already been caught with a patient in your clinic without a tag on, now you want us to believe you didn’t know the other tag was stolen?” the Enforcer asked with raised brows. He knew he had them cornered, and as he watched them squirm he refocused his attention on Dirik. “Perhaps if I take messenger boy back with me for interrogation, we can come up with some answers. A few days in the Tower should be enough to get him talking.”
 
   All eyes landed on Dirik, who had retreated as far back into the corner as he possibly could, and was desperately looking around for a means of escape. Unfortunately there was none. The inspectors had already moved to block the door, the only way out of the windowless room. 
 
   “Please I beg of you, he knows nothing. We know nothing, I swear,” Mikel pleaded, no longer concerned with dignity as he desperately begged for the life of a boy he had come to think of as a son. 
 
   “Then who does know something?” the young inspector asked, her perkiness giving way to something slightly darker. “I find it hard to believe no one here knows anything about this.” 
 
   The Enforcer advanced across the room toward Dirik while the boy looked on in terror with tears streaming down his face. Grabbing him up by the front of his jacket, the Enforcer spun the boy around so he was standing in front of him, facing Mikel and Janil. “Or maybe I should execute him right here and be done this.” 
 
   “I know where he got it.” 
 
   The voice sounded from behind Mikel with a calmness that made him doubt what he had heard. Mikel turned and his heart fell to the floor, as the whole room’s attention shifted onto Janil. Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward and repeated herself, “I know where he got the tag.”
 
   “No!” Mikel screamed, glancing back and forth between the inspectors and Janil “Janil, what are you doing? She doesn’t know what she is talking about, she is talking out of her head.” 
 
   He was looking right at Janil, but she avoided his gaze, instead turning her attention to the Enforcer. “I knew his tag was a fake. He told me when he came in, before he lost consciousness, that he had gotten injured stealing it. I allowed him to come into the clinic anyway and never told anyone else. They didn’t know.” Finally she turned to Mikel, tears in her eyes. “That is why I couldn’t leave you here alone, I feared this would happen and I won’t have you taking the fall for my mistake.” 
 
   “How touching,” the Enforcer said rolling his eyes. He pushed his way past Mikel to stand towering over Janil, “Aren’t you the lady whose husband I arrested about ten years ago for harboring undocumented Full-bloods? Did you learn anything from your husband’s arrest?” 
 
   Janil said nothing, she instead stood silently, eyes on the floor in a quiet defiance until the Enforcer had had enough. 
 
   “Fine then,” he announced, and with a wave of his hand the room filled with members of the Black guard. Quickly they took ahold of Janil and began placing her in handcuffs and shackles. He then turned to another group waiting outside the door. “Go down the hall, get the Full-blood with the stolen tag, and load him into the wagon as well.” 
 
   Mikel made a move toward Janil, hoping to take advantage of the Enforcer’s distraction. He wasn’t sure what he planned on doing, all he knew was he needed to get close enough to talk some sense into her. 
 
   But the Enforcer wasn’t having it. Sensing his movement, he was on him in an instant with the blinding speed and strength known to his Full-blooded race. Before he knew what had happened, Mikel found himself slammed against the wall, with his feet dangling several feet off the floor, and the Enforcer’s hand pressing into his chest.
 
   “Would you like to join her in the Tower? I would be more than happy to accommodate the both of you.” the Enforcer snapped, his face only inches from Mikel’s. The look in his eyes left no doubt in Mikel’s mind that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. However, Mikel couldn’t answer; the pressure on his chest was so intense that he could feel his ribs beginning to crack beneath the massive hand. Struggling to breath, Mikel clenched his teeth against the pain and shook his head.
 
   “Leave him alone!” shouted Janil, who was now in chains and being held back by the guards. “I’ll go with you, just leave them alone, please.” Her desperation was undeniable, but her plea had fallen on deaf ears. The Enforcer had his eyes locked on Mikel, and Mikel’s were on him as well. 
 
   “Let us go,” interrupted the older female inspector, “we have what we came for.” 
 
   The Enforcer turned and glared at her. Mikel thought for sure he was going to challenge the order, but to his surprise and relief he turned his attention back to Mikel and released him. Mikel fell to the floor with a thud that sent pain shooting up his spine. 
 
   “You go ahead, I have further business to attend to in town. I’ll be back later,” the Enforcer growled, still hovering over Mikel. “And save the lady for me, I will deal with her myself when I get back.” 
 
   “Fine,” she grumbled, turning to the guards. “Load her in the wagon with the Full-blood and take them back to the interrogation wing. We are going back to meet with the Shadows and give them our report.” And with that the guards grabbed Janil, led her out of the room, and down the hallway; chains scraping against the wood floor as she was half dragged from the clinic.
 
   Mikel watched her all the way out the door, hoping for a glance or signal, anything to tell him what he was supposed to do next. She was his rock, his advisor, and one of the few people he trusted … and now she was gone. He attempted to get himself to his feet to follow, hoping for even the briefest moment to talk to her, but when he tried to stand a sharp pain sent him back to the floor clutching his chest. So he sat, hands cupping his face, overwhelmed with grief and the knowledge his close friend was gone from his life forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Nightmares
 
    
 
    
 
   Was she telling the truth? Or did she lie to protect them? He would never know. Not that it mattered. Nothing was going to change the fact that she was gone; hauled away in chains before his very eyes. Guilt was beginning to overwhelm Mikel as he tried to imagine what he could have done differently. She was his rock, the one whose shoulder he had cried on when it seemed everything he loved was slipping through his fingers. And yet he had stood by and done nothing to save her. He should have done more … something, anything. Why hadn’t he confessed, why had he let them take her? 
 
   The inspectors had come with the intentions of taking someone, of that he was certain. Janil had confessed, or lied, to save him and Dirik, and he was angry with himself for allowing her to do so. And even if it was the truth, that she had known the tag was stolen, why had she not told him earlier? He could have just as easily gotten a tag for the man as he had the girl. Becoming overwhelmed by his emotions, Mikel buried his face into his hands to hide the tears streaming down both cheeks. He knew why. Citera. She was the reason he had kept quiet just as she was the reason why Janil had confessed. Having already been forced to deal with the trauma of his wife’s recent death, there was no way she would have been able to cope with the loss of another parent so soon. 
 
   Mikel refocused his attention on Dirik, who remained motionless in his corner. White from fear and in a state of shock, it was more than clear why the Enforcer had insisted on keeping him here during the inspection. He had used Dirik as bait. The Enforcer knew that neither he nor Janil would allow Dirik to be taken, so he used him, dangling him out in front of the two of them like a worm on a hook until he got what he wanted, a confession. 
 
   A slight movement near the bed caught Mikel’s attention, reminding him they were not alone in the room. He and Dirik had been so focused on losing Janil that they had both forgotten the Enforcer was still standing near the bed. Mikel watched him as he stood looming, quietly focused on the girl, seemingly no longer concerned with the two of them. With one hand clutching his chest and the other pressed against the wall, Mikel somehow managed to pull himself to his feet, not once taking his eyes off the Enforcer. Then moving with slow shaky steps and keeping his back to the wall, Mikel inched toward the corner to stand beside Dirik. 
 
   “You okay?” he asked, placing his hand gently on the boy’s shoulder. Dirik looked at him blankly and gave a slight nod, but that was all he needed. He grabbed ahold of the boy’s coat with his free hand, and dragged him down the hallway into the front lobby.
 
   “Go now, get out of here,” Mikel commanded. 
 
   Dirik, in shock, remained silent, staring through him as if he wasn’t there. 
 
   “Dirik, snap out of it, I need you to get out of here now!” Grasping Dirik’s shoulders, Mikel shook him vigorously until the boy’s eyes finally shifted and met with his. “Please, go and check on Citera for me. I need you out of here and safe.” Dirik tilted his head to look behind Mikel toward the room where the Enforcer was standing. When he glanced back at Mikel, a concerned expression marred his features. “Dirik, I’ll be alright, I promise.”
 
   “But …”
 
   “Dirik, I’ll be fine.” Mikel reinforced, pushing the boy toward the front door.
 
   “Well, okay.” Dirik relented in a voice so soft Mikel could hardly hear him, “but what do you want to tell her happened? I know she will ask.”
 
   Pulling open the door, Mikel ran a shaky hand through his hair. He didn’t want Citera to know about Janil right now, Rigar either. It would be better if they were all together when he broke the news. “Tell her that I am fine and the inspection is over, that’s all she needs to know. Also, tell her I want her to spend the night with Rigar, just to be on the safe side. I will send for all of you tomorrow and explain the rest.” 
 
   Dirik peered one more time at the room, then at Mikel before he silently disappeared through the door and down the steps; leaving Mikel alone with the Enforcer.
 
   *****
 
   Enforcer watched bemused as the healer pulled the errand boy out of the room and dragged him down the hall. He was fairly certain they were about to make a break for it. However, he could care less. Actually that was exactly what he wanted. He was finally being given a moment alone with the girl, who he had the distinct feeling was more than what she appeared to be.
 
   Pulling off one of his gloves he ran his hand delicately over her arms and down her legs. Discrepancies, only recognizable by touch, could be felt covering her bare skin. It felt as if she was covered in scars or marks, although there were none visible. And there was something else; although she appeared to be unconscious, showing no signs of life other than the shallow breathing that would have gone unnoticed by most, he had the overwhelming impression she was watching him. He tried to shake it off, blaming his own deep rooted paranoia and natural mistrust, but every fiber of his being told him something wasn’t right. Knowing better than to disregard his instincts, he decided to put her to the test. If she was really faking her condition, he knew just how to find out. Slowly he moved his hand back up to her neck, encircled it, and tightened his grip.
 
   He expected her to come up fighting, abandoning her deception. So he was surprised when she remained motionless, even as he tightened his grip and denied her body of air. But still he continued to squeeze. He couldn’t afford to take any chances; his gut told him she was hiding something, and if he was right about what that was, it could change everything. Her condition alone made him suspect that she could be an elder; at the very least she was a predator. No other type of Full-blood could have survived being starved to the point this girl had been. Either way, she was the first of her kind that he had seen in years, having personally assisted the Shadows in their mission to eliminate them completely. So, with his curiosity peaked, he continued to deny her air until her body surrender beneath his grasp. With pride he watched as his suspicions proved themselves true and her mask faded away, revealing to him all that she had tried so hard to hide. 
 
   Every discrepancy that he had felt was now visible to the naked eye, including a very distinguishing scar that ran down her face and across her eye. Fascinated, he lifted her body up toward him and pulled up the back of her gown. Like the rest of her, her back was covered in the scars from past beatings and fights, but that wasn’t what he was looking for. It was a mark he hunted, and it was a mark he found. 
 
   Perfectly centered between her shoulder blades was the very mark he had spent so many decades searching for, with its bold black lines shining against the paleness of her skin. Satisfied, he lowered her back onto the bed to check one last thing. He reached down and gently pried open her eye. The same eye that had been brown only minutes ago was now a beautiful, but haunting shade of blue. 
 
   He smiled. Confident that he had all the proof he needed, he bent over the body of the girl and whispered into her ear very quietly, “I know who you are.” Gently brushing a piece of hair out of her face he continued, “And I will be coming back for you.”
 
   *****
 
   Mikel stood in the lobby watching Dirik as he disappeared out the door. With the boy gone, he could refocus his attention on the Enforcer, still lurking in the exam room. Sneaking back down the hall as quietly as he could, he edged closer to get a look through the window in the door. He watched as the giant man leaned over and gently brushed a piece of hair from the girl’s face while whispering in her ear.
 
   What was that about? 
 
   He didn’t have long to ponder the thought before the Enforcer turned and headed for the door. Stepping back, Mikel retreated down the hall back to the lobby.  He had no desire what-so-ever to be trapped in the small confines of the hallway with the Enforcer; his aching body still hadn’t recovered from their first encounter. 
 
   The Enforcer came down the hall, entered into the lobby, and glowered down at Mikel. “The girl down there,” he said, nodding his head toward the room, “what else do you know about her?” 
 
   Mikel shook his head, keeping as much distance between them as he could. “I told you, we don’t know anything about her. She was brought in last night by some workers thinking she had been robbed.” 
 
   The Enforcer’s hollow black eyes narrowed, his face void of any emotion. Mikel fidgeted nervously wondering whether or not he believed the lie he was telling him. 
 
   “I will be back here before the end of the month,” the Enforcer said slipping his glove back on his hand, “and she had better still be here when I get back.” He stalked closer, eliminating the distance between them in two large strides. Glowering down on him, the Enforcer continued, “Because if she isn’t, then I will be forced to take in someone else in her stead. Perhaps that lovely daughter of yours, I believe her name is Citera isn’t it.” 
 
   Every muscle in Mikel’s body failed him, shocked at hearing his daughter’s name uttered by the Shadows’ henchman. The thought of this monster laying hands on her made him both angry and sick. Miraculously, he somehow managed to push the image from his mind long enough to address him, “What do you want with the girl?”
 
   “That is none of your concern, just make sure she is here and alive when I get back.” 
 
   He walked past Mikel toward the front door before stopping to add, “And clean her up, I need to get a better look at her when I return.” With that said he sauntered out the door and headed off down the street.
 
   Mikel watched from the doorway of the clinic until the Enforcer had disappeared into the distance. He couldn’t handle any more surprises, he had to be sure he was gone. Then the reality of what he said hit him. Back for the girl before the end of the month. But what could he possibly want with her? Did he suspect as they did that she wasn’t a normal Full-blood? And what did he whisper to her right before he left? His mind was spinning with these and many other questions as he reached up and grabbed ahold of his head with both hands, and began rubbing them up and down his face. Suddenly a voice startled him, causing him to nearly fall backwards off the stoop.
 
   “Mikel, did everything go okay??” It was Marta; the middle-aged woman who ran the market next door to the clinic. 
 
   Mikel shook his head, his eyes tearing up. “They took her, Marta, she’s gone.” All the emotions came flooding back to the surface, and he no longer had the strength or desire to try and contain it as he collapsed onto the staircase. 
 
   Marta covered her mouth with her hand. “Who, Mikel, who did they take? They didn’t take Citera, did they? Please tell me they didn’t take her.” Marta’s expression was one of pure anguish. Her market had been next door to the clinic since before Citera was born. Because of this she had always been a constant figure in the girl’s life and thought as much of Citera as she had her own daughter; who had died during a flu epidemic several years ago, the same one that had robbed Dirik of his parents. 
 
   “No, Marta, they took Janil. Citera is safe, I sent her out of the clinic when I heard they were coming.” 
 
   A slight look of relief crossed her face for a moment, but it was quickly replaced by sadness as the rest of what he said sank in. “What do you think they will do with her?” Marta asked solemnly.
 
   “What do they do with any of the people they take away? Interrogate, torture,” he paused as the thoughts of her impending fate began to overwhelm him, “execute.” 
 
   It was more than Marta could handle and she burst into tears. “But she didn’t do anything to deserve that, all she ever wanted to do…all she ever did…was help people.” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter, they don’t need a reason, because they make their own.” He took a deep breath and wiped away his own tears with his shirt sleeve. “Can I ask you a favor, Marta?” he prompted, looking down at her where she stood on the bottom of the stoop. “Can Citera stay with you for a week or two, until things settle? I can’t ask Rigar, I am already putting him and his family in grave danger by allowing her to stay there tonight.” 
 
   Without a moment’s hesitation Marta agreed, “Of course she can, for as long as you need.” 
 
   Relieved, Mikel stood to go back inside. “Thank you, thank you so much. I’ll repay you somehow, I promise.” 
 
   “Never you mind that, just send her over and we will watch her.” Marta wiped away her tears and reached a hand out to him at the top of the stairs. 
 
   He was more than familiar with the gesture and bent down, took her hand, and gave it a subtle kiss. Marta liked to think of herself as a genteel lady despite her rural upbringing. Many said she had married her husband only because she thought he had money, being as he owned his own market and all. If so, she must have been sorely disappointed when she arrived to find herself on the less than advantageous side of town. Regardless, she had always seemed pleasant and willing to help, and if all she was going to require for payment to keep his daughter safe was a kiss on the hand, he was more than happy to oblige.
 
   “Thanks again, but I had better get back in and check on the two patients we have left,” Mikel said, glancing behind him at the clinic. 
 
   “All right, but if you need anything else, let us know. We are always here for you,” Marta replied then disappeared back into the market.
 
   Mikel returned inside the clinic and headed down the hall to check on the first patient, the young Full-blood who had yet to reach his prime. He adjusted his transfusion, checked his lines, and repositioned the young boy to keep him from developing sores. After he was sure the boy was as comfortable as he could get him, he headed down the hall to the girl’s room. 
 
   Stepping through the door, his gaze was met by a pair of crystal blue eyes staring back at him from sunken sockets. The shear shock of it caused him to startle and stumble backwards into the wall. The girl was sitting straight up in the bed and staring right at him while she clutched tightly to her broken arm. And though her face was flat and expressionless, it was evident from her posturing and the glazed look in her eyes that she was suffering terribly. 
 
   Mikel remained silent, scared to move. Her eyes, the color of the sky on a clear spring day, were both beautiful and frightening at the same time. And as she continued to stare him down, he got the distinct feeling that she was trying to decide how best to handle him. After several silent and tense moments, Mikel decide to make the first move and began to inch his way slowly into the room. “Are you hurting?” he asked. Carefully making his way around the bed, Mikel kept his hands raised to where she could see them. “Do you want me to give you something to help with the pain?” 
 
   But the girl remained silent and motionless, watching his every move. The way she stared at him made him feel uncomfortable to say the least. It was as if she wasn’t looking at him, rather that she was looking into him, boring into his soul to determine his intentions. Mikel paused, not wanting to push his luck, and spoke again only slightly slower, “Do you understand what I am saying?”
 
   Ignoring his question, she broke her stare and studied the room around her. He wasn’t sure if she was trying to find a way out or just taking in her surroundings, so he waited, figuring the best thing for him to do was to remain still and let her make the next move. After a while, she slowly turned her attention back to him, closed her eyes, and gently laid back into the bed. Unsure of what else to do, Mikel began to move slowly toward the bed once again.
 
   He had just about made it to the bedside when she suddenly reached up and grabbed her head with both hands as if in severe pain. The movement of her broken arm only compounded her agony. Her suffering was undeniable and he watched helplessly as she clutched her arm and rolled into a ball while her face contorted and twisted into the shape of someone who was screaming out in pain, yet no sound came from her. 
 
   Mikel crossed the room quickly to one of the cabinets, pulled out a vial, then grabbing a syringe off the nearby table, began to fill it with the liquid. Once he felt he had a sufficient dose to ease her pain, he walked slowly once again toward the bed. 
 
   “This will help,” he said, reaching to grab her uninjured arm, but she immediately pulled away. He moved in carefully, being sure not to appear aggressive in anyway. “I swear I will do nothing to hurt you, all I want is to help you with your pain.”
 
   She shook her head at him, and though her throat was dry she was able to mutter a raspy, but clear, “No.”
 
   Mikel, whose fear had all but disappeared, remained undeterred. “Please, let me help you. There is no need in allowing yourself to suffer this way.”
 
   Her gaze locked with his in a look that froze the blood within his veins. “Don’t touch me,” she demanded in a raspy growl.
 
   Unnerved, yet determined to aid in some way with her discomfort, Mikel continued to try a few more times to convince her to let him help, only to be denied each time. Finally, giving up on the idea, he put the syringe down on a nearby table and crossed his arms.
 
   Satisfied that he was not going to try and give her the injection, the girl struggled to reposition herself in the bed. But every movement of her frail, battered body only worsened her suffering.
 
   Mikel, anxious to help in some way, reached out and took ahold of her arm before she was able to move away. It was then he realized why she had been insisting that he not touch her, for once his hand made contact with the bare skin of her arm, he felt a rush of energy cross from her body into his. 
 
   It was like nothing he had ever experience, as a cold sensation crept slowly up his arm and into his torso. Looking down, her blue eyes stared up at him with an almost apologetic expression. He struggled desperately to free his hand from her arm, but try as he might he quickly realized that he no longer was in control of his own body. Little by little the chill crept through every inch of his rigid frame until the force had consumed him and obliterated his senses. His eyes being the last to go as the room around him faded to black. 
 
   Instead of seeing the comforting familiar walls of the clinic, the image of a prison cell came into focus as his eyes adjusted to their new surroundings. He struggled to look around the dark frightening place of stone and bars, but when he attempted to get up from the chair he was sitting in, he was surprised to discover that his wrists and legs were shackled to the chair. 
 
   Panic consumed him and he struggled desperately to free himself as the metal manacles cut into his wrists and sent pain shooting up his arms. A movement in one corner caught his attention and with it a flash of hope as he realized he was not alone in the cell. He called out, begging the man for help, for him to release him from the chains and tell him where he was. 
 
   The man, dressed in a uniform Mikel did not recognize, came out of the shadows and approached. And as he neared, all the hopes Mikel had of being rescued faded away as he noticed the knife tightly gripped in his hand. Panicked, Mikel began to struggle harder against the bonds holding him in the chair. The man continued to approach, yelling angrily at him in a language he didn’t understand. He begged and pleaded for mercy, but the soldier wasn’t having any of it.  Now only a few feet away from him, he raised the knife into the air and in one quick motion brought it down, slicing it across his face and eye. Mikel yelled out in pain and the man laughed. Smirking, he then kicked him hard in the shin, breaking the bone, before walking from the cell laughing triumphantly at Mikel’s suffering. Blood poured from the wound and his leg throbbed. It took only minutes for his clothes to become saturated and soon his blood was dripping to the floor below. And as he sat there, alone and in pain, his one and only thought before everything went dark, was of Citera and how she was going to survive now that both of her parents were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The Enforcer
 
    
 
    
 
   The Enforcer navigated his way through the nearly deserted streets of Vicaris, watching amusingly as what few people remained outside, finishing up their daily tasks, quickly retreated back into their homes upon catching sight of him. None of it bothered him, after over fifty years of serving as the Shadows judge and executioner, he expected no less. He had lied to the inspectors back at the clinic about having more work to get done in town, the real reason he had stayed behind was to get a better look, alone, at the female patient, though he didn’t mind the opportunity to get a break from them and their incessant babbling. 
 
   He was tired of being forced to listen as they whined endlessly about having to travel from one place to the other doing inspections; not to mention their self-righteous boosts of how vital they were in serving the Shadows greater good. The fools, they knew nothing of real work. Not a one of them would last a day on the road where they helped force the Full-bloods to labor, day in and day out. He was so sick and tired of it all, that the long walk back to the Tower alone in the morning would seem like a vacation. 
 
   He rounded the corner and proceeded into an alley, a short cut he believed to the other side of town, where he hoped he could find a room for the night. He could make it back to the Tower tonight if he wanted, but he was in no hurry to get back and the Shadows would give him a couple of days before they sent someone to find out what was going on. But none of that would be necessary. All he wanted was one day in which he would not be expected to arrest, interrogate, or execute anyone, and one night away from the Tower where the screams of his own kind being tortured and killed wouldn’t wake him from his sleep.
 
   By the time he reached the end of the alley and turned down a cobblestone road, the sun had made its way below the horizon; leaving him only the light of the solar lamps to guide him. He was fairly certain that at the end of the road there was a garden, as well as a cluster of small dining establishments and pubs where he hoped he could negotiate his way into a room and with luck get some rest. The Enforcer had almost reached the end of the road when he was overwhelmed by the feeling that something was off. He paused and scanned the street. His vision at night was nearly as clear as his day vision, and yet the street appeared to be deserted. However, his instincts told him otherwise. 
 
   “I suggest you seriously rethink whatever it is you are planning,” he called into the darkness. “It will not end well for any of you.” 
 
   In the distance a group of Full-bloods stepped out onto the road and into the light of a nearby street lamp. There appeared to be about ten of them, none of them much older than their physical age and from their ragged clothes and the dirt that covered them, he guessed them to be members of the road crew.
 
   One of the group, most likely the leader, stepped forward. “What are you doing out here all alone? Don't you know it’s dangerous? There have been a lot of high ranking Full-bloods getting robbed lately.” The group behind him began to smile and snicker, while the leader gave them a slight wave to quiet down.
 
   “Is that so?” The Enforcer responded calmly as he scanned them over, taking a careful inventory of the group and its weapons. The majority of them held tools from the job site, however a couple of them had knives, and the leader had what appeared to be a long sword. Satisfied that none amongst them posed him any real danger, the Enforcer began walking forward as he spoke, “Well, I am only going up a couple more blocks to get a room for the night, so while I appreciate your concern, I believe I will be fine.”
 
   “Well, in that case, why don’t you allow us to escort you there? It would be our pleasure,” the young Full-blood said as he and his group continued to block the end of the road. “Of course we wouldn’t turn down any compensation you might want to offer in return, say that nice coat you are wearing. It looks like it is very warm.”
 
   As dark as it was and as calm as they seemed, the Enforcer was certain the group had yet to realize who it was they were talking to, as most of the town had assumed he left with the inspectors. He continued walking forward until he reached a street lamp, stepped into its beam, and paused. “I do not need an escort and I am more than capable of taking care of myself. As for my coat, well, I’m afraid it might be a little big for any amongst you.”
 
   His plan worked, the group recognized him immediately and began whispering to each other in a frenzy. He could hear some of what they were saying, the bulk of the discussion being about whether or not the ten of them could take on this one Enforcer, while others were smartly entertaining the idea of running in different directions, increasing their odds of survival. The leader, however, quickly worked to regain control of his group. “We have a celebrity in our midst, men, show some manners,” he said before turning to address the Enforcer, “I hear you made an arrest at the clinic today.”
 
   “It is my job,” the Enforcer answered without batting an eye. He could tell from the tone in the young man’s voice that this robbery was about to become something else entirely.
 
   “Did you know that the people who run that clinic have saved each one of our lives on more than one occasion? They are good people and they help anyone and everyone that walks through the door, most of the time for free. What could they have possibly done that warranted one of them getting arrested?” 
 
   “They broke the law and were arrested for the crime committed. If they are not guilty, it will come out in interrogation,” the Enforcer responded, keeping his face straight and emotionless. He had no desire to provoke these young Full-bloods into battle, he desired nothing more than to make it to the garden at the end of the street. “Now, if you don’t mind, I will continue on my way.”
 
   However, the anger in the group continued to grow, fueled by the ranting of their leader, “You are full of shit! We all know how your justice works, you will make all the evidence you need to find someone guilty. No one ever comes out of that Tower alive.”
 
   The Enforcer, facing the fact that a confrontation was inevitable, began walking slowly toward the group. “Since you already know I have made several arrests today, you should be made aware that I have no intentions on making anymore. That being said, anyone else I come across breaking the law today can and will be executed on the spot. So can I strongly suggest you all surrender your cause while I am still feeling generous and go home?” 
 
   The group appeared to be wavering but their leader remained strong in front, feeding confidence to the rest. “Don’t be afraid of his threats, there are more of us and he is unarmed. We will never get another opportunity like this. Just think, if we kill him they will make heroes of us all.”
 
   And with that he lunged forward, his group following close behind him. The Enforcer had no weapons on him, he rarely did. Instead he used his speed to dodge the swinging tools, and moved from the center of the group to come up behind the leader. The speed and nimbleness with which he moved, especially for a man of his size, took the leader off guard and he desperately swung his sword around, aiming for the Enforcer’s head. He bent backwards out of the way, dodging the swing and allowing the sword to barely clear his face. He then spun around with a kick and sent the leader flying across the road, slamming into the wall of a nearby building. Two more were coming at him from both sides, so he jumped into the air and landed behind the one on the left. Taking ahold of his head he snapped it around, breaking the spinal cord and severing the life of the Full-blood. The second, infuriated at the sight of his comrade being disposed of so easily, came at him with a sledge hammer and took a hard swing at him. The Enforcer rolled out of the way and kicked out his leg, knocking the attacker off his feet. He reached out in attempt to grab ahold of the hammer, but sensing movement behind him, turned in time to let a knife that had been thrown at his back fly past him, slicing his arm. A stream of blood began to flow down his arm from the gash it made, pooling on the ground beside him.
 
   The leader, who had finally managed to get back to his feet, laughed as he addressed his friends, “You see, he’s not invincible, he can be killed just like the rest of us.” 
 
   “Oh now, I wouldn’t say all that,” the Enforcer said with a smirk that sent the leader into a frantic rage.
 
   He came running full force across the street, sword in hand, wanting nothing more than to be the hero who killed the Enforcer. The Enforcer merely waited, and when he was close enough, he soared into the air, landing directly on top of the man, and twisted his head with such force that it pulled loose from his body. He then stood in the middle of the street, the lifeless body at his feet and the head in his hand, staring down the rest of the group who had frozen in their tracks. 
 
   “Anyone else want to press their luck?” he yelled at the paralyzed group, but not a one dared to move a muscle. “I thought not. If I hear about any more thefts or attacks on Full-bloods in this area, I will come back for each of you and personally haul you and your families back to the Tower. Now go.”
 
   The group instantly scattered in every direction. He waited patiently until they all had dispersed, then took a moment to take in the scene around him. It seemed that no matter how hard he tried to avoid it, violence had a way of following him. He took a deep breath in and sighed as he dropped the head of the fallen attacker by its body. There will be repercussions for this, he thought as he resumed his journey down the street. 
 
   It was his job to enforce the Shadows’ laws by any means necessary, but beheading someone with his bare hands might have taken it a little too far. I suppose I should let someone know, he thought, focused on the road in front of him. There should be a patrol passing through the garden that he could notify of the mess he had made, maybe he could even take a few moments to relax while he waited.
 
   Rounding the corner at the end of the road, his destination came into view. Lit in the darkness of the night by the soft glow of the solar lamps, the garden before him looked like a surreal image from a dream. He felt himself being drawn in, the soft glow inviting him to come, sit for a while, and forget. Forget your sins, forget the Shadows and inspectors, forget the screams in the night, forget it all and stay with me, it seemed to say. 
 
   He walked past the flowers beds, who despite being unable to woo him with their vibrant colors, decided instead to win him over with their fresh fragrances. He walked past the hedges cut into a variety of geometrical shapes and designs, past the small fence placed around the grass to keep people from trampling it, and over to one of the benches near the fountain. Taking a seat, he draped his long arms across the back of the bench, and looked up toward the top of the fountain where there stood a statue of a soldier sitting bravely atop a stallion. The man’s face was harsh and firm, holding a sword high in the air while his horse reared up on its hind legs, prepared to carry them both into some unknown, long forgotten battle. He had no idea who the man was supposed to be, most likely someone from a time even before his own. It had to have been centuries since any battles as daunting as the one this horseman appeared to be riding so fearlessly into had occurred. 
 
   He had been sitting there for a while, so enthralled with the scenery and the sounds of the flowing water, that he didn’t noticed the two patrol officers coming across the park until they were on him. 
 
   An older, senior officer placed his hand on the Enforcer’s shoulder, triggering an instinctual response. He was over the bench and on top of the officer, with his hand pulled back, prepared to deal a fatal blow, before either of them had an opportunity to process who the other was. The younger officer with him, shaken by the sight of his partner being taken to the ground, reached for his sword, but was swiftly waved off by the senior officer. The Enforcer glanced down at the man pinned under him, then at his young partner’s stunned face, and realizing what had happened, released him.
 
   “You surprised me, I apologize if I caused you any harm,” the Enforcer said, dusting himself off.
 
   The man pulled himself to his feet. “Not as sorry as I am. I didn’t realize you were still in town, sir. We all assumed you left with the inspectors.” He paused, looking around the garden as if he half expected them to jump out from behind one of the bushes. Appearing relieved when nothing else happened, he continued, “We were patrolling the area to enforce the curfew when we saw you sitting here. I just assumed you were another Full-blood staying out past time.”
 
   The Enforcer glowered down at the both of them, “I am.”
 
   “Well, sir, you may be a Full-blood, but you are also one of us. We all serve to promote and reinforce the Shadows’ greater good,” the officer responded proudly. 
 
   The Enforcer remained silent; he wasn’t sure if he was more disturbed by being called “one of them” or by the insinuation that anything they were doing was for good. Either way he decided to change the subject.
 
   “You should patrol down that street over there next. There are two bodies down there,” he said, gesturing toward the street he had just come from. “You might want to call for someone to come and pick them up.”
 
   The officers glanced at each other and back at the Enforcer. “Bodies, sir?”
 
   “Did I stutter? Yes, bodies. A group of Full-bloods challenged me and I killed two of them,” he responded flatly, trying to reign in his volatile temper. He didn’t like having to explain himself to anyone, much less two petty patrol officers.
 
   “Of course, we will get someone there right away,” the officer replied, then turned to the younger one. “Go back to headquarters, tell them what happened, and have them send a cart and patrol down there to gather the bodies.” Without hesitation the young officer nodded and took off down the road, leaving his partner alone with the Enforcer.
 
   “Do you need me to take you to the physician?” the senior officer offered, pointing at the gash on the Enforcer’s arm. 
 
   He had completely forgotten about it. But looking down at the gash now, he realized it was much deeper than he originally thought, made evident by a very large pool of blood that had formed on the ground beside him.
 
   Sighing as if bothered by his own bleeding, he reached inside his jacket and pulled out a vial. “No, that won’t be necessary,” he answered, taking a drink of the red healing formula inside. He could feel the warmth of the liquid course through his veins until it reached the wound, then with the intensity of a burning iron being stuck to his arm, all the warmth settled into the gash, and in seconds it was gone. 
 
   The officer watched in amazement. “I’ve never seen anyone healed with the red formula before. Does it always work so fast?” 
 
   “Only on minor injuries,” the Enforcer mumbled, looking back toward the fountain. “Is there an inn nearby? I will need somewhere to stay tonight.”
 
   “On the other side of the garden there is one that’s run by a Full-blood family. Good people, never been in any trouble.” The officer was pointing past the fountain to some lights on the other side. “Do you need me to get you anything?” He paused, trying to find a way to finish the sentence without being offensive to the massive Full-blood standing in front of him. “Have you umm … fed today? If not we keep formula at the patrol office, or I could talk to the inn keeper about putting whatever you need on the patrol’s tab if you would like.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” The Enforcer grumbled as he turned to walk away. The red formula he drank would hold him over until the morning, but he did not feel the need to explain this to the officer. “If you need me for any reason, I will be at the inn.”
 
   He headed across the garden toward the lights on the other side. The inn was a modest stone building, colorfully painted, and decorated with flower boxes on the balconies overseeing the garden. It looked like something straight out of the fairy tales he had been told as a child, the lights and smells emanating from within calling him inside. 
 
   He took a deep breath and walked in. He was certain that it was going to be a battle to get a room, it usually was. No one wanted “The Enforcer” in their place of business, not that he blamed them, since his presence didn’t exactly draw in a crowd.
 
   The downstairs area served as a restaurant which was completely empty at the moment, the curfew most likely being to blame. Along one side of the restaurant was a bar, and behind it a mirrored wall lined from one end to other with colorful bottles filled with a variety of alcohol laced formulas for the Full-blood elite and straight alcohol for the Terrians. 
 
   There, busily wiping down the surface of the bar, completely oblivious to his presence, stood a girl. She was a petite young thing, so small in stature that she was forced to continuously scoot a short stool down the length of the bar in order to reach the other side of its already shiny surface. She had an olive complexion and long, dark hair, which hung loosely down to her waist. And in stark contrast to the nearly black locks, she wore a bright red form fitting blouse, which complemented each angle and curve of her young body perfectly. 
 
   All in all she was one of the most beautiful creatures he had ever laid his eyes on, and as he made his way across the room toward the counter, she looked up, made eye contact with him, and smiled.
 
   “How can I help you this evening?” The innocence in her voice and the smile on her face led him to believe she was fairly young, and that she had no idea who he was. 
 
   “I need a room for the night, preferably one with a balcony looking over the garden,” he replied, approaching the bar. His piercing gaze locked on her soft, pale gray eyes. 
 
   “Sure, but how did you make it here without getting caught by the patrols? They are always in that garden watching for Full-bloods out past curfew.” She gave him a quick look over, before locking her gaze back with his.
 
   “I have my ways,” he muttered. Somehow this tiny young girl was beginning to make him feel slightly uncomfortable. No one ever kept eye contact with him more than a moment, yet this girl had not taken her eyes off him since she spotted him. 
 
   She smiled. “I see. It’s going to be like that, huh? Well then just give me a moment and I will go get the log book.” And with a dance like spin she turned and walked through a door at the other end of the bar. The Enforcer stood watching after her before returning his attention back to the room. 
 
   It was packed from one end to the other with worn out tables topped with small, flower filled vases. On the far end, close to the entrance, he spotted a wooden staircase leading up to a landing. There, with a clear view of the restaurant and bar below, many brightly colored doors lined the wall. The entire room was accentuated nicely by the soft light casting down from a gigantic wagon wheel chandelier. It was definitely very rustic compared to what he was used to, however he found himself feeling unusually comfortable in these strange surroundings.  
 
   “Here we go,” a voice called from the back room, but it wasn’t that of the young girl, it was a man’s voice. A dark haired, stoutly-built Full-blood, who appeared to have stopped aging in his mid-twenties, walked into the room and laid the log book on the bar before glancing up. When he did, his eyes landed on the Enforcer in a look that left no doubt that he did recognize him. All the color left his face immediately and the Enforcer was certain he would have bolted from the room if he thought it would have done him any good.
 
   The Enforcer turned his attention back to the bar. “So you have a room for me?”
 
   The man, whose hair was darker than the girl’s and in somewhat of a mess, looked up at him unsurely as he answered, “No, sir. I’m sorry, we are full for the night.” 
 
   About that same time the young girl appeared through the doorway at the other end of the bar. “Dad, do you need—” She stopped midsentence as her eyes fell upon her father and the expression on his face, then looking up at the Enforcer with uncertainty, she moved a few steps closer to her father. “Dad?”
 
   “Go back into the house, I will be there in a minute,” the father demanded, keeping his eyes locked on him. Sensing something was wrong, the young girl hesitated, staring back and forth between the two of them. The man, infuriated by her disobedience, turned and yelled at her angrily, “I said go!” She glanced one more time up at the Enforcer then bolted from the room.
 
   The Enforcer waited for the girl to leave, before he continued, “The young lady there told me there was a room. And based on the looks of things, business isn’t entirely booming.” 
 
   The man began to slide the log book off the bar. Aggravated by his audacity, the Enforcer slammed his hand down on top of the book and held it in place. “What do you say if we go and knock on some of those doors and see if anyone answers them?”
 
   Before the man could answer, another voice called from the back room. “Sam, is everything okay? Maya seemed worried when she came back inside, but she couldn’t tell me what was …” A woman, the spitting image of her daughter, came into the room and froze. Her eyes widened as her gaze fell upon him looming over her husband. She too had the same dark hair as the other two, however her facial resemblance to her daughter was uncanny. 
 
   “Woman, go back inside and take care of Maya, I have this under control,” Sam snapped at his wife. 
 
   The Enforcer smirked at the false confidence in his voice. “Do you now?” he asked as he turned his attention to the wife. “Sam here was just going to take me to a room. Weren’t you, Sam?” It was a struggle to keep his temper under control, as he held down the book and glared back at Sam. “Or do I need to go find Maya to help me out?”
 
   Sam’s face contorted in rage. “Don’t you dare go near my daughter! If you do I’ll …” 
 
   As he spoke, Sam moved to come out on the other end of the bar when his wife grabbed him by the arm. “Sam, let me handle it.” She turned to the Enforcer whose eyes were still locked on Sam. “We will get you a room. I only ask that you sign the log book, for as you know it is the law.” She paused, contemplating whether or not she wanted to finish, but need triumphed over fear as she decided to continue, “It will be sixty dinar for the night.”
 
   He took a deep breath in an attempt to relax as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the money. “Here,” he snapped, slamming it onto the bar. 
 
   Undaunted by his display, she handed him a pen and turned the book around for him to sign. He made his mark in the book then closed it, pushing it back toward her. Carefully she reached under the bar, hesitating briefly when he narrowed his eyes at the gesture, then slowly pulled her hand back out, revealing a room key. 
 
   “It’s the second to last room on the end, the one with the red door,” she stated, holding out the key.
 
   Snatching it from her hand, he turned around and headed up the stairs. “Thank you for the hospitality,” he barked sarcastically. 
 
   He could hear Sam and his wife arguing behind him as he ascended the stairs, but it didn’t matter. In the end he had what he wanted, like always. He found the door at the end of the hall, inserted the key, and stepped inside.
 
   The room was small and he wasn’t entirely sure the bed wasn’t going to be too little. Oh well, he thought, I probably wasn’t going to get any sleep anyway. Being a Full-blood he didn’t require as much sleep as the Terrians did, and what little he did get was often haunted by the ghosts of those he had arrested or killed. With what had happened in the street earlier, on top of the other events of the day, there was little doubt in his mind that sleep would likely evade him tonight. 
 
   He instead opted to go out onto the balcony and was delighted to find that the view of the garden was amazing. He could see the entire square from up here, but the best part was the view was the fountain. The valiant soldier, still frozen in his heroic charge, stood tall above the rest of the garden while the soft glow of the solar lights danced off the waves of water cascading into the pool below him. Behind the fountain, in the distance, the Enforcer could just barely make out the outline of another larger garden that he had not seen while he was on the ground. It too was dotted with many different kinds of flowers, however their colors were impossible to make out in the darkness of the night. 
 
   The garden was completely void of people, making the view all the more pleasing; even the patrols had disappeared, presumably to clean up the mess he had made down the street. He propped his elbows on the railing and allowed the tension in his body to finally relax. This was one of the reasons he had stayed behind; there were no views like this in the capital. Everything there was focused on the Shadows, plaques and statues scattered the streets paying homage to them and their “greater good”. A statue, like the one here, would have long been destroyed, the Shadows claiming it was encouraging people to take up arms and fight instead of bowing down and behaving.
 
   After several peaceful hours the solar lights in the fountain turned off, having used up the last of their stored day light. The Enforcer, denied his view, begrudgingly reentered the room. As he walked in, he caught a glimpse of himself in a full-length mirror in the corner. Why Maya had not run from the room at the first sight of him he didn’t know. Even if she didn’t recognize who he was, the sight of him must have been shocking. 
 
   He was covered in dirt and spattered with the blood of his victims from the battle in the street earlier. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the sleeve on both his jacket and shirt were ripped open where the knife had made the gash, and both were completely soaked in his own blood. Sighing, he studied himself, trying to figure out what to do since he had no other clothes with him. He could shower and wash them out as best he could, but it was so late they would never dry before morning.
 
   Resigning himself to leave it as it was until he made it back to Tower, he pulled off his jacket and gloves, and tossed them on a nearby chair just as a knock sounded on the door. He glanced across the room to a clock next to the bed; three in the morning. Must be the patrols, he thought, making his way to the door, they probably have questions. He pulled open the door, but to his surprise it wasn’t the patrols that were waiting for him, it was Maya, and in her arms she held a pile of towels and some clothing.
 
   The two of them stood staring at each other dumbfounded, until Maya finally spoke, “I saw the light on under the door and thought you might want to get cleaned up.” 
 
   He didn’t know what to say. Rarely did he speak to anyone unless he was arresting or interrogating them, so he lacked the social skills necessary to carry on a “normal” conversation. Instead he remained silent, looking her over and trying to imagine why she would come up at this hour to bring him towels, especially after what happened with her father earlier. Then a thought suddenly flashed through his mind, This is a trick. She is luring me out so that her father can jump me while I am distracted. 
 
   Maya, seeming hurt by his silence, turned to leave. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you, I will go.”
 
   “No, wait,” he said suddenly, though he was unsure of why. What are you doing? Shut up and let her go, the voice in his mind chastised. Against his better judgment, he ignored it. “It is me that should apologize; I was actually trying to figure out what to do about this mess.” He paused as he peered around the doorframe and down the hall; he didn’t sense anyone else’s presence.
 
   “Are you alone?” He asked, returning his attention to the young lady in front of him. She had changed into her sleeping attire and now stood before him barefoot, dressed in a white laced sleeping gown, with her hair pulled loosely back into a ponytail. But she could have been standing in front of him in filthy rags with dirty hair and she would still look as beautiful to him as she did right in this moment. For as physically attractive as she was, he didn’t find it nearly as alluring as the innocence and kindness he saw in those pale gray eyes.
 
   “Yes,” she answered softly, “my parents are sleeping.” 
 
   He shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts as he reached out to take the towels from her and then looked questioningly at the clothes she had in her hands.
 
   Maya knew immediately what he was thinking and giggled. “They were my grandfather’s. He was a large man, not your height of course, but I thought you could use them to sleep in.” She paused, looking him over slowly. “If you want, I can wash and dry yours tonight. They will be ready in the morning.” 
 
   “Don’t you plan on sleeping tonight?” He couldn’t help but wonder why she would go through so much trouble to help him. “I don’t suppose your father knows you are up here?”
 
   Maya looked taken aback by the question about her father, but quickly regained her passive smile as she answered, “I don’t sleep much, that’s why I run the inn and the bar most evenings. Well, I used to until the curfew went into place, now no one comes in at night.” 
 
   There was a noise downstairs and Maya immediately stepped back against the wall and into the shadows. The Enforcer leaned forward slightly to see over the rail and watched as her father walked through the bar below, grabbed a bottle off the shelf, and headed back into the apartment. He watched him until he walked out of the room, then turned with a disapproving glare back to Maya. “I guess that answers that question. You should go before your father catches you up here,” he said, turning to reenter the room. 
 
   “Wait, please,” she pleaded. Desperate to stop him she reached out and did what few living had ever done, she grabbed his arm. 
 
   The sudden unexpected contact set off an instinctual reaction and he spun around, violently knocking her off her feet. The clothes she had in her hand hit the floor as she stumbled backwards toward the banister. Fearing she would fall over the edge, he quickly caught ahold of her arm and pulled her back toward him. 
 
   Maya stood there gaping up at him, wide eyed with fear. But there was also something else. A sensation he didn’t recognize moved up his hand and into his arm. And with it came an uplifting sense of tranquility; much like the feeling you get when you sit listening to a warm fire crackling on a cold winter day. And for a briefest moment, nothing else existed in the world except him and her. 
 
   In an almost panicked motion he withdrew his hand and noticed a bruise encircling her arm where he had grabbed it. An immense guilt over took him, as he stared down at the massive black and blue mark he had created. “I apologize. I did not mean to …” But that was as far as he got. He watched a single tear roll down her cheek and thinking it better if he returned to his room, he headed inside.
 
   “I didn’t tell him because he wouldn’t understand,” she called to him, letting out a sigh. “He thinks you are a murderer and a traitor to your own kind; that you relish in the violence and fear that you instill in others.” She looked up at him as he glanced over his shoulder at her, possibly expecting some sort of reaction to the statement.
 
   But instead he remained calm and emotionless. “And what do you think?”
 
   “I think you are no different than the rest of us,” she answered, pointing to the tag around his wrist. “We all preform the jobs assigned to us by the Shadows or risk prosecution. You were selected as the Enforcer because,” she paused as she tried to form the right words to use without being offensive, “of the particular skills you possess. But if it hadn’t been you it would have been someone else. They need a Full-blood to control Full-bloods.”
 
   The Enforcer faced the room and away from the young girl. The words rang with so much truth it was painful. Not in decades had anyone tried to see past the visage of the Enforcer, nor been this open and honest with him. Maya, however, spoke to him as if she had known him her whole life and with wisdom well beyond her young years. 
 
   Taking a moment to recompose himself, the Enforcer turned back around. “Where should I leave the clothes?” 
 
   The smile returned to her face as she gathered the spilled clothing off the floor and handed them to him. “Place them outside the door, and I will come up in a little while to retrieve them.” Then spinning around, she headed down the hall as she called back to him, “They will be by your door when you wake in the morning.”
 
   Closing the door behind him, he carried the pile of towels and clothes to the bed and set them down. He sat down on the chair, pulled off his boots, emptied his pockets onto the bedside table, and then removed the various layers of clothes before entering the bathroom. The hot water from the shower felt soothing as it washed away all the signs of the sins he had committed during the day. Below him the water turned a strange shade of rust as the blood mixed with the dirt before disappearing down the drain. 
 
   Yet no matter how much he washed he still felt dirty, like the blood of his victims had soaked into his pores. He continued to scrub and wash until he felt he was as clean as he could possibly get, then climbed out of the shower and dried off. Wrapping the towel around his waist, he proceeded into the room to examine the pile of clothes Maya had brought up. 
 
   He picked up the shirt and held it in the air in front of him; she hadn’t lied, grandpa was a big man. Pulling the shirt on over his head, he then turned his attention to the pants. They appeared to be several sizes too big in the waist and at least a couple of feet short in the length. This won’t work, he thought, deciding instead to put his shorts back on. 
 
   Once dressed, the Enforcer opened the door and set his pile of clothes outside like he had been instructed. He looked down the hallway, hoping to catch sight of Maya one more time before going bed, but the hall was completely bare. Disappointed, he went to the bed and laid down the best he could and allowed exhaustion to take hold. Within minutes he was fast asleep.
 
   It was the best sleep he had had in a long time, and he would have likely kept on sleeping had there not been a knock on the door. The sound woke him with a start, causing him to sit straight up in the bed, instantly ready for whatever came through. But nothing came, and after a minute or two another knock sounded this one slightly more forceful than the one before. The Enforcer glanced at the clock; eight in the morning, four hours, it was the most sleep he could remember getting in months, if not longer. Spinning around to get out of the bed he suddenly remembered what he was wearing. 
 
   “Who is it?” he called out to the closed door. 
 
   To his delight, the soft voice of Maya called back to him, “It’s just me.” 
 
   Standing, he happily made his way to the door wondering why she hadn’t left the clothes like she said she would, although he was kind of glad she didn’t. There was something about her, something he had not experienced with anyone else he had ever come across, and though he knew he could never investigate these feeling any further, he would gladly settle for the opportunity to talk to her once more.
 
   He pulled the door open and there she was, holding his freshly washed clothes, neatly folded in her arms. She was now dressed in a form-fitting, long-sleeved dress that hid the bruise he had created, while hugging her narrow body like a second skin. Her dark hair was worked back into a braid, and had several tiny metal flowers adorning it randomly throughout. 
 
   After a moment of silence, in which he was certain he could feel her eyes scanning over his scantily dressed body, she finally spoke. “I’m sorry to disturb you, I was going to let you keep sleeping and leave your clothes, but there are some patrol officers downstairs asking for you.” Her voice, though still soft and friendly, sounded off somehow. 
 
   “That’s fine,” he answered. “Did they say what they wanted?” 
 
   He reached to take his clothes from her, and to his surprise she immediately withdrew. There it was, the reaction he was used to getting from the rest of the world. Something had happened while he was asleep, something that had transformed this trusting, sweet girl he had talked to last night into another one of the hoard of Full-bloods who looked at him as a monster. 
 
   He immediately backed up and raised his hands, showing her his palms. A flash of surprise crossed her face, but instantly the fear returned, only this time it was mixed with a hint of sadness. And though he was unsure of the reason, he had no desire to make it any worse. 
 
   “Leave them, I will be down in a minute.” 
 
   She hesitated then carefully placed the clothes on the floor before heading back down the hall. When she reached the top of the stairs she paused and looked back at him as if she wanted to say something, but instead she changed her mind and descended silently into the bar below.
 
   The Enforcer waited until she was out of sight before gathering his clothes and going back into the room. He got dressed, gathered his belongings off the table, and headed downstairs. The restaurant area was full of people and the entire roomed smelled of food cooking in the kitchen for the Terrian customers. The tension in the room doubled immediately as he stepped off the stairs into the dining room. A few brave souls even dared a glance in his direction, before rapidly averting their eyes and whispering to each other over their coffee. 
 
   He continued across the room toward the bar, where Maya stood hovering close to her mother. He found a seat on the far end closest to the door and planted himself on the stool, effectively scattering the small group that had been standing there. 
 
   Making eye contact with Maya, he then demanded, “Give me two bottles of the black formula over there.” Maya looked up at her mother, who gave her a reassuring nod, then walked silently toward the self and handed him the bottles. “How much?” he asked coldly, his eyes locked with hers. 
 
   Maya seemed unsure of herself as she desperately tried to control the trembling in her voice. “F-forty merits.”
 
   He hated himself for treating her this way, but it couldn’t be helped, he had to keep face in front of all these people. At least that is what he told himself, but the truth was he was hurt. Hurt at how quickly she had gone from being sympathetic and understanding, to being fearful and distant. He held out his arm and pulled up his jacket sleeve, exposing the tag encircling it, the same one she had been so astute at pointing out only a few hours ago. He then watched as she programed a scanner and ran it over the band until a beep sounded registering the merits being docked.
 
   A set of patrol officers who had been standing by the door quietly, now approached. As he pulled his sleeve back down over the tag he glared at the officers. “Did you want to see me?” 
 
   The officers turned to each other in a silent debate over who was going to talk to him, until one finally got the nerve to speak. “We were sent to pick you up and drive you back to the Tower.” 
 
   Already upset, the Enforcer found himself once again struggling to control his raging temper. He popped the top off one of the bottles and drank the formula in three swallows before slamming the bottle down on the bar. “Who said I was ready to leave?” 
 
   The officers, sensing the anger wafting off of him, took a step back. “The chief thought that after what happened last night with the workers in the street,” he paused, looking to his companion for support, “well, he thought you might want to leave.” 
 
   “We know it’s a long walk, so we would be happy to drive you,” his companion offered.
 
   His blood was boiling as he picked up the second bottle and drank it down as rapidly as the first. Glancing back over his shoulder, he realized the entire room had gone silent and all eyes were watching him. 
 
   He was doing his best to maintain his composure, but his anger got the best of him as he slammed the second bottle down, this time shattering it into hundreds of tiny pieces. Maya turned just on time to cover her face with her hands, preventing the glass shards from cutting her as they flew past. He wanted to apologize, but decided against it as the door of the restaurant opened and in walked the Chief of the Patrols. 
 
   He looked over at the mess on the bar before speaking, “Are we ready to go here? I would hate to keep the Shadows waiting.” 
 
   The Enforcer turned on him and growled, “What do the Shadows have to do with this?” 
 
   The chief straightened proudly with a cocky grin on his face. “Oh, didn’t my men tell you? I telegrammed the incident into the Tower this morning. I figured the Shadows would want to know their attack dog was now going around beheading people in the streets.”
 
   The Enforcer took a deep breath before turning to face Maya, once again safely cradled in her mother’s embrace. So that’s what happened. The whole town knew, which explained why she was suddenly fearful of him. He took another deep breath, stood, and walked toward the chief. 
 
   The patrol officers scrambled from his path, but the arrogant chief didn’t budge. Instead he bravely held his ground as the Enforcer advanced in on him. He made a point of getting as close to the fat imp of a man as he could, then glowering down at him from the tip of his nose, he growled. “Well, by all means let’s go.” 
 
   The chief smiled in his false confidence and headed out the door with the Enforcer close behind.
 
   Two solar cars awaited them outside. “You can ride in that one,” the chief instructed, pointing to the front car, “and we will follow behind in the other.” 
 
   He walked silently to the front car and groaned. He hated these things as they were not built for someone of his stature. Sighing, he opened the door and squeezed into the passenger seat as a patrol officer climbed into the driver’s seat; with a trembling hand he started the car. This would no doubt be a long, quiet drive. He glanced out the window as the car pulled away from the inn and spotted Maya standing by the door watching. 
 
   She had a sad look about her, and if he hadn’t known better he would have thought he saw a tear roll down her cheek. It is for the best, he told himself, gazing ahead into the distance. What could I have been thinking, allowing myself to hope someone like her could see me as anything other than the monster that I am?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Shattered
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning after the inspection, Citera awoke on the couch in Rigar’s living room to the sounds of him and his family getting ready for the day. Sun shined in through the windows forcing her to cover her head with her blanket as a particularly annoying beam of light landed directly in her eyes. She didn’t want to get up just yet, so she delayed a few more moments, enjoying the sounds of the busy household calling back in forth to one another across the house. 
 
   It reminded her of the way her own family had been before her mother had passed away. Her mother, calling to her and her father, telling them it was time for breakfast; her father yelling back he was running late and that he didn’t have time to eat; then the two of them calling to her, telling her to hurry or she would be late for school. It had only been six months since her mom had passed away, but it was already starting to feel like a lifetime ago. All those precious moments they had spent together were beginning to fade away like scenes from a wonderful dream after you awaken. 
 
   She continued to lay there on Rigar’s old, lumpy couch until there was a knock on the front door. Startled she sat straight up, sending her covers tumbling to the floor. She was definitely awake now. She contemplated getting up to answer it, but remembering Rigar’s warnings the night before about spies in the housing district, she decided it was best if she stayed put. It wasn’t that it was illegal for her to be in the housing district, but a Terrian girl, alone, in a house full of Full-bloods would definitely raise suspicions, and could land Rigar in a shit load of trouble. 
 
   The knock came again, this time slightly more impatient than the first, causing her heart rate to double. Her mind ran amok with visions of a patrol battalion standing outside coming to hunt her down for not being on the correct side of town. Moments later Rigar cautiously entered into the room. He motioned for her to be still and quiet while he unlocked the door, a request she happily obeyed. Rigar cracked the front door slightly and peeked through before opening the door the rest of the way. To her delight, a very disheveled looking Dirik appeared through the opening. 
 
   “You look awful. What did you do, sleep in the street last night?” Rigar asked, studying the young messenger closely.
 
   Ignoring him, Dirik turned his attention to Citera. “I need to talk to you.” Then glancing back at Rigar he added, “Both of you.” 
 
   Up until now Citera had done a very good job of blocking the prior day’s activities from her mind. Even when her father hadn’t sent for her after the inspection, she had managed to convince herself that it was only because he was being overly cautious as usual. However, the look on Dirik’s face and the tone of his voice sent shivers down her spine. In just a few words he had managed to dash all of her hopes for a good outcome. 
 
   Rigar motioned to Dirik to hold off as his twelve-year-old daughter came darting into the room, grabbed a stack of books off a chair, and shouted as she disappeared through the front door, “Bye Dad!” 
 
   She was more than halfway down the street by the time Rigar called his fatherly advice after her, “Be careful and stay out of the alleys!” but he was too late, she was long gone. Rigar shook his head. “I remember when I used to be that naïve … those were good times.” His eyes became distant for a moment as he led them from the living room. “Oh well, let’s go into the kitchen, Mirna bought a few eggs this morning and she is trying to cook them for you.”
 
   “Oh, Rigar, you should have told her not to. I could have eaten when I got home, she doesn’t need to go through all the trouble or waste so much money on me.” 
 
   Citera meant what she said. In her mind she was picturing the last time Rigar’s wife had tried to cook for her. She wasn’t even sure what it was supposed to have been, all she knew was that by the time Mirna got through with it, it was burnt beyond the point of recognition. She had done her best to eat a few bites, knowing how much it must have cost them to buy real food, but the majority of it was slipped under the table to the dog while Mirna wasn’t looking. 
 
   “I tried to tell her, but she wouldn’t listen. Maybe Dirik here can save you from having to eat all of it by yourself.”
 
   “Good morning all.” Mirna smiled as they all came into the kitchen. She was standing by the stove dressed in her overalls, ready for her mandatory service to the local factory. “I made you some eggs, Citera, they’re on the table.” Then, spotting Dirik behind them, her smile spread. She bounced over to the cabinet to retrieve another one of her rarely used plates. “I think there is still enough for the both of you, even though Sara ate a good bit of them herself. Here, sit down and give them a try.” 
 
   Dirik and Citera exchanged glances as they sat across from each other at the small two person table. In the center of the table sat the eggs in a pan, and to their relief, they looked pretty good. As they spooned their portions onto the plates, Rigar turned to Dirik and asked the question they had managed to avoid to this point, “What happened yesterday with the inspection?”
 
   An eerie silence fell over the room as they all turned their attention to Dirik, who had frozen with his spoonful of eggs in mid-air. The expression on his face made Citera both anxious and fearful. She had so hoped that it would all go fine, that she would wake up this morning, go back to the clinic, and resume the normal monotonous routine that she had grown so accustomed to. 
 
   Unfortunately, it did not seem like that was going to be the outcome; the news was bad, there was no doubt about that. Part of her wanted to reach across the table, grab Dirik, and shake him, demanding to know her father was all right. Yet another part of her was scared; too scared to ask what had happened in fear that she would be forced to live out what was left of her childhood as an orphan. 
 
   Dirik finished placing his scoop of eggs on the plate, took a deep breath, and began to narrate the events of the clinic, all of them, despite Mikel’s request for him not to. By the time he came to the part about Janil and the confession that had saved his life, tears had begun to well up in his eyes and he was having difficulty speaking. Struggling, he managed to finish his story, telling them how he had left with the Enforcer still in the clinic, and how Mikel had told him to go directly to Rigar’s house. Which he had done, but when he arrived he couldn’t bring himself to knock on the door, he instead spent the night wandering the streets and avoiding the patrols, trying to come to terms with his part in Janil’s arrest.
 
   The kitchen had gone silent, all them hanging onto every word Dirik said until he finally reached the end. Rigar stood by the doorway, staring at the floor and kicking some invisible object as he tried to process everything that had been laid upon them. Mirna, who had begun braiding her long sandy-colored hair in preparation for her day at the factory, had stopped mid-way, and then given the task up completely. The only sound breaking through the silence of the room was the sound of Citera weeping.
 
   Dirik hated himself for telling them, he had wrestled with his conscious all night as he roamed around aimlessly. If he told them only what Mikel had asked him to then they would have returned to the clinic with a false sense of hope, only to have the truth slap them across the face. Instead he had decided during his night’s wandering that it would be better, for all of them, if he let them know in advance so they wouldn’t be caught off guard when they arrived home. Mikel would likely be angry with him for telling them, but that was better than allowing them to leave here thinking everything was going to be the same. 
 
   It was Rigar who broke the silence first, his voice booming in the deafening silence. “Citera, get ready and I will drop you and Dirik off at the clinic on my way to the site.” And with that said, he turned quietly and walked out of the kitchen. 
 
   “I’d better finish getting ready. You two eat something.” Mirna added softly, wiping her eyes as she followed Rigar.
 
   Dirik was left sitting alone in the room staring at Citera. He had not taken his eyes off of her since he finished relaying to them the events of yesterday. Her eyes, however, were locked on the plate in front of her. She was pushing the eggs back and forth across its surface, a steady stream of tears rolling down her cheeks. It was tearing him up inside to be the one to tell her what had happened, it especially weighed heavy on him was that he really couldn’t reassure her that her father was safe. She probably hated him for leaving her father alone in the clinic with that monster, maybe she would never speak to him ever again. He glanced down at his plate. The eggs really did look good, but he no longer had an appetite, so he just pushed the plate away. 
 
   “Do you think she really knew?” The question took Dirik by surprise, mainly because Citera hadn’t moved or looked up from her plate as she asked it.
 
   “I don’t know, and I don’t think it matters either.” Dirik stood up and walked toward the sink with his plate and stared out the window. “They came to take someone and she confessed.” Tears rolled down his cheeks as he finished, guilt knotting his insides, “She saved my life.”
 
   Rigar walked in, saving Dirik from further questioning. “The cart is ready, let’s go. We should hurry so we can check on your father.” Citera stood silently and followed him toward the door, Dirik only a few steps behind them both. In front of the house was the horse and cart Rigar drove to haul away debris for the road crew. Once they were all loaded inside, Rigar snapped the reins, and the cart jolted into motion. 
 
   Mirna stood in the doorway with a solemn expression and watched them pull away. “Please be careful, all of you.” 
 
   The ride to the clinic, although short in distance, felt like one of the longest trips Citera had ever taken. No one spoke, they all just faced straight ahead and listened to the horse’s hooves clopping against the stone road in a comforting, steady rhythm. When they finally arrived, the three of them sat in silence staring at the front door. None of them wanted to be the first to go inside and face whatever was awaiting them. Finally, after several long tense moments, Rigar made the first move, and they all piled out of the cart together. Begrudgingly they made their way up the steps to the front door. Rigar had his hand on the knob, ready to go inside, when a voice called out from behind them. 
 
   “Hello there!” It was Marta, coming toward them from her market next door. “Citera, how are you my dear? Your father told me what happened, about Janil and the Enforcer. And don’t worry, you can stay with us as long as you need. We have a room ready for you, just come over whenever you are ready to get settled.” Citera looked questioningly to Dirik, who shrugged his shoulders and shook his head; he wasn’t about to get blamed for this.
 
   “My father asked if I could stay with you? When did you talk with him?”
 
   “Yesterday after the Enforcer left. I talked with him right here on the front stoop. He told me he was concerned with your safety and wanted to know if you could stay with me a couple of weeks.” Marta glanced back and forth questioningly between the three of them. “Haven’t you talked to him?”
 
   “No, ma’am, we just arrived.” Citera’s heart was racing with excitement, if Marta had talked to her father after the Enforcer left that meant he was all right. Then the second part of what she had said hit her. “Two weeks? He said I needed to stay with you for two weeks?”
 
   Rigar interrupted, “Have you see him this morning? I don’t mean to doubt you, but are you certain the Enforcer had left when you talked to him?”
 
   “No, I haven’t seen him today. He usually comes in the mornings for bread and coffee, but he didn’t come this morning. I figured he was tired from yesterday and slept in.” She was beginning to pick up on the concerned looks on the trio’s faces. “But as far as the Enforcer goes, yes I am certain he left. I saw him walk down the street myself. I also heard the patrols escorted him back to the Tower this morning after that incident in the street.”
 
   “What incident?” Dirik asked, curiosity getting the best of him. He turned and was met with disapproving looks from both Rigar and Citera, who were both anxious to get inside and check on her father.
 
   “You guys don’t keep up with the news, do you?” Marta said, looking proud of her vast knowledge of the town’s business. Citera wanted to tell her that the news they kept up with fairly well, but gossip was another thing. However, her father would kill her if he knew she had sassed the kind neighbor that had volunteered to let her stay with them, so she kept her mouth shut.
 
   “Well, what I have heard is that after he left here he wandered down into the streets on the east side looking for the inn. On his way there, he was confronted in the street by that gang of Full-bloods that has been terrorizing that area. Even after they figured out who he was, the idiots attacked him.” She was talking directly to Rigar. “Can you believe that? Those young ones thinking they could take on an elder Full-blood like that.” She paused, possibly expecting some kind of response from Rigar, but when it didn’t come she continued, “Anyway, there was a fight in the middle of the street and he killed a couple of them.”
 
   Confused, Dirik inquired, “So what’s the big deal? It’s nothing he hasn’t done before. He executes people in the street on a regular basis, it’s how he keeps everyone scared of him.”
 
   “Yes, yes I know. But have you ever heard of him decapitating someone, with his bare hands?” Dirik’s legs almost betrayed him, as the image of the Enforcer stalking toward him snapped back into his mind. Luckily Citera was close and caught ahold of him as Marta continued, “No I didn’t think so, neither had the patrols. They were concerned there might be a backlash from the Full-blood community, so they contacted the Tower who requested he be sent back with an escort immediately.”
 
   Rigar was losing his patience with all this chatter and made his move to get inside the clinic. He was turning the knob on the door and motioning for the two of them to follow as he addressed Marta, “Good riddance. Well, we should go inside and check on Mikel. Citera will come over in a little while, after she has had a chance to talk with her father.” 
 
   Citera, still holding up Dirik, scorched him with her gaze; she had no intention of staying with Marta for two weeks, no way that was going to happen. Rigar only shrugged as he pushed the pair through the door.
 
   Marta headed toward the door as if she intended on follow them inside, but Rigar blocked her path. “We will let you know if we need anything.” 
 
   Realizing that she wasn’t about to get past the broad man blocking the door, Marta turned around reluctantly and started to walk away. “Well okay, I’ll be next door.” As she headed down the steps, Citera was sure she heard her mumbling about the poor social graces of Full-bloods, to which Rigar merely huffed.
 
   Once inside, the eeriness of the place caught Citera off guard. Never in her life had she seen the clinic so quiet and lifeless. There was no staff running up and down the halls, no patients waiting in the lobby, and no sign of her father barking orders to everyone. “Dad, we are here, where are you?” Citera called into the darkness. But no answer came. She had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach as she turned to Rigar. 
 
   “I’m sure he is fine. He probably did sleep in since you weren’t here to wake him up.” Though he was trying to reassure her, the expression on his face made it clear he was as concerned as she was.
 
   “I’ll go check upstairs in the apartment,” Citera said as she darted out from under Dirik’s arm, causing him to nearly topple to the floor. “You two check the clinic rooms.” 
 
   “Citera, wait, maybe we should stay together,” Rigar called out to her. But it did him no good; she had already made it down the hall and was halfway up the staircase to their apartment. She wasn’t waiting, she needed to see her father, to know without a doubt that he was all right. 
 
   She ran through the living room and kitchen heading straight for his bedroom. She knocked on the door and called to him, but no answer came. Slowly she pushed open the door. “Dad, I’m coming in, okay?” When there was still no answer, she opened the door the rest of the way, and to her disappointment, no one was there. Her imagination started to get the best of her as she surveyed his room; his bed was still made and there were no signs that he had been in here at any time during the night. Tears came to her eyes as she screamed as loud as she could, “Dad, where are you? Please answer me!” 
 
   Sounds of someone coming up the steps caught her attention, and for a moment the idea that he had been in the clinic all along filled her with relief. Frantically she ran to the stairwell only to meet Dirik coming up the steps. “Oh, it’s you. Did you find him?” she asked, unable to hide her disappointment. 
 
   “Nice to see you, too,” he retorted, but seeing the panic in her eyes, added, “I don’t know, I came up here to help you. Rigar is looking downstairs.” 
 
   “Well he isn’t up here, so he must be down there. Let’s go help him,” Citera stated, darting past him and heading downstairs. 
 
   Once back in the clinic she began throwing open door after door down the hallway as she called to Rigar, “Have you found him? Rigar, do you hear me, have you found him?”
 
   She opened a couple more doors and still hadn’t heard an answer from Rigar. Pausing from her search, she glanced down the hallway and saw him staring into a room a few doors down from where she was. 
 
   “Rigar,” she called to him nervously, “Rigar, why don’t you answer me?” 
 
   Dirik made it down the stairs and joined her at her side. “What is he doing?” he asked Citera before calling to Rigar himself, “Rigar?”
 
   But he continued to ignore them as he stared blankly into the room. They glanced at one another, then back at Rigar. Neither of them wanted to move, they were too scared. Scared of whatever could have caused the mountain of a man to block them out completely. Citera took hold of Dirik’s arm for support and together the two of them slowly made their way down the hall to where Rigar was standing. They were only one door away when Rigar turned toward them, his face pale and his voice shaky, “Citera, stay there. Dirik, keep her there, don’t let her come any closer.”
 
   Panic set in as she started to move forward only to be held back by Dirik. “Let me go, Dirik! I need to see what is in there.” She turned her attention back to Rigar, as she continued to struggle against Dirik. “Rigar, you tell me if my father is in there. And don’t you dare lie to me, I need to know.” Dirik was already struggling to hold her when she spun around suddenly and kneed him in the stomach. 
 
   Buckling from the blow, he released his grip. Before he could recover she turned and took off toward the door only to be caught by Rigar. He made easy work of holding her back, and try as she might she couldn’t break free of his grip. Exhausted and terrified she sank to the floor. Rigar went down on his knees with her, embracing her in his arms. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “No, it can’t be. It can’t be, the Enforcer left. I don’t understand, there was no one else here? What could have happened to him?” She glanced up at Rigar, her voice trembling as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I have to see him. I don’t believe you, please let me see him, I need to know what happened.” 
 
   She was pleading with him, but Rigar just held on to her, eyes staring blankly at the floor. “Citera, I am so sorry. I never should have brought her here. I tried to tell him, warn him, but he is just so hard-headed.” He turned and looked over his shoulder at the room. It was then she realized which room they were in front of, the girl, the one they had brought in right before the inspector’s arrival. Rage filled every pore of her being. Suddenly a sound came from within the room, distracting Rigar long enough for her to duck past him.
 
   But what she saw when she reached the doorway stopped her in her tracks. She stood there in shock, followed closely by Rigar who was quickly at her side as her legs gave way beneath her. Dirik came up behind them, stopped, grabbed his mouth, and took off running down the hall toward the bathroom. It was now more than clear who had harmed her father. She had forgotten about Rigar bringing the girl in right before the Enforcer came. Yet there she was, lying on the floor by the motionless body of her father, with a lake of blood surrounding them. After taking a moment to recover from the initial shock, Citera made a move to go inside, only to be held back by Rigar. 
 
   “Please, he might still be alive. I have to check.” 
 
   Rigar sighed as he released her arm and the two of them entered the room, carefully making their way through the mess toward Mikel’s body. 
 
   As they came to the other side of the bed they had a clearer view of the scene. A bedside table lay knocked over with its instruments scattered about the floor, Mikel’s body lay unconscious only a few feet away. From the way he was positioned, not to mention the large gash near his hairline, it appeared all the blood on the floor was a result of him hitting his head on the table. The girl was only inches away, with his arm was pulled toward her, and a large bite wound in his wrist. 
 
   Citera had heard stories of Full-bloods that used to drink the blood of Terrians, but she had thought it was nothing more than a rumor spread by the Shadows to keep the races divided, at least that was what she had hoped. But this was no hoax. She gripped her stomach tightly, fighting back her own nausea, as she stared down at the body of her father laying in front of her with a bite wound on his wrist and his blood still covering the mouth of his attacker.
 
   She carefully made her way to her father’s head, trying to not disturb the scene, and trying her best to not be sick. Once there, she bent down and placed her fingers on his neck to check for a pulse like he had taught her. She waited for what felt like an eternity until she felt what she thought was a thump. Her own heart skipped a beat. Was it real, or was it her mind’s feeble attempt to create something that wasn’t there? No, there it was again, another thump a little stronger this time, still weak, but there. Wide eyed, she turned to Rigar, the expression on her face being enough. Instantly he was between them, lifting Mikel in his arms, and heading down the hall to another exam room. Dirik was standing at the end of the hall and caught sight of them running into the other room. “Is he?”
 
   “He’s alive, for now,” Citera answered. Her mind was racing with all the things she had seen her father do in similar situations. “Dirik, go to the supply room. Get me a bag of fluid and the tubing that goes with it, he has lost a lot of blood, and we have to get something back inside of him.” Without hesitation he sprinted out of the room and back down the hall. Meanwhile Rigar gently placed him on the bed, as Citera dug through cabinets, not exactly sure what she was looking for … perhaps something to help with the gash in his head. 
 
   She came across a needle and some of the thread her father used to stitch up wounds, in another drawer she found a bundle of gauze; she grabbed it and a bottle of sterilized water they used to clean out wounds. Running back to the bed, she laid the supplies on one of the tables and hesitated. Come on, she told herself, you have seen him do this a million times, just do it.
 
   She opened the bottle of water and poured it into the gash which appeared to be much deeper than she had originally thought. After cleaning it out as best she could, she picked up the suture kit. Meanwhile, Dirik came running into the room with the supplies she had sent him after. 
 
   She stood there looking down at her father, holding the needle and thread. Carefully she brought the needle down toward the gash, but hesitated before she punctured the skin. She couldn’t do, she couldn’t bring herself to poke this needle into her father’s head and scalp. Disappointed in herself, she turned to Rigar. “Can you …?”
 
   He walked to the head of the bed, took the needle from her hand, and went to work carefully suturing the wound closed. With him working on gash, Citera took the supplies from Dirik and prepared to start a line on him. 
 
   This she was familiar with. He had showed her how to do this for times when it was really busy, so she could help out. She grabbed a cathlon, and not giving herself the privilege of doubt, she pushed it into her father’s arm, a flash of blood confirming she had it in the right place. She hung the fluids on the pole next to the bed, hooked it up to the tubing, and let it begin to flow freely into his veins. Feeling proud of her accomplishment, she couldn’t help but wonder what her father would say about all this. 
 
   Citera turned her attention to Rigar, who had finished stitching the up the wound and was staring at his hands; now covered in her father’s blood. “Are you all right, Rigar?” 
 
   When he turned to face her, Citera gasped aloud. Rigar’s normally dark brown eyes had turned bright red in color. Dirik, noticing the change as well, immediately grabbed her by the arm and dragged her away from Rigar. 
 
   Unable to fathom what was happening, Citera called to him in desperation, “Rigar, are you all right? Please, answer me.” 
 
   The fear in her voice caused something inside of him to click and the redness faded from his eyes. He scanned the room for a moment, appearing unsure of his surroundings and what was going on, then looking at his hands once again, he apologized to Citera. “I’m sorry. I’ll go restrain the girl, but then I have to go. I haven’t had any formula in several days and I am having difficulty keeping the thirst under control.”
 
   He pushed past them and headed to the nearest sink to wash his hands, bewildered they both stared after him. So it was true. Deep down Full-bloods really did crave Terrian blood. And even Rigar—with all the strength and goodness in his heart—wasn’t impervious to it. 
 
   “Maybe you should go help him,” Citera suggested to Dirik. “There is a lot of blood in there.” The squeamish look returned to his face at the thought of going back in that room, but he didn’t argue.
 
   Walking into the hallway, he could see Rigar scrubbing his hands rigorously in a nearby sink. Deciding it might be best if he let him be, Dirik continued on to the room. Entering the room, he was caught off guard by a set of pale blue eyes looking back at him. The girl, who had somehow managed to pull herself into an upright position, was sitting on the floor, blood all around her, staring at him with a piercing gaze. Paralyzed with fear, Dirik called down the hall, not once taking his eyes off the girl, “Ri-Rigar, I need you to come here. Now.” 
 
   Rigar rounded the corner, locking his sight immediately on the girl and hers on him. A look of unbridled hatred took over him as he grabbed a metal tray off the counter, spilling its contents onto the floor. With a speed Dirik had never before witnessed of him, Rigar raced across the room and slammed the tray into the side of the girl’s face so hard he could heard the sound of the bones cracking under the force. The girl, who never had a chance to react, was laid out on the floor unconscious as the whole right side of her face began to swell and turn a rainbow of colors. Dirik, frightened and unsure of what to do, continued to look over the gruesome scene. He had never seen this side of Rigar before; all he had ever known of the man was the calm, serene soul who would give the shirt off his back to help out a person in need. 
 
   Rigar threw down what was left of the tray, grabbed the girl up off the floor, and dropped her into the bed. He then angrily began throwing open the various drawers and cabinets in the room in a desperate search for something. 
 
   “Do you need me to help you find something?” Dirik asked cautiously. 
 
   Rigar turned on him so fast that it caused him to startle and stumble back a few steps. “Did you know?” His voice was angry and deep as he repeated himself, this time louder, “Did you know? About her eyes, did you know?” 
 
   Rigar came at him fast. In a panic, Dirik backed up hoping to find the door, but instead bumped into the wall a few feet away. Advancing until he was almost on top of him, Rigar stopped and stared down at the frightened boy, fury contorting his features. “You did, didn’t you?” Dirik had nowhere to go and was a really bad liar so he nodded. In a fit of rage, Rigar punched the wall beside his head, leaving behind a large hole. 
 
   “Do you not understand what is going on here? You should have come to my house last night, you should have told me immediately.” 
 
   Dirik cowered against the wall, gaping at Rigar, whose eyes had once again turned red. He couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that this was the second day in a row an angry Full-blood had pinned him inside this same room. 
 
   Citera, having heard all the commotion, came rushing into the room and took in the scene before her. “Rigar! What are you doing to Dirik? Let him go.” Rigar’s attention snapped to Citera, then back at Dirik as he repeated himself, more calmly this time, “You should have told me, I would have come and taken her out of this clinic. Even if I had to dump her in the street, I would have gotten her out of here.” 
 
   Seizing his opportunity, Dirik ducked out from under his arm and scurried over to stand next to Citera. “Mikel told me not to tell anyone, he made me promise.”
 
   “What are you two going on about?” Citera asked looking back and forth between the two of them with a puzzled expression.
 
   “That girl isn’t a Full-blood, at least not like the rest of us,” Rigar answered as he resumed digging in the drawers and cabinets. “Where are the damn restraints?”
 
   Citera calmly walked over to one of the cabinets in the far corner, pulled out a set of restraints, and handed them to him. “What do you mean she isn’t Full-blood, what else would she be?”
 
   Rigar motioned for Dirik to help him, and the two worked to fasten the ends of the restraints to the metal frame of the bed. “I don’t know, but whatever she is, it’s dangerous. She never should have survived being in that cave, she sure shouldn’t have awakened already, and now on top of everything else, she has blue eyes.” He was shaking his head as he grabbed her right arm to strap it down, but hesitated. “She has healed some of her wounds already.” Citera joined the pair beside the bed and realized what it was Rigar was talking about; many of the minor cuts and bruises that had covered her when she came in had already disappeared. 
 
   “I guess she used his blood to heal herself,” Rigar growled while continuing his work, albeit slightly faster than before. 
 
   Citera, meanwhile, continued to examine her. Someone as sick as this girl had appeared to be should have been out for weeks if not longer trying to heal. Yet this girl had used her father’s blood to heal not only all the surface injuries, but also several of the more major ones, in less than twelve hours. The realization both frightened and amazed her; even the red formula wouldn’t heal a body that quickly, at least not that she knew of. 
 
   “Does blood always heal Full-bloods this quickly?” Citera couldn’t help herself; it was remarkable, there were no signs of any of the previous injuries. If blood always rejuvenated them this rapidly, she couldn’t help but wonder why the Full-bloods would have switched to formula in the first place.
 
   “I don’t know,” Rigar answered coldly, seeming disturbed by the fact she had even asked. “I don’t drink blood, nor do I care to.”
 
   Dirik picked up the pace as he secured the restraints to her ankles. “I don’t care what she is, but we better hurry and get these things on her before she wakes up again. I’m pretty sure she isn’t going to be happy about that shiner, and I don’t want to be the next one on the menu to heal it.”
 
   Working together they quickly finished securing the rest of the buckles, then Rigar turned to Citera. “Give me the one for her head. I am not taking any more chances, she won’t be able to move a single muscle when I’m finished with her.”
 
   Citera obeyed. Pulling the strap from the drawer, she helped Rigar secure it to the bed. She then held the girl’s head in place while he tightened the vice-like grips, locking it in a forward facing position. As Citera stood staring down at the girl, curiosity got the best of her and she leaned over and pried open one of her eye lids, revealing the pale blue iris underneath. She remained staring into the cold lifeless orb, captivated by their icy depths. She couldn’t herself, it was beautiful.
 
   “So what do you think she is?” Citera asked Rigar, who was looking down at her eye as well, but he wasn’t admiring the beauty. He was seeing something entirely different in that eye … death, either by her own hands or by those of the Shadows. 
 
    “I am not sure.” Rigar heaved a large breath, running a shaky hand through his hair. “But whatever she is, it’s nothing good. We need to get her out of this clinic, and soon.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The Tower
 
    
 
    
 
   The Enforcer sat silently watching the scenery as it flew past his window. He was thankful that the officer driving showed no interest in being chatty, or even from deterring his gaze from the road in front of him. The rigidness of his body made it clear that he would have much preferred to be anywhere else but in this car with him. 
 
   The Enforcer’s mind was in another place as well; it was back at the inn with Maya. Not the girl from this morning, but the one he had talked to the night before, the one who trusted and sympathized with him. The wonderful innocence and honesty in which she had spoken to him last night had made him feel normal, if even for a brief moment, and that was something that would stay with him for a long time to come. 
 
   But as with all good things that came into his life, the encounter had ended as swiftly as it began. He had never been so affected by an expression in his lifetime as he was by the fear of him she exhibited outside his room this morning. He would give anything for another chance to talk to her, to try and explain himself, to thank her for what she did for him, and apologize for hurting her. Yet it was impossible, his job and who he was made sure of that. His whole reason for being was based on tyranny and fear, any signs of vulnerability or weakness could cost him not only his life, but hers as well. This was how it had to be. Never again would she greet him with that trusting look in her eyes, never again would she smile at him that innocent, naïve smile. Now she saw him like everyone else did, as a cold-blooded murder.
 
   He tried to change position in the cramped confines of the car, but it was impossible to move in these things. He hated these cars, they were only good for travel during the day or for short distances at night, and were usually only used by patrols to transport criminals to the Tower for interrogation. 
 
   He had been surprised to see they had brought them out for him. He guessed in their opinion he was a criminal, though he wasn’t really sure what the big deal was. He had done things far worse than this before in the name of the Shadows. No matter, he had dealt with the Shadows many times before and felt confident that whatever lies the patrols had fabricated could be explained away with ease. 
 
   In the distance he could see the black form of the Tower coming into view. Strategically set in the center of Vanteria and perched high upon a hill, the Tower was designed and positioned to intimidate any who would dare think to challenge its walls. 
 
   The outside surface shined in the mid-day’s light, displaying an almost metallic sheen as the rays bounced off its smooth onyx walls. All the windows on the lower levels were designed so that even a small child would have difficult crawling through, but large enough that an arrow could be fired at its intended target. There were no doors, except for the main entrance on the ground and the balconies on the upper levels where the Shadows and the elite lived. And in the event of an attack the entire building could be locked down and sealed off, making it completely impenetrable. But the true genius behind its design could not be fully appreciated until at night. For once the sun disappeared and the last rays of light left the sky, the Tower all but vanished into the surrounding darkness.
 
   Minutes after spotting the Tower, the massive statues that guarded the entrance into the capital appeared in the window in front of them. Gallantly they stood, dressed in heavy armor, each holding a shield in one hand and a sword in the other, their eyes forever locked on the landscape daring intruders to try and enter the gate without their permission.
 
   The small convoy entered through the gate and headed up the hill toward the Tower. The streets were busy with the Terrian shopkeepers tending to customers, while the Full-blooded patrols wandered around keeping an eye on things. Unlike the outlying areas that used Terrians to fill their patrol positions, the population of Full-bloods in the capital made up the Black guard and the patrols. This was partly due to the fact that the road had moved so far from the capital, but mainly because it made the army in the city much stronger than those of the surrounding areas. 
 
   After winding their way through the streets of the city, they eventually made it to the smaller gate that served as the last check point around the Tower. Pulling to a stop, one of the guards approached the driver’s side window and addressed the officer driving, “What is your business here?” 
 
   The officer hesitated a moment, seeming to have forgotten himself why he had drove all the way out here, then looking over at the Enforcer for the first time since the journey began, answered nervously, “We drove the Enforcer back.” 
 
   The guard bent over to get a better look inside the car, and seeing the Enforcer motioned for the others to open the gate. “Sorry, sir, didn’t see you in there. The Shadows are waiting for you in the throne room.” 
 
   He nodded to the guard and they continued through the open gate, pulling to a stop in front of the Tower. The Enforcer quickly got out of the confinement of the car, his legs numb from sitting in the same position for so long. The chief came up beside him as if he were planning to escort him inside. Angry at the arrogance of this man who was acting as if he were a common criminal being brought for interrogation, he turned and challenged him, “Where do you think you are going?”
 
   The chief, half smirking, proudly announced, “They asked me to come in with you.” 
 
   Fighting back the overwhelming desire to grab him and throw him back into his pathetic little car, he swallowed his anger and headed toward the front doors of the Tower. He was anxious to deal with whatever lies they had told the Shadows, but unlike the cocky little imp, he was also painfully aware of the dangers he faced inside. 
 
   He lead him up the stairs to the third floor where the throne room was located, navigating the maze of halls and corridors with ease. As they entered the throne room, the Enforcer watched as the wide-eyed chief surveyed its vastness, and recalled the first time he too had set foot inside of this room. He had been a prisoner, arrested, beaten, and set to be executed for his part in the uprising against the Shadows, but despite his anger and fear of impending death, he also couldn’t help but marvel at the magnificence of this room. 
 
   The walls and columns around them were comprised of light, nearly white granite that shined brilliantly in the sunlight casting in through the small windows high above them. In contrast, the ceiling above was made of the same black onyx that coated the walls on the outside of the Tower. Embedded into its blackness were thousands of jewels and crystals of varying shape and color, whose surfaces reflected the light down in a way that gave one the impression they were gazing upon the night’s sky full of twinkling stars. 
 
   As they continued to the head of the room, the Enforcer watched as the chief’s confident expression began to waver as his attention shifted to the statues positioned underneath the columns that lined both sides of the room. Each one of them held a different pose, but they all appeared to be in varying amounts of distress as they struggled to support the ceiling pressing down upon them.
 
   All along the long room, positioned at various intervals, were members of the Black guard, rigid and motionless, forbidden to move unless called upon. And at the furthest end of the room, sitting impatiently on their ornate stone thrones, sat the Shadows. 
 
   Knowing better than to meet their stony gaze, the Enforcer focused his attention on the wall above their thrones. There hung the crown jewel of the room, a giant gold and silver crest in the shape of a circle locked inside an upside down triangle. Around the two shapes wove a vine covered in sharp thorns, and in the center of the whole thing was what appeared to be a single tear drop. It was a symbol few had ever seen, and no one other than the Shadows themselves knew what it meant. It was one of their most guarded secrets, even he had no idea what it stood for, but whatever it was they would kill to protect.
 
   “Aww, finally our most loyal Enforcer as returned to us. So glad to see you back unharmed.”
 
   The female Shadow, Gaia, addressed him with a welcoming smile on her face; she sat in the middle between the two men, her dark brown hair braided and pulled back with a series of metal clips and adornments. In all his time with them he had never once seen her when she did not look completely put together. She had an air of sophistication and importance, and yet a way of looking at a person that would freeze his blood inside his veins. The three of them were dressed in their usual formal attire; the lady in all white, while the men wore suits in varying combinations of black and white.
 
   Once they were close enough to them, he stopped, put his fist against his chest, and dropped to one knee. “My lords, my loyalty is to you as always.” Then standing, he continued, “I apologize for keeping you waiting, I—”
 
   He meant to continue and tell them what had happened in Vicaris, but one of the male Shadows cut him off. “No, we do not wish to hear excuses. You should have come back with the inspectors, instead you come back to us having caused more problems than you have solved.” Then turning his attention to the chief, narrowing his eyes as he asked, “So do tell, what is it our Enforcer has done that has brought you all the way out here to report to us?”
 
   Enforcer knew his place and stepped back in silence. The chief, ignorantly basking in his importance, stepped forward to recant his story. He told them of the beheading in the street, along with the death of the other Full-blood, and then proceeded to add in the incident in the park where he knocked down the officer who had crept up behind him. The Shadows listened to his story, their faces emotionless and impossible to read. All the while Enforcer remained silent, daring not to speak until addressed. 
 
   The three had their sights locked on the chief, and once he had finished, Aziel, the most impatient of the three Shadows spoke up first, “Is that it? You came all the way out here to tell us that he did his job?” 
 
   The question seemed to catch the chief completely off guard. He turned and looked up at Enforcer, before facing the Shadows again, and in desperation added, “Well there was also an incident at the inn.” 
 
   Enforcer immediately diverted his gaze to the chief, forgetting momentarily to hide the confusion on his face. Knowing better than anyone the importance of concealing emotions in their presence, he quickly corrected his mistake and contemplated what the chief could possibly have to say about the inn. He thought long and hard, the only thing he could think of that he might possibly be referring to was the bruise on Maya’s arm, but even that shouldn’t be enough to cause him any problems. 
 
   The chief continued, avoiding his stare completely, “The man of the family reported that he threatened his daughter in order to gain a room for the night, then, while the family slept, he lured her into his room and took advantage of her.”
 
   The whole room turned red as an infuriated Enforcer reached out and grabbed ahold of the man. The chief, taken by surprise, let out a yell and began swinging his arms frantically trying to get loose from his grasp. He continued to struggle uselessly as Enforcer raised him into the air and threw him with all his might. He sent the impish man flying across the room before he finally hit the floor and slid into one of the granite columns. But he wasn’t done with him, and he no longer saw nor cared about anything or anyone else in the room. All he saw was this piece of scum who had offended him worse than anyone else had in his lifetime. He advanced across the room, and out of the corner of his eye saw the Shadows signal for the guards to stop him. But he didn’t care, he was already on top of the chief again. Picking him up, he pulled him in close so they were eye-to-eye. 
 
   “You son of a bitch, I am going to pull your scrawny little head right off your shoulders and mount it on my wall. How dare you come here and tell such a lie? I have killed people for far less.” He raised his hand prepared to finish off the arrogant man once and for all, only to feel himself be struck from behind by one of the Black guard. 
 
   The blow caused him to drop the chief, who scurried quickly behind the line of guards that had him surrounded with their swords drawn. However, even they were not enough to stop him and his plans for the chief. He turned and knocked several of the guards off their feet as he jumped out of the circle, landing behind the group and right on top of the terrified little man. 
 
   He had his foot raised and was prepared to bring it down when something pierced his shoulder and blood poured down his arm. Grabbing the site, he found he had a sword protruding through his shoulder. Completely enraged, he kicked behind him and knocked the guard attached to it across the room, taking out several more with him. He then returned his attention back to the chief, but the guards had managed to make a barricade around the crumpled up man. He glared at them all as he broke off the sword like it was no more than a twig and pulled it from his shoulder.
 
   “I’ll go through you all if I have to,” he growled moving in on the crowd of them. He was poised to launch himself into the middle of them all when he was suddenly hit hard from the side. The blow knocked him off his feet and sent him sliding across the room. He bounced back to his feet, searching for the one who had taken him by surprise, only to have his feet knocked from under him again. 
 
   His attacker then grabbed him by the hair, pulled him to his knees, and held him there with a knife to his throat. “That is quite enough of this!” The Enforcer looked up to meet the gaze of the one who had bested him, and was not surprised to see Aziel looking down on him. “How dare you disrupt our court in such a manner? Have you forgotten your place?” 
 
   Enforcer started to protest, but stopped when he felt blood trickle down his neck from the blade being pressed harder against his throat. “No, my lord.”
 
   The Shadow continued, “We will hear your side in a moment, if you can control yourself long enough that is. If not,” he grinned in a way that the Enforcer was all too familiar with, “how long has it been since you paid a visit the yard?” 
 
   Before he could respond, Gaia called to them from across the room, “Aziel, bring him here and, guards, bring the chief.” Obediently Aziel removed the blade from his throat and motioned for him to stand, and together the two of them returned to stand before the others still perched on their thrones. Momentarily they were joined by the chief, badly bruised and bloody, surrounded by guards. 
 
   Once again the attention was focused on the chief as Gaia continued to question him. “You stand here in front of us, accusing our Enforcer of a very heinous crime. Other than the word of the father, do you have any evidence to back up these accusations?” 
 
   The chief hesitated, as his confidence in his own story appeared to be wavering. “Just the word of the father and the daughter, and a large bruise left on her arm where he grabbed her.” 
 
   He stood silent as they all turned their attention onto him. Aziel remained close by spinning, his knife between his fingers. “What do you say of this accusation?” 
 
   But his mind had gone elsewhere, he was reeling from the news that Maya had accused him of this vile deed. Was it possible that he had been so wrapped up in her beauty and innocence that he had been deceived so easily? The more he thought about it the angrier he became. How could he have been so stupid? He let his guard down and allowed the two of them to make him look like a complete fool.
 
   The chief, taking advantage of his silence, spoke up again, “You see, he doesn’t deny the accusations. He is guilty!”
 
   Enraged yet again, Enforcer made a turn for him, only to feel Aziel’s hand grab his arm. Not wanting to cause himself more trouble than he already had, he took a moment to calm himself before addressing the Shadows, “I assure you, my lords, I have done many awful things in my life, but not this, never anything like what he is accusing me of. I do admit to causing the bruise, this I will not deny, however that is the extent to which I came in contact with the girl, I swear on my life.”
 
   “You see, he admits to laying his hands on her. What chance does a girl her size stand against a man of his stature?” the chief chimed in, sounding half giddy at having his accusations somewhat confirmed. 
 
   That was all he could take. Rage overwhelmed him once again as he managed to jerk his arm free of Aziel’s grasp, knocking him back several feet in the process. Making a charge for the chief, he almost had him in his hands when Kai suddenly appeared in front of him and landed a punch square against his jaw. The utter surprise of the blow knocked him off balance long enough for Kai to grab him by the neck and slam him to the floor, knocking the air from his lungs. 
 
   “I suggest you gain control of yourself if you wish to leave this room in one piece,” Kai demanded, holding him pinned to the floor with one hand around his neck. “Now explain to us how the inn keeper’s daughter came to have a bruise, which you have admitted to causing, if the deed he claims was not committed.” 
 
   Gasping for air and still pinned to the floor, he desperately tried to work out a way in his mind to explain the events of the evening without creating any more problems. “She brought linens to the room, and when I turned to go back inside she grabbed my arm and I reacted. It was not my intention to harm her, she surprised me.”
 
   “He’s lying,” the chief yelled out. “Can’t you see, he is just …”
 
   However, before he could finish Aziel grabbed ahold of him by the shirt. “I have heard enough out of your mouth already. If you say another word without the permission of one of us, I will remove your head from your body myself. Do you understand me?” 
 
   The chief, silenced by the glare of Aziel, nodded his head frantically. Satisfied they wouldn’t have any further interruptions, Aziel then turned his attention back to his companions. “My wife, Gaia, and my brother, Kai, I feel the only way we can know for sure what happened last night is to see for ourselves. Let us merge on our Enforcer here, that way we can see exactly what happened and can deal with it appropriately.” 
 
   Gaia turned to Enforcer as he slowly gathered himself up off the floor. “Would you be willing to subject yourself to this to prove your innocence?” 
 
   No matter what he said, they were going to do what they wanted. He had seen them merge their minds on people before and knew it would not be a pleasant experience, but he saw no other options. “Whatever my lords wish, I just want to prove I did not do this thing he is accusing me of.”
 
   Kai summoned the guards. “Bring us the chair,” he demanded, then turned his attention to the Enforcer as several guards disappeared from the room. The chair he was talking about was made from a heavy metal with chains and straps attached to it. It was designed to restrict all movement and prevent him, or any other poor soul who may find them self in it, from causing harm to their self or the Shadows while they were in the process of the merge. Shortly the guards returned with the chair and set it down in front of the Shadows.
 
   “Shall we get started then,” said Aziel stepping to the side and gesturing toward the chair.
 
   Enforcer took a deep breath, struggling to maintain his composure; he walked over and took a seat. Like a swarm of bees the guards descended upon him, fastening the shackles to his wrists and ankles, before tightening the last strap around his chest. 
 
   He was staring right at the chief as the Shadows formed a circle around him. Gaia stood directly behind him and placed both hands so that they encircled his head, while Kai and Aziel took hold of her arms and placed the palms of the opposite hands together. Before she began, Gaia leaned over and whispered into his ear, “I’ve always wanted to get into your head and see what goes on in there.” The tone of her voice sent a shiver through his spine as she added, “Oh, this is going to hurt. A lot.”
 
   A feeling hit him that he rarely experienced … fear. What did she mean she wanted to get inside his head? And what else could she see while she was in there? But it was too late to be concerned, she had him strapped down right where she wanted him and she was about to go digging around in his head.
 
   “Concentrate on last night, starting from the attack in the alley and ending when the chief arrived to bring you here.” 
 
   He obeyed; closing his eyes and he pictured himself in the alley walking alone in the dark. As he remembered the events of the night, he could feel them snaking their way into his brain. It was a sharp, piercing sensation that sent a wave of excruciating pain from his head down through the rest of his body. Every muscle tensed as he pulled against the shackles holding him in the chair. Gritting his teeth to keep from screaming, he continued to pull and fight as he felt them moving through his mind, digging deeper and deeper. 
 
   The pain was unbearable, as if he waves of cold electric currents were being sent throughout his entire body. Just when he thought he could take no more, they released the merge, allowing his body to collapse with exhaustion into the chair. Barely able to lift his head, somehow he still managed to get his eyes open, and through his blurred vision located the guards and the chief who stood watching him with a mixture of sympathy and fear.
 
   Gaia raised her head and addressed the room. “Bring him here,” she demanded, pointing at the chief. He went pale as the guards grabbed him and pushed him before the three of them. “You came to us accusing this man of multiple crimes, knowing who he was and how important he is to us. He denied all the charges against him and subjected himself to a merge in order to clear his name. We have seen what has happened and everything you have accused him of is either false or falls within his scope of power. So I ask you, what do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   Terrified, the chief looked at the Enforcer still strapped in the chair and dropped to his knees, pleading, “I ... I ... am so sorry. I trusted the word of the father, and the daughter backed up the story. I didn’t mean to accuse him falsely. I offer up my apology to our most honorable Enforcer and beg mercy of you my lords.”
 
   “Guards, release the Enforcer and leave the room,” Aziel directed. 
 
   Rapidly the guards did as they were ordered, making quick work of unfastening the chains holding him in the chair, then darting from the room, and locking the doors behind them. Enforcer attempted to get to his feet, but found himself instead falling back into the chair, his head spinning uncontrollably. 
 
   “Be still, our most loyal servant, the effects will wear off shortly.” Gaia, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder, then addressed Aziel, “My husband, what do you think we should do with this officer of the law, who is going around falsely accusing our officials of crimes?” The expression on her face was one he had seen many times before, and he couldn’t help but pity the chief as he stood there oblivious to what was about to happen. 
 
   “Oh, my dear, I sure we can think of something. Perhaps you or our brother would prefer the opportunity to pass judgment.” 
 
   Gaia turned to Kai. “I think we will leave it to you this time, my brother,” she said, then reconsidering, she looked down at the Enforcer. “Where are my manners? Perhaps you would like to have him for yourself. After all, you are the one he has offended.” 
 
   He glanced back at the chief, who despite being still clueless to what was going on, realized that he was in serious danger and began to back his way toward the doors. 
 
   “No, my lady, I will pass on this one, he disgusts me and I have an interrogation to perform. My Lords can have him.” 
 
   She smiled and turned to Kai. “Brother, it seems he is yours.”
 
   Kai didn’t need to be told twice. He turned and flashed a full set of fangs at the chief, leaving no room for doubt about what they intended to do with him. The chief spun around to run, but it did him no good, Kai was already on him, sinking his fangs deep into his neck and sending a spray of blood across the room. 
 
   It took less than a minute for Kai to finish off the chief before allowing the lifeless body to fall to the floor, seeming very satisfied with his handy work. Aziel, meanwhile, yelled for the guards to return, “Clean up this mess, and have someone tell the officers that came here with him to go home, their chief will not be joining them.” 
 
   Kai wiped his face clean with a handkerchief, then walked up and extended a hand to Enforcer, a gesture he was more than happy to take advantage of. He pulled himself to his feet, but as he struggled to recover from the effects of the merge, Kai slapped him as hard as he could on the injured shoulder, sending a wave of pain racing down his arm so severe it nearly caused him to collapse.
 
   Gaia, noticing his distress, scolded her brother, “He is weak from blood loss and the merge. Why would you want to cause him more distress?” 
 
   Kai glanced over at the wounded shoulder and withdrew his hand with a sheepish grin. “I apologize, I forgot. Do you have any healing formula?” 
 
   “I do, my lord,” he answered, struggling to stay on his feet. Reaching into his jacket pocket he pulled out the small vial and finished off what little liquid remained inside. It was enough and performed its purpose quickly, healing not only the shoulder and the various other injuries from the scuffle, but also aided in alleviating some of the aftereffects from the merge. 
 
   “Look at you, you are a complete mess. Why don’t you go get cleaned up and rest a bit?” Gaia said as she pulled open the front of his jacket to get a better look at the damage. They were all three standing directly in front of him, close enough to make him feel very uncomfortable, but he dared not move and risk offending them. 
 
   “Of course my lady, I will as soon as I finish the interrogation.”
 
   Gaia laughed. “You see that is your problem, always working. How long have you served us, and never before have you caused a mess such as this one. Perhaps, you are working too hard.” As she spoke the tone of her voice changed and her glare bored into him. “And perhaps that is also the reason you are losing the ability to control that temper of yours. You did after all take a swing at my husband, did you not?”
 
   Realizing he was on dangerous ground with nowhere to run, Enforcer swallowed hard. “For that I apologize, there was no excuse for my behavior.” 
 
   Kai, with his usual crooked smirk, joined in the taunting. Of the three he was the thinker, the conniving one. Unlike Aziel who lived for the battle, Kai preferred to avoid fighting, although he had no qualms about beating helpless prisoners senseless. “Perhaps he is getting older and doesn’t realize how strong he has become; perhaps he has grown too strong for his own good.” 
 
   He did not like the direction this conversation was going, but he remained rigid and silent as Kai continued his rant, “Either way, something must be done with you. I don’t mind you taking a swing at Aziel, I actually think he rather enjoyed it myself,” he said, smiling at his companion only a few feet away. “After all he hasn’t seen any action in years. It was the beheading of the Full-blood in the street that I found rather disturbing. It’s your job to keep the Full-bloods in check, by instilling fear you earn their respect, but if you continue to take it too far, I’m afraid all you will succeed in doing is angering them into another uprising.”
 
   Aziel was watching it all intently while he methodically twirled his knife between his fingers. Out of the trio, he was the one he feared the most, always appearing cool and calm, but in reality he was extremely impatient and easy to trigger. Of the three, he was the strongest and the deadliest. “My brother and wife, I can’t help but feel we are to blame for his digression. We spent years training him to be ruthless and unmerciful, perhaps we took it too far. Now that he has reached his full potential and extremely impressive strength, it may be more than even he can handle.” The steady, methodical way in which he spoke rattled the Enforcer to the core. “I’m not sure if I had known exactly what he would be capable of back when we recruited him that I would have agreed to sparing his life. After all, who’s to say that in time he won’t decide to turn on us as well?” 
 
   The Enforcer had remained motionless throughout the conversation, mostly out of fear that any movement would be viewed as a sign of aggression. If there was one thing he had learned over the last half century of service, it was how to talk his way out of these situations when they arose from time to time. Yet as he studied their faces he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps this time they were really ready to get rid of him. After all the decades of service, all of the battles, killings, and arrests he had done in their name, would it be that easy. 
 
   His mind once again flashed back to the first time he had laid eyes on them. He had been close to thirty when he was marched into this room, bound in chains, beaten, and bloody. They had sentenced him to death after he was caught along with a group of others planning to attack the Tower. At the time there were no inspectors or enforcers, so the Shadows did most of the sentencing and a large majority of the executing themselves. 
 
   He had been brought before them with two others, the three of them meant to fulfill the Shadow’s blood lust, and he was forced to watch in disbelief as Kai and Aziel sank their fangs into the other two prisoners. It was the first time he had ever witnessed the drinking of blood, and as he watched the life slipping from his companions, Gaia advanced slowly toward him. Exhausted and frightened, he dropped to his knees before her, closed his eyes, and awaited the inevitable. But to his surprise it never came. Instead she offered him the opportunity to join them, to serve as their soldier, their right hand, in charge of squashing what little remained of the resistance and enforcing their laws on the Full-blood population. 
 
   Of course, he refused them in the beginning, preferring death over the betrayal of his people. However, death was not what they had in mind, instead they subjected him to month after month of imprisonment and torture, until the day finally came when he yielded. He had spent decades wondering why? Why out of the hundreds they had seen and sentenced to death had they picked him? Now, after listening to the three of them, he was certain that they knew what he had the potential of becoming and used that knowledge to mold and shape him into the killer he had become.
 
   He decided to be very careful in his approach of the situation. Dropping down on one knee, he bowed his head and addressed them, “My lords, I have served you unquestioningly for over fifty years, and though the means by which I came to serve you were less than ideal, I feel I have proved myself loyal on many occasions.” Taking a deep breath, he finished, “However, if you feel that I have outlived my usefulness to you then you may do with me as you wish.”
 
   “Well of course we can,” Aziel responded, half laughing. “However, at the moment you prove more useful to us alive than dead.”
 
   “Don’t forget we were just inside that thick head of yours and let me say it was quite enlightening,” Kai said, glaring. “It seems you are on the verge of a meltdown of epic proportions, and if you don’t do something about it soon … well, we will find it much in our favor to dispose of you right away.”
 
   “But for the moment we only think you should get of the Tower and wander around for a while. Relax, fight, kill. Hell, screw something, do whatever it is you need to do to regain control over that darkness within you.” Aziel paused, glaring at him. “Because if you ever disobey us again like you did in here today, you will be begging us for death by the time we get done with you.”
 
   Enforcer kept his head down and his response simple, not wanting to fuel their anger any further. “Whatever my lords wish of me I will be happy to do.”
 
   Gaia clapped her hands together in approval. “Well, there we go, it is settled. Take yourself a couple of weeks and get your head on straight. Now go get yourself cleaned up and get rid of those ripped clothes you are wearing, then be on your way. Would you like to take a horse? I’d even be willing to let you take one of those cars if you like.” 
 
   “No, my lady, the cars are too small,” he replied, rising back to his feet. “Or I am too large, either way I would much prefer the use of a horse. I will go prepare my things and leave after I finish the interrogation.”
 
   “Oh fine, go do your interrogation, you probably need to feed anyway. But after that, no more. If you continue on this way you are going to lose your mind,” Gaia said with her wicked smile, “and I like it too much the way it is.”
 
   He bowed and turned toward the doors. “Of course.” He walked slowly, half expecting one of them to grab him from behind and sink their teeth into his neck. But they didn’t and he made it safely to the doors. 
 
   However, as the guards opened them to let him out, Kai called to him, “Oh, do us one favor when you are on your way back.”
 
   He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and turned around. He knew it had been far too easy. “Anything you wish, my lord.”
 
   “When you return to us, stop in Vicaris and pick up the father and daughter accusers and bring them back to us. Alive.”
 
   The words pained him worse than the merge itself. He did his best to remain emotionless, but he was sure the surprise was written across his face. “The daughter too, my lord?”
 
   “Well of course the daughter, you heard the chief say she backed up the accusations of her father. For all we know she is the instigator of the lie,” Kai answered, seemingly amused by the question. “Is that a problem?”
 
   “Of course not, my lord. Pardon my insubordination, I did not mean to question your orders. I will return with them both in two weeks.”
 
   “We shall see you then.” 
 
   He exited through the opened doors and stood in the hallway outside as they closed behind him, his mind still trying to process what had happened. How had he managed to get himself into such a mess? If he had only left with the inspectors none of this would be happening. But because of one impulsive decision, he now found himself charged with the task of bringing Maya here to face the Shadows and most certainly her death. A fate he would never wish on her, no matter what she had accused him of.
 
   He remained there, silently contemplating what he could possibly do to get himself out of this predicament, as a guard approached him. “Sir, the lady from Vicaris is in interrogation room five when you are ready.” He paused, noticing his distracted state. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”
 
   “No, no that will be all. I am on my way.” The guard bowed his head and strolled away. Well I guess I should get this over with, he thought, running his hands through his hair. Making his way to the stairs, he began his climb to the eighth floor, the whole while running possible scenarios through his head on how to get himself out of arresting Maya. However, no matter how many different ways of approaching the issue he came up with, they all ended in one of two ways, either in his death or hers.
 
   He entered the eighth floor hall, where the interrogation rooms and holding cells were located, and made his way to room five, pausing outside the door. Bending over he peeked in through the small slit, and there sitting silently in a chair in the center of the room sat a very rough and distraught looking Janil. 
 
   “Open the door,” he demanded the guard standing post only a few feet away. 
 
   “Of course, sir,” the guard replied, obediently inserting the key into the door. Before opening it he hesitated, looking the Enforcer up and down. “Sir, would you like to change your shirt first? The one you have on is, umm, ripped.” 
 
   “No, what’s the point? Just let me in.” He knew he looked like death himself in his ripped up jacket and blood-soaked clothes, but after the events of the last two days he really didn’t care. “When is the cart going out to the burn fields?”
 
   The guard smiled. “Oh it’s that kind of interrogation, is it? Hector is leaving with it tonight, the cart filled up fast after the raids this week.”
 
   He didn’t feel the need to respond to this, instead he motioned for him to open the door. The guard quickly obliged, holding open the door as he stepped inside then closing and locking it behind him. Alone in the confines of the cell, she sat silently staring at the floor, not acknowledging his presence in any way. He walked slowly around her, to get a better idea of what damage the inspectors had already done, but from the look of her, other than some minor cuts and bruises, it appeared they had left her alone as instructed. 
 
   He finished his stroll around the room, grabbed a chair out of the corner, and dragged it over so he was sitting down directly in front of her only a few feet away. Janil not once looked up from whatever fixed point on the tiles she had her sight locked on. 
 
   “Why did you do it?” he asked, leaning back into the chair. It felt good to relax, even if for a brief moment. 
 
   She slowly raised her head to face him. Through the strands of gray hair hanging over her face, he could see her eyes were swollen and red from hours of crying. “Don’t ask me questions you already know the answer to, just do whatever it is you are going to do to me and get it over with.”
 
   Already frustrated, her lack of cooperation served only to relight the fire burning inside. He leaned forward, positioning himself inches from her face. “I will do what I want, when I want. And right now I want you to answer the question I asked you. If you choose to make this hard then I will be forced to show you there are things that can be done that are far worse than death itself.”
 
   Janil looked back down to the floor and begin to sob. “I already told you back at the clinic, he came in with the tag on. Right before he went unconscious he told me it was stolen, that he had been injured while stealing it. There is nothing else to tell.”
 
   Enforcer leaned back into his chair with a sigh. “That’s not what I meant. I want to know why you confessed to a crime you didn’t commit.”
 
   Janil’s head snapped up in confusion, tears still streaming down her face. “What are you talking about? I told you what happened.” Then, as if she suddenly realized what was happening, she began to protest, “No matter what you do to me, I will not tell you anything against anyone else in that clinic. They didn’t know, I swear.”
 
   Enforcer only smirked. “I know they didn’t, but I’m also sure you didn’t know it was stolen either.” He was still leaning back comfortably in the chair, both of their eyes locked on the other. “All I want is for you to explain why you confessed. Why not let one of men confess or blame it on the Full-blood that works for the clinic? It seems like an easy enough thing to do, but no, you allowed yourself to be taken, understanding what the sentence would be, and I want to know why.”
 
   It was obvious that she was confused by the question and unsure of the best way to answer. “Is this a trick? That’s what this is, isn’t it? You are trying to get me to condemn someone else, but I won’t do it.”
 
   “No.” He moaned, exhaustion was beginning to set in. The red Formula had healed the wounds and rejuvenated him slightly, but it wasn’t enough. “Your confession stands, so no matter what you say this matter is closed, no one else will be arrested for this crime. I am only asking out of my own curiosity, whatever you say stays in this room.”
 
   Janil was torn. She was looking directly at him, trying to determine what evil plan he might be implementing, yet he was blank and expressionless. She did, however, take notice of his disheveled appearance for the first time, and was taken aback by the amount of blood covering his clothes. Without a second thought she glared at him. “Who does all that blood belong to?”
 
   Despite himself, the Enforcer couldn’t keep from laughing. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t belong to anyone you care about.”
 
   Her expression went blank. “They did that to you, didn’t they?” she asked, seeming puzzled by the idea, and pausing as he fell silent. “You know, I have spent my entire life taking care of others,” she said, staring straight into his eyes with a strength and determination he couldn’t help but admire. “After you took my husband away from me, I had nothing, no one, and lived in daily fear of the patrols or you returning. Just by chance I found that clinic and Mikel, and once again I felt like I was home, that I had a family, and I could help people again.”
 
   Enforcer listened attentively as she continued, captivated by her passion and bravery in what he had assumed was a random desperate act. “I guess that is the answer to your question. That’s why I confessed, because I would rather deal with the consequences myself than to know I stood by silently yet again and watched as the people I love got hurt. My way of atoning for the guilt I felt for allowing my husband to take the blame when you raided our clinic. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand any of this.”
 
   He said nothing as his prisoner stared back at him strong and proud, knowing she had, in this her final moment, faced him unwavering, and in her own way bested him. She had a passion and intensity that was rare in this time, especially in Terrians, and he admired her for it. He leaned forward, rubbing his hands over his face, trying to clear his mind and ward off the exhaustion, when she broke the silence. “Since I answered your question, would you answer one for me?”
 
   Glancing up at her from his hands, he leaned back, and after taking a moment to consider the request he gestured for her to go ahead with her question.
 
   “Why? Why do you serve them? I mean, look at you,” she gestured to the torn and bloody clothes he was wearing, “you are almost as powerful as they are, yet they treat you no better than a slave. And do you know why they do it? Because they know, they know you are a threat and in being so you must be controlled. So why betray your own people and alienate yourself for those who are just using you until you can no longer serve their purpose?”
 
   The words struck him hard and infuriated him to the core. “My people?” he growled in a low, menacing tone. “My people died a long time ago.” He stood up, kicking his chair backwards. “I was fighting to get rid of them you know, and we stood a chance, a small one, until we were betrayed by those we fought to protect, these so call Full-bloods. They ran cowering to the Shadows, begging for mercy and told them of our plans.” He raised a foot into the air and brought it down onto the chair reducing it to nothing more than a pile of splinters. Janil flinched, yet remained fixed in her own chair watching the bull of a man vent his frustration. “They lead them straight to us, sentencing us all to death and ending any chances the rebellion had of succeeding.”
 
   “But they didn’t kill you,” Janil said in her normal placid tone, “instead they coerced you into doing their dirty work, into serving them instead of fighting them.”
 
   He was losing this battle and he knew it; this kind older lady had looked inside him and seen into his soul, unlocking his doubts and pulling them to the surface. No longer able to face the judgment in her gaze, he turned his back to her. “You know nothing about me, and though I readily admit that I am not proud of what I have become, I have my reasons for doing what I do.” Behind him he could hear her sigh surrendering her plight. Knowing what had to be done next, slowly he turned back around and faced her. “I am sorry, but this has to be done. However, if it is any consolation, you will soon be with your husband.”
 
   Janil sat unphased and accepting of her fate. “Just remember you are what you choose to be, only you can change this.” 
 
   But her words were in vain, for in a flash he was on her; lifting her to him, he sank his teeth deep into her neck. He drank from her, little by little, feeling her warmth and life flow into him. The blood rejuvenated every ounce of his body in a way that the red formula never could, and he continued until he felt her body go limp and her heartbeat slow. When he felt he had drained her sufficiently, he released his bite and slowly lowered her body to the floor. After taking a moment to admire his handiwork and clean off his face, the Enforcer sighed. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small blade then knelt down beside her. He pulled her shirt slightly to the side, and with delicate precision carved a small tear drop symbol into the bare skin of her neck—just below the bite—then let the shirt fall back into place. 
 
   “Guard, open the door. I’m ready to get out of here,” he yelled.
 
   He could hear the key turning inside the lock, and the guard stood holding it open as he exited into the hallway. Glancing into the room behind him and seeing the body on the floor, the guard smiled. “I see it was a productive interrogation.”
 
   He glared at the guard in a way that made him retreat a couple of steps. “Just make sure to get her body to the cart before it leaves tonight or I will be back for another. Better yet, perhaps I should tell the Shadows of your late night trips to Gaia’s chamber with her hand maiden.”
 
   Shocked by the Enforcer’s knowledge of his late night rendezvous, the guard started stammering, “Y-yes, s-sir, I will see to it m-myself. Is there anything else you need me to do?”
 
   “Yes. Go to the doctor, get me two vials of red formula, and bring them to my room. I’m going to be gone for a while and there seems to be a growing number of people who would like to see me dead.” 
 
   “Of course, right away,” the guard replied, bowing before he took off down the hall.
 
   The Enforcer headed off in the opposite direction to make his way to the place he had called home for nearly half a century. After climbing a several more flights of stairs he entered into the hall at the top floor of the Tower. It was one of the hardest halls to navigate, and because of this it was where most of the higher ranking officials rooms were located, the Shadows included. 
 
   He walked through the maze of corridors and hallways. Finally reaching his destination, he inserted his key into the door, and entered the room he called home. Everything in it had been provided by the Shadows; Gaia herself had picked out most of the various wall hangings and statues that were scattered about the room. The only thing in here that actually belonged to him was a collection of antique weapons he had accumulated over the years until it now covered one entire wall.
 
   Safe within the confines of his familiar walls, he took a moment to look down at himself. Disgusted by what he saw, he pulled off his ripped, blood-stained jacket and shirt, and tossed them into a fire burning in the fireplace before heading straight to the bathroom. Once again he found himself having to wash away large amounts of his own blood. He propped himself against the tiled wall of the shower, becoming wrapped up in the warmth and sounds of the running water, and allowing his mind to go blank, blocking out all thoughts of the Shadows, Maya, and Janil. 
 
   Exiting the shower, he wrapped a towel around his waist and headed to the closet. The image of himself in a mirror caught his attention and he paused to look at the figure staring back at him. Scarring covered almost every inch of him, each one left there specifically to remind him of whatever disobedience he had done in the mind of the Shadows, his face being the only thing they had spared up to this point. He struggled to push the memories out of his mind as he pulled on his pants and boots, then grabbing a bag out of the bottom of the closet, he threw in a few changes of clothes. Continuing around the room he gathered what items he felt he would need to get him through the next couple of weeks, stopping last at his wall of weapons. Normally he never carried weapons on him, but the last attack in Vicaris had him wondering how long before one of these groups finally managed to get the best of him. There had been a noticeable trend recently of Full-bloods getting braver and more open in challenging him, but never a group as large or as well-organized as the one in Vicaris. 
 
   He reached up and removed a pair of daggers, placing them in the bag before tossing it by the door. With nothing else left to do but wait, he flopped down on the couch and kicked his feet up on the table. Maybe, just maybe he could get some rest. Leaning back into the seat, he closed his eyes. Unfortunately sleep would not be coming to him tonight, for as he closed his eyes, there she was, waiting for him. 
 
   Janil, pale and bleeding, her face soaked in her own tears waited for him with her hand reaching out to him for help. He walked toward her through the void, but as he came closer and reached his hand out to take hers, she began to transform. 
 
   No longer was she the helpless lady with whom he had left lying there on the cell floor, she was changing, changing into something dark, something monstrous. He stared into her glowing red eyes, watching as her face and body twisted and turned until her form was no longer recognizable as that of a Terrian. 
 
   Suddenly she moved toward him with blinding speed, stopping inches away and baring an impressive set of fangs. He didn’t have a chance to react before she was on top of him, and just as he had done to her, she sank her fangs deep into his jugular and began to drain his life from him little by little. He struggled, trying to get her off his back only to feel her sink her teeth deeper into his neck. With each breath he grew weaker, until finally his knees collapsed beneath him and the darkness of the void consumed him. 
 
   It was a knock on the door that saved him. He started awake, still seated on the couch but out of breath and covered in a cold sweat. The knock came again. “Who is it?” he yelled angrily getting up and heading for the door.
 
   “Sir, it is me. I brought the items you requested,” the voice of the guard called from the other side.
 
   He took a moment to straighten himself up before opening the door to reveal the guard from the interrogation hall. The guard remained silent, staring at him to the point he began to become angry. “Well?” he barked at him. Then, realizing that he was staring at the scars covering his chest and arms, he turned and grabbed a shirt laying on a nearby chair and pulled it on over his head. 
 
   Very few people had ever seen him when he wasn’t covered entirely in the black attire that he had become infamous for. “Well, where are they?” he demanded again. The guard shakily held out his hand, revealing two vials of red formula. Pleased at the sight, he carefully lifted them from his hand and reentered the room. “My thanks.”
 
   “Anytime, sir,” the guard replied, bowing nervously. “I handled the other matter you requested myself and made it down before the cart left. Oh, I was also told to let you know that a horse is ready downstairs whenever you wish to leave.” The Enforcer nodded in acknowledgement, and having delivered all his messages the guard turned and disappeared back into the labyrinth of halls.
 
   The Enforcer threw on a new jacket and loaded it down with various items, including the vials and daggers. Gloves on his hands and bag on his shoulder, he headed down the hall for the stairs. Winding his way through the narrow labyrinth he decided about midway that perhaps it would be better after all if he traveled by foot; it would give him a chance to clear his mind and run off some of the tenseness that had consumed him as of late. He exited into the main hall and made his way toward the doors, his thoughts only on what was awaiting him on the other side. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Alone
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been nearly a week since her father had gone unconscious and her world had been turned upside down. Citera had planted herself at her father’s bedside, desperately watching and waiting for any sign that he was still within this lifeless body. Occasionally she would think she saw his eye twitch or that she caught a flicker of movement in a finger, but when she waited for him to repeat the gesture or called to him, a response never came. So day after day she continued to sit there, unable to eat, unable to sleep, her body growing numb to the pain.
 
   Dirik stood in the doorway watching her. “Citera, please come get something to eat, at the very least go rest for a while. I’ll watch your dad, I promise.” There was desperation in his voice as he continued to plead with her, “He would be so angry with you if he woke up and saw the condition you are in, and you know it. Besides, you’re not doing him any good by sitting there starving yourself.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” she grumbled, not even bothering to look in his direction.
 
   “What if I go to the inn and get Maya’s mom to cook you something, anything you want, and bring it back?”
 
   She knew he wasn’t going to give up, he hadn’t for days; every morning he returned to the doorway and resumed his pleading with her to rest and eat. So she decided to succumb, at the very least it would get rid of him for a little while. “Fine, bring me whatever soup she has today,” she said, turning to him. “And get something to eat for yourself, you don’t look so great either.”
 
   He smiled, happy to have any answer other than her usual no. “All right, soup it is.” He began to leave, but hesitated and looked back. “Are you going to be okay here, alone?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, just go. Besides, everyone else here is unconscious.”
 
   “I won’t be gone long, half an hour tops,” Dirik said, turning and running down the hallway. She was glad to be left alone for a few minutes, not that she didn’t appreciate all that he was doing for her, but she needed some time alone and welcomed the silence that began to slowly envelope the clinic. 
 
   The blue-eyed girl and the young Full-blood were all that remained of what had once been her father’s bustling clinic. With her father near death and her in an almost catatonic state, Dirik and Rigar had been forced to take over the daily up keep of the clinic and the care of the boy down the hall, not that either of them would complain. Numbingly she still managed to care for her father, but after nearly a week of no progress it had become more like a series of habitual movements than actual deliberate care. Yet none of them had been back in the other room, not since they cleaned her father’s blood up off the floor. She wasn’t sure if the girl was still unconscious or not, but Rigar was trying hard to find somewhere to get rid of her, to lock her up like how they had found her. However, it had turned out to be more difficult than they had expected, especially since the number of patrols had increased two fold to prevent an uprising until a suitable replacement could be found for the executed chief.
 
   Sighing, she reached out and took ahold of her father’s hand. “Dad, can you hear me? If you can, I need you to come back. Please, don’t leave me here alone. If nothing else, just give me a sign of some kind, anything that will let me know you are still here with me.” She paused, waiting for a response, but yet again he left her wanting. 
 
   Tears filled her eyes and fell to the floor below. Days of crying had left them so badly swollen and red that when she did catch a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror, she hardly recognized her own face. Resting her head on her father’s hand, exhaustion began to overwhelm her. Eventually she gave up the battle and allowed herself to slip off to sleep.
 
   A sudden knock on the front door startled her awake. Unsure of how long she had been asleep, Citera called for Dirik. After a few minutes of waiting, she groaned; realizing he had yet to return from the inn, she then crawled to her feet and headed down the hall. He must have forgotten his key, she thought, rubbing her weary eyes. No one else would have got past Marta, who they had given the duty of telling people the clinic was closed. Citera had thought she looked a little too happy with the newfound gossip and power, but no matter, it saved the three of them from having to keep answering the door and seeing the disappointed faces of the patients when they had to turn them away. 
 
   When she arrived at the door her heart sank; it was the boy’s family again. They came by every day to check on him, but Rigar had given her and Dirik strict instructions not to let them in. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust them, but he was afraid that somehow the patrols would get wind of her father’s condition and would use the opportunity to secure the clinic for themselves; leaving the three of them homeless. 
 
   But she couldn’t just ignore them. Cracking the door just enough to peak through, she addressed the couple, “Mr. and Mrs. Hurder, good afternoon. I know you are here to check on your son, and I assure you he is doing just fine, but I still can’t let you come inside the clinic, nothing has changed.” 
 
   Several days ago, when they had showed up the first time, Rigar had given them a story about her father being ill with some kind of contagious virus that had caused them to quarantine the clinic. They seemed to have bought it the first few days, but lately they had started growing more impatient and were getting harder to turn away.
 
   “No, Citera, I am not leaving until I speak with your father or you let me inside. It’s been a week since the inspection, and we still haven’t seen our boy, nor have we seen your father. If the two of you are trying to hide something from us you had better tell me now,” Mr. Hurder demanded. “Otherwise get out of my way because I’m taking my son home.” 
 
   Citera barricaded herself against the door, knowing she was no match for the angry Full-blood. “Take him home, you mean out of the clinic?”
 
   “Yes, I will not leave him here and be denied the right to see him any longer,” he snapped angrily. Placing one hand against the door, he pushed against it in one swift movement. The force of the impact sent Citera flying backwards, landing on her tailbone a few feet away.
 
   “Jace!” his wife yelled at him. “What are you doing, after everything Mikel has done for our son, you attack his daughter?” She bent down, offering a hand to Citera, and helped her back to her feet. “I am so sorry about that my dear. Are you okay?” she asked, giving her a once over. Citera lowered her head, trying to avoid making eye contact, but Mrs. Hurder wasn’t having it. Taking ahold of her chin, she raised her gaze to meet with hers, “Have you been crying?” Frowning, she then paused, and glanced around the empty clinic. “Citera, where is your father?”
 
   “I’m all right, Mrs. Hurder, I’ll take you to see your son.” She answered, purposefully avoiding her questions.
 
   When they arrived at the boy’s room, Mr. Hurder dropped to his knees beside his son’s bed and took his hand into his own. However, Mrs. Hurder wasn’t giving up on her questioning that easy. Taking notice of the other physical changes in her appearance, she asked her again, “Citera, where is your father?” 
 
   Citera struggled to come up with some sort of an explanation, but exhaustion and grief had left her mind numb and blank. Unable to formulate a legitimate excuse for her father’s absence, she stared blankly into the concerned faces of the Hurders. Once again she was overwhelmed with mixed emotions and burst into tears. 
 
   Seeing her reaction to his wife’s question, Mr. Hurder joined his wife’s side. “Citera, we know about Janil, but we were told your father was still here. Where is he?”
 
   Citera couldn’t bring herself to answer, so instead she led them down the hall to her father’s room. As they entered she could hear Mrs. Hurder gasp behind her, while Mr. Hurder stayed back in the doorway taking in the scene. “What happened to him?” 
 
   “We don’t know. When we came home the day after the inspection we found him on the floor with a large gash in his head and blood everywhere. He hasn’t awakened since.” 
 
   They continued to ask a few more questions about her father’s condition, which she answered the best she could while attempting to regain control of herself. Once finished, the pair took her and wrapped their arms around her.
 
   “We are so sorry, but why didn’t you tell us this sooner? Are you here all alone?” Mrs. Hurder asked, genuinely concerned.
 
   “No, ma’am. Dirik is usually here with me, and Rigar comes by before and after his shift to check on us. Most of the time he stays the night here too.”
 
   “Good, you need someone here to watch over the two of you, you are both still children,” Mr. Hurder said, walking toward the bed to get a better look at Mikel. “Who did all of this to him?”
 
   “Me and Rigar. I started the IV and Rigar did the stitching,” Citera answered, staring at the floor. “I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.”
 
   Mrs. Hurder squeezed her shoulders and held her away so she could look her in the eyes. “Your father would be so proud of you, you have done a wonderful job caring for both him and our son. I just don’t understand, why you didn’t tell us sooner? We could have taken care of our boy and alleviated some of the stress.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hurder, but Rigar was worried that word would get out about my dad and the patrols would show up. Without him here there is no telling what they would do.”
 
   “He thought we would tell? I thought he knew us better than that.” It was clear the implication had offended her.
 
   “Of course not, it was nothing like that,” Citera added quickly, “we just didn’t want to involve more people than we have to. You know, in case it all does go bad.”
 
   While she was talking with Mrs. Hurder, Citera noticed Mr. Hurder wandering toward the door as if he was searching for something. He headed into the hallway and walked directly to the room which held the girl. Quietly Citera and his wife followed. “Who is that?” he asked.
 
   “Just a girl, she was brought in right before the Enforcer came.” She hated lying, but she was scared if she told them the truth she would be putting them in danger. Mr. Hurder reached for the door knob, and instinctively she grabbed his hand. “No, don’t go in there.”
 
   Mrs. Hurder came up from behind. “Why, what is wrong with her?” The two of them were both waiting for an answer, but she was at a complete loss of words. Instead she stood there in silence, glancing back and forth between the two of them, struggling not to cry again. 
 
   Mr. Hurder looked back at the room. “There something, a feeling that I can’t explain, that draws me to this room. It’s like I should know who she is, but I couldn’t.”
 
   Citera followed his gaze to the girl still lying motionless, tied to the bed. “I know, I think it’s a Full-blood thing, because Rigar feels it too,” she said, wiping her face. “I think that’s why he told me to stay out and not let anyone else in. Something about her scares him, and that scares me.”
 
   “Well if Rigar wants everyone to stay out, then we will respect that.” Mrs. Hurder narrowed her gaze at her husband. “Right, Jace?” 
 
   Mr. Hurder looked at his wife then back at the door before finally answering, “Yeah, I think we have wasted enough of Citera’s time, let us get our son and go home.”
 
   Shocked, Citera began to protest the removal of the young patient to whom they had all become so attached. “You’re going to take him? I thought once you saw that he was okay you would let him stay. Who will care for him while you are at work during the night?” 
 
   Mrs. Hurder smiled gently. “You sweet girl, don’t worry about us. I put in a request to work the day shift soon after our son was injured, and the approval finally went through a few days ago. Now one of us can be home with him all the time and there is no longer a need for us to continue to leave him here for you to care for, especially now. Besides, with us taking him home you can focus all your energy on your father and getting him well again.”
 
   Although she knew this was the best thing for the boy, Citera couldn’t help but feel that in a way she had failed him and his family. “I’m so sorry. I really did try my best, I promise. But with the Enforcer and my father—”
 
   This time it was Mr. Hurder who cut her off; he knelt on his knee in front of her and held her face in his hand. “Citera, us taking our son, it’s not because we don’t trust you with him. It’s like my wife said, this is something we have wanted to do from the beginning. You and your father have done so much for our boy and for us, and there is no way we will ever be able to thank the two of you enough. But the truth of the matter is we don’t know if he will ever wake up, and we can’t leave him here indefinitely, so it’s time we take him home where he belongs and he can be around his family.” Tears filled his eyes as he continued, “We should be the ones caring for him, and if the time comes that we need to make a difficult decision, then we will be in a better place to do it.”
 
   Citera stared into his saddened gaze, trying to imagine how she would feel if her own father was being cared for by other people. Then wiping the tears from her eyes, she placed a hand gently on his shoulder. “At least let me give you some supplies to take home with you, it’s what my father would have wanted me to do.”
 
   He nodded, wiping his face on his shirt as he rose to his feet. “I’m going to go get my son. Come with me, my wife?” 
 
   She smiled sweetly back at him and together they walked hand in hand down the hall. When they disappeared into their son’s room, Citera made her way to the supply closet, where she filled up a bag with enough supplies of IV fluids and blue formula to last them for a while. She then took the bag and headed down the hallway to meet up with the Hurders, who with their son in the arms of his father, were heading for the front door. Outside Mr. Hurder gently placed his son in a bed of blankets already prepared in the back of a cart. 
 
   “There is enough supplies in there to last you at least this month, but if you need anything else, don’t hesitate to come back,” Citera offered as she handed him the bag. Mr. Hurder nodded, and gently placed it in the back by the boy.
 
   She gave them both a farewell hug, which Mrs. Hurder held on to just a little long, then bent over and kissed Citera on the forehead. “If you need anything, no matter what, you let us know. Just because we aren’t here doesn’t mean we are going to forget you and your father, the two of you will always be a part of our lives.” Citera watched as she climbed into the back of the cart before turning back to face her with a serious expression, “I mean it, if you need anything, we are here.” 
 
   Citera thanked her, ascended back to the top of the stairs, and watched as the cart drove away. From her perch on the stoop she spotted a familiar face coming back in the distance; it was Dirik, returning with the food. He turned and watched as the cart with the boy and his parents drove by, then with a confused expression, continued making his way back to the clinic.
 
   “Was that who I think it was?” Dirik asked, coming up the stairs. “Did they really come and take him?”
 
   “Yeah, they said they wanted him at home with them. Mrs. Hurder is on the day shift now, so one of them will be able to stay with him at all times.”
 
   “Well that’s good, I guess. It’s just going to be weird not having him here. I kind of enjoyed taking care of him. I would always talk to him when I was with him, and I think he could hear me.” They stood together and watched as the cart disappeared into the distance, then Dirik turned to Citera. “Let’s go inside and get you to eat something.”
 
   Inside the clinic they sat down at the table in the waiting area and Dirik began to divide the contents of the bag. Pulling out a large steaming cup, he handed it to Citera along with a spoon, before doing the same for himself. “She had potato soup today,” he stated as he opened the lid to his cup. Hot steam flowed out and filled the air around them with enticing aromas.
 
   The smell jolted Citera’s empty stomach awake and sent a wave of pain rolling through her abdomen; reminding her just how long it had been since she had eaten. Following Dirik’s lead, she removed the lid from her own cup as well. The soup looked as good as it smelled, with little pieces of chives and cheese garnishing the top. As she stirred the contents, Citera couldn’t help but ponder how a Full-blood like Maya’s mom could cook so well when she couldn’t even eat the food that she cooked. Deciding better than to question the talents of such a nice lady, Citera took a big bite, relaxing as the warm liquid traveled down her throat into her empty stomach.
 
   They were nearly finished with their meal when the front door opened and in stepped Rigar. Seeing the two of them sitting and eating together he smiled. “Nice to see you out of that room for a change.” 
 
   “Thank Dirik, he went and bought me something to eat.” 
 
   Rigar gave Dirik a wink. “Good job, young man, glad to see you know how to treat a lady.” 
 
   This caused Dirik to turn several shades of red while he hurriedly finished off his dinner and gathered up the trash. “I … I was hungry, so I figured I would get her something to eat, too.”
 
   Citera, deciding to ignore these last comments, continued talking to Rigar, “Rigar, why don’t you go home and spend some time with Mirna and Sara? We are fine here.” She rose from her seat and joined Dirik in cleaning up their mess. “Besides, the only one we have to care for now is Dad. The Hurders came a while ago and picked up their son and took him home.”
 
   In all honesty she really wanted Rigar to stay, but he had spent nearly every night in the clinic with them since the day they found her father. Mirna had to be getting tired of being alone, and Sara was probably wondering if she still had a dad. 
 
   “No, it all right, I have already went home and talked with both of them. Neither of them wants me to leave you alone in here anymore than I do.” Then as an afterthought he added, “Did I hear you say the Hurders picked up their boy and took him home?”
 
   “Yes, and I gave them a bunch of supplies to take home with them. They said he might not ever wake up so there was no point to leaving him here forever.”
 
   “I suppose it is for the best. They are right though; without the red formula he might not recover. Anyway, how is your father, any changes?” Rigar was already heading down the hall while he was talking to her, so she followed. “No, he’s still the same.”
 
   He continued until he came to the girl’s room and halted. “How about her, have you seen any movement in there?”
 
   “No, but I really haven’t been watching. Although Mr. Hurder did seem interested in her while he was here. He even tried to go inside the room.”
 
   “He did what?” Rigar snapped, his voice booming off the walls. 
 
   “I didn’t let him, he just said that he felt drawn to the room, like he should know her,” she quickly countered, following his gaze into the room. “What do you think it means? Why do both of you feel like you should know who she is?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it makes me uncomfortable to still have her here around the two of you. I worry all day about something happening to one of you, that she will awaken and I would come back to find the both of you hurt or worse. No, no I need to stop wasting time with this damn road and find a location, soon.”
 
   “Rigar, you have to go to work. If you don’t they could come and arrest you and Mirna, not to mention you wouldn’t get your rations.”
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t make me feel any better about leaving you here with her.” He said biting out the last word. Citera picked up on a slight change in his tone, and when she looked up at him to see what was wrong, his gaze was intensely fixed on the girl in the room.
 
   “What is it?” she asked as Dirik walked up behind the two of them. He followed their attention into the room. “Did something happen, did she move?”
 
   “No,” Rigar answered without breaking his gaze on the room, “but she is awake.” 
 
   The statement caught Citera off guard. She returned her attention to the room. The girl remained just as she had been for the last week, making her curious as to what her guardian was seeing that she wasn’t. “How do you know?”
 
   “I can feel it.” With a worried expression, he turned to Citera and Dirik. “I will find something for sure in the next day or two, no matter what. In the meantime, I want the two of you to promise me again that you will not to go in there.”
 
   “We won’t, will we, Citera? I mean, what reason would we have to go in?” Dirik responded, nudging her with his elbow as he spoke.
 
   She hesitated; she knew they were both right, but deep inside was a desire to go in and confront this girl who had attacked her father. On the other hand, there was also a small part of her that couldn’t help but wonder if maybe they were the ones making the mistake. Citera stared into the room at the girl, chained and strapped to the bed. One question had bugged her for the last few days, though she dared not mention it to Rigar. If the girl had truly intended on killing her father, why hadn’t she? There was no one here to stop her. 
 
   Rigar, noting her hesitation, became frustrated and reiterated, “Citera, are you listening? Do not go into that room, do you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, yes I hear you. I won’t go in,” she consented, waving him off, but the question was still clawing at her mind. “I’m going back to check on my dad, I’ve left him alone long enough.” And with that she turned and left the two of them standing in the hall watching after her.
 
   Back in her dad’s room she sat down in the chair by the bed and took his hand into hers like she had so many times before. “Dad, I’m back, can you hear me?” she asked, squeezing his hand tightly. “Dad, I need your advice. All my life you have taught me to treat people equally and without discrimination, no matter who they are or what their past may be. But what do I do about this girl? Part of me hates her and wants her to suffer alone in that room for what she has done to you, but the other part of me keeps hearing your voice, scolding me for leaving her in that condition for so long.” She placed her face in his hand; despite his unconscious state and severe blood loss, his skin was surprisingly warm and comforting to touch. “I know you would be disappointed in me for letting the girl stay in there for nearly a week without so much as a drink of formula, but Rigar is in charge and you know he isn’t as open-minded as you are.”
 
   She hesitated, hoping for some sort of sign, but once again his silence left her disappointed. Carefully she laid her head down on the bed next to him, her eyes becoming heavier and heavier as her full stomach made the exhaustion all the more harder to fight. “I love you, Dad,” she whispered just before allowing sleep to conquer her body yet again.
 
   It must have been hours before she awoke to the silence of the clinic. Her throat was as dry as a desert and her whole body ached from sleeping slumped over the bed. She looked over to her father, who remained fixed in his death like slumber. Slowly she stretched her spine out one vertebra at a time, allowing the bones to fall back into alignment, and relieving some of the tension in her muscles. After kissing her father’s hand, she eased it back into the bed before heading out of the room and straight for the stairs to the apartment. Citera did her best to make her way up the wooden steps quietly, a near impossible task giving their current condition, each one giving off a different sound with each step she took. 
 
   Somehow she made it to the top without too much of a disturbance and found a fully dressed Dirik asleep in the living room half hanging off the couch. The sight brought a smile to her face as she remembered the first time her father had introduced the boy to her, saying he would be living in the clinic with them, serving as the new delivery boy and messenger. She had been so angry and jealous of their relationship that she hadn’t talked to either of them for nearly a month. Yet despite how mean and cruel she had treated with him, Dirik never once uttered a cruel word or acted with any malice toward her, and little by little he won her over. 
 
   Taking care not to make any sound, she tiptoed past him and made her way into the kitchen. She dug around in the barren fridge until she came across a bottle of juice and made quick work of the cold, refreshing contents. With her thirst finally satisfied, she retreated back through the living room and down the stairs to the clinic to try and figure out where Rigar may be. 
 
   After looking through several of the exam rooms and not finding him, she decided to try her luck in the lobby. There she found him, her guardian, sound asleep in a chair that he had wedged against the front door. She smiled. Her guardian, that’s what Mom had called him; for as long as she could remember he had always been a part of her life. Many times she had asked her father how they had met, especially since relationships between Full-bloods and Terrians were rare and frowned upon. But every time she had asked him, her father had always responded with the same vague answer, “People who are meant to play an important role in your life will often come knocking on your front door. However, it is up to you to decide whether or not you want to open the door and let them in.”
 
   Citera turned back down the hallway stopping outside the girl’s room. She stood looking through the window at the girl still strapped to the bed. I know I shouldn’t go in there, she thought, as her promise to Rigar and Dirik replayed in her head, but there was something about that room, an overwhelming urge to go in, that drove her forward. She glanced down the hall to where Rigar was still asleep, then slowly placing her hand on the door knob, she quietly stepped inside, and pulled the door shut behind her. The entire room had an eerie, ominous presence that had Citera’s hands and knees shaking as she continued to make her way carefully toward the bed. 
 
   The girl remained motionless, eyes closed, and if Citera hadn’t known better she would have thought she wasn’t breathing. Rounding the end of the bed, the badly swollen and deformed side of her face came into view. Citera couldn’t help but grimace at the sight, imagining how painful the blow delivered by her guardian must have been. 
 
   She continued examining her, until she caught sight of blood dripping out from around the ankle and wrist restraints. Curious, she crept closer to get a better look. Underneath the restraints, the dressings were saturated with blood, and in several places the dressings themselves had been worn away; as if the girl had been pulling and twisting against the leather straps encircling her wrists. As Citera stood staring at the puddle of blood that had collected on the floor below the bed, a twinge of guilt began to take ahold of her gut. 
 
   What have we done? she thought as another drop of blood dripped off the side of the bed to the floor. My dad would be so angry with us if he saw this, this is not what he would have wanted. Awakened by the thought, Citera went to work. All of the training her father and mother had given her over the years replayed in her mind as she headed straight to a cabinet, where she pulled out a bottle of antiseptic and gauze, before crossing to the other side of the room to retrieve an ice pack from a small fridge. Neatly stacking all the supplies on one of the bedside tables, she dragged it near the head of the bed and stood there staring down at the girl.
 
   “I should have done this earlier, but after what happened to my dad,” she paused, taking the gauze off the table, she coated it with the antiseptic then cautiously began to clean the wounds around the restraints, “well, I was angry and scared.” Taking her time to get each one cleansed to the high standards that her father had drilled into her, she then made her way to the head of the bed. Carefully she took one of the pads, covered it in the solution, and slowly touched it to the girl’s face, jerking her hand back quickly in anticipation of her awakening … but the girl did not move. Slowly she repeated the movement, this time leaving her hand in place and once again the girl remained motionless. Feeling slightly more confident that Rigar may have been wrong in his prediction of her being awake, she continued cleaning the blood off her face little by little. 
 
   Once the girl had been cleaned to satisfaction, Citera took the ice pack and gently placed it on the worst part of her swollen face and held it there. She had now been in the room for a while without incident and Citera could feel herself slowly relaxing. She peeked under the ice pack, and satisfied with the way the swelling was receding, decided it might be better if she could find a way to secure it in place and leave it for a while, then she could return in a few hours and remove it before the guys woke up. 
 
   With her back turned to the bed, she began digging around in the drawers, trying to find something to wrap the ice pack in, when a calm, serene voice called to her; sending a chill down her spine. “You aren’t supposed to be in here.” 
 
   Citera froze with her back still turned to the bed, afraid to even take a breath. Even though she knew the girl was tied to the bed several feet away, Citera couldn’t help but shake the feeling that she was standing behind her, whispering the words directly into her ear. 
 
   “You’re awake,” she muttered, keeping her back turned. 
 
   “I am, but you knew that when you came in. That is why you are here, isn’t it?” 
 
   Every fiber of Citera’s being was telling her to run for the door and not look back, but she couldn’t, there was something about the girl’s voice that drew her in, coaxing her to turn around and face her. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Citera began to slowly turn. “Yes, I guess it is.” 
 
   In the dim light of the room she could see the girl had opened her undamaged eye. “The Full-blood is going to be angry with you when he finds out.”
 
   “Who is going to tell him, you?” Citera asked, placing her hands on her hips. The girl chuckled lightly at her defiance. 
 
   “No I don’t suppose I will, as I seem to be a little tied up at the moment. Anyway, I am curious as to why would you risk angering him, are you not afraid?” 
 
   Citera slowly advanced closer to the bed, making a point to stay on the girl’s blind side. “Afraid of Rigar? No, he’s a friend. He’s only trying to protect me because he feels he owes it to my father to keep me safe.” 
 
   The girl remained silent, giving the statement some thought. 
 
   Citera, who was now only steps away from the bed questioned, “Do you have a name?” 
 
   There was a long pause before the girl decided to answer, “I have several, but none that are important. How about you, what is your name?” 
 
   “Why should I tell you my name if you won’t tell me yours?” Citera tried her best to sound confident, when in truth, she was terrified. 
 
   “Come on the other side of the bed where I can see you and I will tell you my name,” the girl responded, shifting around in the restraints as much as they would allow her. Citera didn’t like the idea of moving to where she could be seen. She had no idea what kind of powers a Full-blood like this could possess. 
 
   “I don’t think that is a good idea. I prefer to stay on this side out of view, especially since I don’t know what you are capable of doing.”
 
   “Do I look like I am capable of doing anything to you?” the girl snapped, angrily pulling against the restraints. 
 
   Citera noticed a flash of red in the girl’s good eye, but remained where she was. “Either way, I think I will stay here,” she said, then taking a moment to reconsider, she continued. “Actually, I should go. The guys will wake up any minute and I can’t be caught in here.” She headed across the room toward the door, but as she turned the knob to leave she heard the girl say something quietly. 
 
   Citera glanced back at the bed over her shoulder. “Did you say something?” 
 
   “You may call me K.” 
 
   Acknowledging the comment with a nod, Citera opened the door. “My name is Citera, but I suppose you already knew that.”
 
   The girl made a sound, finding it amusing that she had been caught in her deceit. “Yes, I suppose I did.”
 
   Citera said nothing else as she closed the door behind her. Once on the other side she collapsed against it and stood in the darkness of the hallway trying to gather her thoughts and calm her racing heart. There was definitely something frightening about her, but K did not give her the sense of being threatening, only frustrated and upset about being tied to the bed, but who wouldn’t be. Citera glanced down the hall to where Rigar remained asleep in front of the door. Satisfied her disobedience had gone unnoticed, she then returned back to father’s room, flopped into the chair, and stared into the darkness waiting for daylight to come.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The next few days went on without incident, and despite having several opportunities to do so, Citera couldn’t bring herself to go back in the room with K. Half of her felt the need and desire to go in and talk to her, to find out what she could about this strange, yet alluring Full-blood. But the other half, the part that won out, kept reminding her that this same girl was also the cause of her father’s current comatose condition. 
 
   She was resting quietly in her father’s room when she was awakened by the sounds of Rigar getting ready to leave for work. Deciding to go ahead and get up herself, she began her normal ritual of checking her father’s lines and dressings, a routine she could now complete in a matter of minutes. She was about finished when Rigar walked in. 
 
   “Here let me help you,” he offered, joining her by the bed. The two of them pulled Mikel up and propped a pillow underneath him, trying to make him as comfortable as possible. 
 
   “Would you like some coffee? Dirik made a fresh pot upstairs.”
 
   Citera nodded and followed him up into the kitchen where Dirik sat waiting. She took a seat at the table next to him as Rigar poured her a cup and handed it to her, he then reached into the fridge and pulled out a bottle of formula for himself. The three of them then sat across the table from one another staring into their drinks in an exhausted silence.
 
   “I’ve got to find somewhere to take her, I’m running out of time,” Rigar said suddenly, his eyes downcast. Dirik and Citera both glanced at him over their coffee as he continued, “Remember, while I’m gone the two of you stay out of that room.” 
 
   They both nodded in agreement; it was the same thing he said every day before he left. Citera felt guilty for not telling him the truth about going in the other night, but she knew he would be angry and in no way understand why she went in there, she still wasn’t sure she understood it herself. 
 
   “All right then, I will see you two this evening. Keep the door locked, and don’t let anyone in.” Rigar hurriedly finished off the bottle of formula, then turned and headed down the stairs with Dirik following behind to lock the door. Citera sat at the table, alone, sipping the warm liquid.
 
   Her mind began to drift back to the room and to K still tied to the bed, unable to move. Not once when she was in the room with her did K appear threatening, not once did she demand to have the restraints removed, the only thing she had seemed concerned about was whether or not Rigar was going to be angry with her for disobeying him. But why? It didn’t make sense, if she was as horrible a creature as Rigar seemed to think, she should have been screaming and cursing at her, threatening her. And more importantly, why did it all bother her so much?
 
   She was in the midst of this inner turmoil when Dirik walked back in. “I think I will go to the market today, do you want me to get you anything?” 
 
   “No, I don’t…” She began, then her mind suddenly flashed back to a paste that Janil used to make. “Would you buy some herbs for me? I want to make a paste to try on the gash in my dad’s head. It’s not healing as well as I had hoped it would.”
 
   “Of course, I’d be glad to,” Dirik said, seeming glad to have a purpose to his random trip. She walked to her dad’s room and pulled some money from the jar he kept it hidden in, then grabbing a piece of paper and a pencil, made a quick list of the items she needed. Back in the kitchen, she handed the list and money to Dirik who began to protest, “No, I don’t need your money. I have some and you may need that later.” 
 
   Citera shook her head. “Dirik, don’t lie to me, I know you too well. You don’t have any money because you haven’t done any jobs in days. Dad has turned his head for years, pretending that he didn’t know how you always managed to get things we needed in a pinch, but we all know what you do. Patrols are doubled right now and the risk is too great, so take the money and pay for these items and whatever else you need. And promise me, no stealing. I couldn’t handle losing you on top of everything else that has happened already.”
 
   Dirik started to argue with her, but seeing how concerned she was, dropped his gaze and nodded, before reluctantly taking the money and the list. “I’ll be back in a little while. Would you like me to bring you something to eat when I return?” 
 
   Hunger was the last thing on her mind, but she knew she should eat something. “Just bring me whatever you are getting for yourself.” 
 
   “All right then. Follow me and lock the door.” 
 
   The two of them descended back into the clinic and into the lobby. Dirik unlocked the door, but before stepping outside he turned, grabbed her, and embraced her in hug. “You and your father are the world to me, I just wanted you to know, in case one day I can’t tell you.” He then released her as rapidly as he grabbed her and was halfway down the street before she had a chance to react. The suddenness and sincerity of the embrace had taken her off guard as she stood in shock, watching him as he disappeared down the street. And for the first time in over a week a smile crept to her face as she returned inside and locked the door.
 
   To help pass the day, Citera decided to do some much needed cleaning in the clinic. With her father’s condition and her complete focus on his care, the clinic and the apartment had fallen into quite a disheveled state. She swept both floors, did the dishes, dusted the lobby area, and threw a couple of loads of clothes into the wash, all the while continuing to check in on her father every hour or two. By the time Dirik returned home around late afternoon, she had managed to get the place back into some resemblance of what it used to look like. 
 
   Once back, Dirik helped Citera finish up a few odds and ends before the two of them settled down for a very quiet dinner in the lobby of the clinic, neither of them wanting to bring up the embrace from earlier that morning. After dinner they made their way back to Mikel’s room where Citera began to mix together the herbs for the paste while Dirik sat in a corner and watched her studiously. 
 
   “Have you done this before?” 
 
   “No, but I have watched Janil make it a million times. She used this stuff to treat almost anything that came through the door, from something as small as a minor cut to major infections that risked the limb being lost.” 
 
   Dumping the last herb into her mortar, Citera worked diligently to grind the ingredients together until she had at last reached the texture she was looking for. Lifting the bowel up to her nose, she gently waved the smell of the mixture toward her. It gave off a strong, pungent odor that left a bitter taste in her mouth. Confident she had the right combination, she turned to Dirik and asked, “Would you help me?”
 
   “Of course,” he answered, jumping off the stool. 
 
   The pair went to work unwrapping Mikel’s head so they could get a better look at the wound. Unfortunately, it showed no signs of healing whatsoever and looked exactly the same as it did the day they found him. With a disappointed sigh, she went to work. “Let’s give it a shot,” she said as she took a small amount of the paste and rubbed it into the edges of the laceration; taking great care to cover every inch of the opening. After it was completely coated to her satisfaction, the pair covered and bandaged the wound to hold everything in place.
 
   Rigar stormed into the room just as they were finishing up. “I thought I asked the two of you to keep the front door locked,” he snapped, then catching sight of them finishing up with Mikel he added, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Sorry, I must have left it open when I got back from the market,” Dirik jumped in, taking the blame. Citera turned her head to hide her grin. Dirik hadn’t left the door unlocked and they both knew it. Grateful for his kindness, and thinking of his earlier words, Citera found herself flushing as she finished taping the last of the wrapping in place. Thankfully the two of them were oblivious to her embarrassment and continued with their conversation. “Citera made some medicine for Mikel and we just finished applying some to the gash on his head.” 
 
   Rigar looked at the freshly wrapped dressing. “Your turning into quite a good doctor, young lady, and your father would be very proud.”
 
   Citera smiled at him as she covered the rest of the paste and placed it in the cabinet. “Just doing what needs to be done.”
 
   “Now you really sound like your father,” Rigar said chuckling. After taking a moment to settle himself, he added, “Well, I think I found a place to stash the girl. It will be tricky getting her out of town, but it’s away from the road site and it’s far enough out that it should be a long time before anyone finds her again.”
 
   “That’s great,” Dirik said excitedly, turning to Citera. “Now we can be rid of her for good.”
 
   Citera was suddenly hit by a wave of mixed emotions. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Citera?” Rigar asked. He knew her well enough to know when something was troubling her.
 
   “I can’t help but feel this is the wrong thing to do, it’s not what Dad would want and both of you know that. Heck, if he knew we had left her restrained in that room for this long without care, much less formula, he would go berserk.”
 
   Rigar was taken aback by the sudden abruptness in which she spoke, but remained sympathetic. “Citera, she attacked your father and left him in a coma. What would you have me do?”
 
   Citera turned to look at her dad over her shoulder. “It’s just … well, I can’t get over the feeling that she might be able to help him, and I’m scared that without her, we will never know how to wake him up.”
 
   Rigar sighed as he turned his attention to his close friend, lying unmoving in the bed. “Child, he hit his head, and then she drained him of what little blood he had left. There is nothing she or any of us can do to help him. He will either heal or he won’t, we just have to wait and see.” He walked over and put his hand on her shoulder. “But what we can do is ensure that you and Dirik are safe by getting her out of here.”
 
   Citera sighed as well, allowing her shoulders to sag. There was no point in arguing with him, his stubbornness was one of his best and worst traits. “I know, but this whole thing has me second guessing what is right and what is wrong.” 
 
   “Then let me handle it. Tomorrow evening me and Dirik will load her into the cart and I will hide her somewhere no one will find her for a very long time. I would do it tonight, but I can feel a storm coming and it is already late.” 
 
   She nodded slightly in agreement, but something deep in her conscious was telling her this was all wrong. 
 
   “Me and Dirik will go and gather the things we will need. All I will need for you to do is tell me which drug I should use to knock her out for the trip there. But you can do that tomorrow. Come on, Dirik, let’s go and give her some space.”
 
   Once they had both left the room and left her alone, she found herself not thinking about helping Rigar, but instead found her mind wandering back into the room with K again. She knew she should hate her for what she did to her father, but she didn’t. Everything about this felt wrong; she needed to talk to K one more time and tonight would be her last chance before Rigar hauled her away to who knows where. 
 
   As she sat there thinking, she reached over and picked up her father’s hand like so many times before, but this wasn’t like the other times, this time instead of the comforting warmth she had grown used to, her touch was greeted by the feel of clammy, ice-cold skin. Panicked, she screamed as she grabbed her father’s wrist desperately searching for a pulse, “Rigar! Rigar! Come here, hurry please.” To her relief she felt a pulse, though it was much weaker and slower than before. 
 
   Rigar came running back into the room with Dirik close behind him. “What happened?”
 
   Gasping between the tears, Citera was finally able to form the words. “He’s cold … his skin is cold to touch … I-I think his pulse is getting weak. What do I do?”
 
   Rigar’s face was solemn as he approached the bed and lifted one of Mikel’s wrists. She watched as he closed his eyes for a moment, and when he reopened there was a sad look to his expression that was undeniable. “Citera—”
 
   “No,” she yelled, cutting him off, “don’t you say it, he’s going to be fine. He is strong, he is a fighter, and he will make it through this. I will not be left alone. I won’t, do you hear me?” she cried. Grabbing ahold of her father’s shoulders, she began shaking him roughly. “Dad, I know you hear me, come back, I need you, please.”
 
   “Citera, listen to me.” Rigar comforted, placing a heavy hand on her shoulder, “you’ve done your best, he is just too weak.”
 
   Angrily, she turned on him. “You may want to give up on him, but I’m not.” And with that she turned and stormed toward the door only to have Dirik step in, blocking her path. “You get out of my way, it’s not like he’s your father, what do you care.” She regretted saying it instantly, especially after seeing the hurt on Dirik’s face, but she didn’t have time to be nice or for apologies as she pushed her way past him. 
 
   She rounded the corner and headed straight for K’s door, Rigar right on her heels. “Where do you think you are going?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
   “I’m going to talk with K, maybe she can tell me how to save him.” 
 
   A sharp pain radiated down her arm as he grabbed her and spun her around. “What did you say?” 
 
   “You heard me,” she answered, eyes on the floor avoiding his intimidating gaze. He was squeezing her arm hard, but she refused to cry out and admit that he was hurting her.
 
   “You have been in there and you talked to her?” His voice was strangely calm, but his grip on her arm had not eased. “What did you tell her?”
 
   “I didn’t tell her anything, and all she told me was her name.” Citera mumbled, “And I have the feeling that wasn’t even true.”
 
   He knelt down in front of her, lifting her head with his free hand. “So why go back in? If you think she would lie to you about something as simple as a name, why talk to her again?”
 
   Tears were rolling down her cheek as she met his gaze. “Because I need to know I tried everything I could to save him. How could I possibly go on if I allowed him to die, when the one person who could have helped him was laying in the room only a few doors down?”
 
   Rigar stared into her determined eyes, and seeing the pain she was struggling with, he slowly released her arm. “Fine, but I’m coming in with you.”
 
   Hesitating outside the door, Citera took a deep breath, turned the knob, and stepped inside. The room was eerily silent as she walked carefully toward the bed, this time on the side of K where she could be seen. K’s eyes were closed as she slowly moved closer, but when she was only a few steps from the bed, her uninjured eye shot open, and looked in her direction. Rigar instinctively reached out to pull her away, but she put up her hand signaling to him that she was all right. 
 
   “You came back,” K said in the same hauntingly calm tone from the night before, then looking in Rigar’s direction added, “and you’ve brought your friend.” 
 
   Citera quickly changed the subject; she didn’t want to anger K, but she didn’t have time for this small talk. “K, I need to ask you some—” 
 
   However, before she could get started K quickly cut her off, “Your father isn’t doing well, I know. He has held on longer than I thought, much longer than most Terrians would have. You should be quite proud of him, he is very strong.”
 
   Rigar, infuriated by the callousness of the words, stampeded toward the bed, only to be stopped by Citera. “It’s all right,” she said, before turning back to K. “Please, is there anything I can do to save him? He is all I have left and I will do anything. Just tell me, I beg of you.”
 
   K, not even bothering to acknowledge anything she had said, continued to speak, “Take this thing off my head and sit me up.” 
 
   Citera looked to Rigar, who was already shaking his head. “Citera, this isn’t a good idea.”
 
   But she was desperate and K knew it. Knowing she would most likely never get any answers from her unless she gave her something in return, Citera relented.  “I will take the brace off your head and sit you up, but we are not taking the restraints off your arms and legs.” 
 
   K’s lips curled up at the sides. “That was all I asked.” 
 
   Slowly Citera walked to the head of the bed and removed the brace holding K’s head in place. Relieved by the newfound freedom, K twisted her neck and arched her back in an effort to relieve some of the stiffness she had acquired over the nearly two weeks of confinement. 
 
   Citera then turned to Rigar. “Help me.” 
 
   Reluctantly he walked to the other side of the bed, and the two of them grabbed ahold of the handles on either side and raised the head of it to a sitting position. The sudden movement must have caused K a considerable amount of discomfort, and though she tried to conceal it from the two of them, it was more than apparent as every muscle in her body tensed and she let out a small groan. But she quickly adjusted to the new position, and the two of them watched as she stretched and moved in the bed as much as the remaining restraints would allow.
 
   “Please, K, tell me what I need to do.” 
 
   An eerie silence filled the room. She could tell K was thinking, contemplating on whether or not to tell her what she wanted to know. Finally, after a moment of silence, K turned seriously to Citera. “What are you willing to do to save him? Would you risk your own life to bring him back?” 
 
   “Yes.” Citera answered confidently and without hesitation.
 
   “Citera—” Rigar started, only to be cut off by K. 
 
   “You can’t help him child.” 
 
   “But you said—” 
 
   Citera was beside herself, but again K interrupted, “You can’t help him, but I can. However it will require a decision and sacrifice on your part and it needs to be done quickly, his time is running out and I fear mine is as well.”
 
   “Whatever you want,” Citera replied, hope beaming on her face. 
 
   Rigar, however, was not so inclined to listen. “No, Citera. I don’t like this, she is luring you into something.” 
 
   Deep down Citera knew he was right, but she had no other choice, she had to at least hear what K had to offer. “Tell me.”
 
   “Your father is a good man and that is the only reason I even give you this as an option. When I bit your father, it wasn’t to feed on him or to kill him,” K said, glaring at Rigar, “it was to stop his impending death. Right now he is suspended between the world of the living and that of the dead. I did this because he helped me, he risked his life to protect me from those that came and for that I owe him. Unfortunately he was not able to make the decision on whether or not to complete the process himself, so it is up to you to make it on his behalf. If you want him to live, then it can be done, but it would require that he be changed,” K paused, studying the two of them closely, “he would have to become a Full-blood.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Citera yelled angrily, clenching her fists at her sides. “Rigar was right, you are playing games with me. You have no intentions of helping me, do you?” 
 
   “Oh I assure you I don’t play games and I don’t make promises I can’t keep.”
 
   Rigar, suddenly interested in what K had to say, joined in, “How … how would you do it?” Citera quieted and looked at her guardian confused. Did he know something that she didn’t?
 
   “They truly have brainwashed the entire lot of you, haven’t they? Do none of you remember what you are and what you are capable of?” But seeing the confused expressions on their faces, she rolled her eye and continued, “When I bit him I gave him my virus, poison, venom, curse, whatever you want to call it, but until the process is finished it only puts him into limbo, eventually it will wear off and he will die. That is where the sacrifice on your part comes in. In order for me to finish the job, I need to feed, and I don’t mean that blue crap in a bottle.”
 
   Citera and Rigar were left with mouths gaping. This was a lot of information to take in at once. Could a Full-blood really turn a Terrian into another Full-blood? And even if it was possible, there was the issue of blood feeding being highly illegal. If they were caught, everyone in the clinic would be put to death for participating in the ancient practice.
 
   “Give us a moment,” Rigar said, motioning for Citera to follow him as he stepped into the hallway. 
 
   She followed obediently, her movements almost mechanical. “Do you believe she can do it?” she asked as soon as the door closed behind them. “Or do you think she is trying to trick me into healing her?”
 
   For the first time in all her years, Citera saw Rigar was at a loss. “I don’t know, I really don’t. But the question I have for you is this, if she can, do you think this is what your father would want?  To live out the rest of his life as a Full-blood, risking prosecution, the labor camps, and having to be dependent on formula. Is that the kind of life he would want for himself?”
 
   She had already considered everything he was asking her. “Maybe not, and I may be selfish, but I don’t care. I need him Rigar, and I’m not ready for him to leave me, so if there is even a chance that this is possible, then I have to take it.”
 
   Rigar and Citera were both so wrapped up in their conversation that they neither one of them noticed Dirik coming up the hallway until a sudden loud crash caused Citera to jump into Rigar’s arms clutching her heart. Together they spun around to see Dirik standing as still as a statue and as white as a ghost, staring blankly past them. At his feet was a metal tray with all the items that had been once been on it scattered across the floor.
 
   “Dirik, you scared me!” Citera scolded her friend. “What is wrong with you, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” 
 
   As she spoke, Citera and Rigar both turned around to see what he was looking at. Panic struck as they realized that they were not alone in the clinic. In the darkness of the hallway they could make out two tall figures standing quietly at the other end. Rigar grabbed Citera by the arm and pulled her behind him without saying a word as they continued to stare down the intruders. One of the intruders none of them had ever seen before; he was a tall, well-built man wearing a dark gray coat with a hood pulled over his head, shielding his face. But even he waned in comparison to the man standing beside him dressed entirely in black, a man they all unfortunately recognized.
 
   “I need to speak to your father, girl,” the Enforcer ordered, his deep voice echoing in the emptiness of the hall. “I believe he is expecting me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Uninvited Guests
 
    
 
    
 
   As she stared blankly into those horrid black eyes, Citera desperately tried to rationalize how, in less than a month, their luck had taken such an awful turn. Her father was lying in one room unconscious and barely clinging to life, in the other was the woman responsible for his condition, offering to turn her father into a Full-blood, and now, for the second time in less than a month, they were being paid a visit by the Enforcer. This made no sense; it was night time, raids were never done at night.
 
   “Perhaps you didn’t hear me,” the Enforcer growled, glaring at them impatiently. Narrowing his gaze, he took a step forward into the dim hall light, “I am here to speak with Mikel, go and get him.” 
 
   Citera personally had never seen the Enforcer before. She had heard him described on numerous occasions, but people had a way of exaggerating and no two descriptions of him were ever the same. But with him standing in front of her now, she could easily see how people’s descriptions could vary so widely, the sheer size of the man was enough to discourage most people from looking at him directly. But for those who were brave enough to face him, the pitch black caverns that were his eyes, drew you into their depths like an abyss, making you forget about everything else. 
 
   “Don’t even think about running, errand boy,” he threatened, smirking at Dirik. “I’m just looking for a reason to get my hands on you again.”
 
   Citera glanced behind her at Dirik, who indeed had taken several steps back. Turning back around she put on her bravest face while trying her best to maintain her composure. “My dad is unable to talk with you. He is lying unconscious in that room over there, possibly dying.” 
 
   As she finished, Citera braced herself, half expecting him to scoop her up and crush her for her disobedience, but to her surprise he remained where he was. 
 
   “Dying you say,” then, as if answering an unspoken question, he added, “I had nothing to do with that, he was fine when I left. Well, no matter, which one of you is in charge of this clinic in his absence,” he asked focusing his attention on Rigar. “You?” 
 
   “Of course not, sir,” Rigar answered between gritted teeth. “I am a Full-blood, therefore I couldn’t possibly entertain the idea of running a business such as this. I am merely a laborer on the road crew.” Citera watched as Rigar worked his fists as he spoke. She knew that if he were capable of it, Rigar wouldn’t hesitate to take on the Enforcer right here and now. Unfortunately, Rigar was no way a match for dark giant, and no matter how much he hated to admit it, Rigar knew it.
 
   “Then what are you doing here so late at night, alone, with two young Terrians? I believe this town has a curfew in place, doesn’t it?” the Enforcer challenged.
 
   Fearing this conversation was leading to her old friend and guardian down a very dangerous path, Citera interjected, “He’s here as a favor to my father, to watch over us in his absence. A job he had once entrusted to Janil but, as you know, she is no longer with us.”
 
   He smiled wickedly and began to move down the hall toward her. Well, I did it this time, she thought, ducking behind Rigar, Dad always said my big mouth would one day get me in trouble. 
 
   “Leave her alone, she is only a child,” Rigar demanded, maintaining his position between the two of them. Holding on to the back of his shirt, Citera could feel his whole body tense as he widened his stance preparing for a confrontation. The Enforcer, undeterred by his posturing, continued forward. When only a few steps remained between them and the Enforcer, Rigar stepped forward trying to prevent him from coming any closer to her. The Enforcer, seeming to have expected, if not desiring his interference, snatched Rigar up in his grasp and slammed him into the floorboards with such an impact that it rattled the walls and knocked Citera off her feet. 
 
   Citera screamed and scrabbled backwards. She was barely aware of what was happening when Dirik grabbed her arm, pulled her to her feet, and dragged her, still dazed, down the hall in the opposite direction. They only managed to make it halfway to the back door before the stranger appeared in front of them, blocking their exit. Quickly they looked back, trying to find another route of escape, only to realize that they were now trapped in the narrow hallway between the two intruders. The Enforcer, now a rigid mass of tense muscle, reached down and picked up the semiconscious Rigar by the neck of his shirt, and proceeded to drag him down the hall as he angrily advanced in on the two of them.
 
   “Leave us alone!” Citera screamed grabbing her hair in both hands. “Haven’t you done enough already? In only two weeks you have taken a woman who was as close to me as my own mother and left me with an unconscious shell of what used to be my father.” She paused, attempting to gain control of her raging emotions. Releasing her hair, she lowered her trembling hands down to her sides and faced her attacker. “Now you have come back here and are threatening the only two people I have left. What have I ever done to you to deserve this? What have any of us done?”
 
   She was crying and clinging to Dirik as she stared up into his face and continued to beg for all their lives, “If you are here to take someone, please take me. I can’t handle losing anyone else.”
 
   He took a deep breath and sighed, you could almost see the anger melting from his face as he refocused his attention to the stranger behind her. They seemed to be having some sort of unspoken conversation, and after a few seconds she watched as his entire body relaxed and his anger was replaced by something more solemn. “I’m not here to take any of you,” the Enforcer said quietly. “I want the girl, the one that was here when we did the inspection nearly two weeks ago.”
 
   Citera, suddenly more confused than scared, began questioning the large figure looming in front of her, despite her own better judgment, “What do you want her for?”
 
   “That is none of your concern; we are here to get her. Give her to us and we will leave you and your friends alone,” he snapped angrily, surprised by the little girl’s questioning. 
 
   Under any other circumstances she wouldn’t have hesitated to comply with the proposition. However all she had on her mind at the moment was the offer K had made to save her father, had how the opportunity would be lost forever if he took her away. Looking down at Rigar hanging limp in the Enforcer’s grasp, she knew she really didn’t have any options; he would take her by force if she didn’t hand her over, the fact he was even asking was surprising enough. The hopelessness of the situation was overwhelming as she raised her head to do what few rarely did. She gazed into those dark black eyes and refused.
 
   “No,” Citera said, planting her feet firmly, “I need her. She said she could help my dad.”
 
   “Citera!” Dirik protested. Squeezing her arm tightly, he whispered through gritted teeth. “Shut up and let them have her.”
 
   But it was too late, she had already said it. The Enforcer released Rigar, allowing his body to fall to the floor, and stepped forward to stand toe-to-toe with Citera. “You’ve talked to her, she is awake?” he asked with an expression that sent a shudder throughout her body and had her clinging tighter to Dirik. “What did she tell you, exactly?”
 
   He was looming over them both as those black eyes pierced deep into her soul. But Citera refused to buckle and stared right back at him, refusing to drop her gaze; she wasn’t going to give him the benefit of knowing how truly terrified she was. “She told me she could help me heal my dad.”
 
   “And how exactly did she say she was going to accomplish this miraculous feat?” the quiet stranger asked from behind her. She turned around to see that he had removed his hood and was staring at her with dark brown eyes and hair nearly the same color. There was a familiarity to his features and skin tone; he reminded her of someone, although at the moment she couldn’t place who. It was clear from the tone of his voice that he, too, was unhappy with her for having talked to K. 
 
   Rigar, jarred awake by the drop, was struggling to get himself up off the floor as he pleaded with her, “Citera, don’t say anything else.” 
 
   “You mind your own business,” the Enforcer snarled, pushing Rigar back down onto the floor with his boot, “before I decide to take you in for breaking curfew. Then what will become of that lovely family of yours?” 
 
   Citera couldn’t stand hearing the Enforcer threaten Rigar’s family. “Please leave him alone, he has nothing to do with this.”
 
   “Then answer my companion’s question. Did she tell you how she was going to heal your father?”
 
   “No,” Citera answered quietly, staring down at Rigar, “she didn’t say.” She grimaced as the Enforcer increased the pressure on Rigar’s back, crushing him under his tremendous weight. 
 
   Unable to do anything to help, she whispered to him through her tears, “I’m so sorry.” If she had only listened to him and not talked with K, if she had only stayed out of that room like he had told her to, none of this would be happening.
 
   “You’re lying,” the Enforcer said, pressing harder onto Rigar’s back. 
 
   Rigar’s face contorted under the pressure and she cried out in a panic, “Stop, please don’t do that. I’m not lying, she didn’t tell me how. She only said he would have to change and that I would have to decide if that was something I was willing to accept.”
 
   This caught the attention of their attackers. The two of them exchanged a glance, before the stranger behind her asked calmly, “Is that all? Answer truthfully. We will know if you are lying.” 
 
   Citera clung tightly to Dirik. “She told me that in order for her to bring him back, she would have to feed …,” she paused, swallowing hard. She was afraid to continue, knowing what she was about to say could have them all arrested and executed. But as the Enforcer continued to apply more weight onto Rigar’s back, she could hear the distinct sound of bones cracking beneath the pressure. 
 
   “Please stop.” She begged falling to her knees, “You’re killing him.”
 
   “Then answer the question,” the Enforcer shouted, his voice booming off the walls. “What did she say she needed to feed on?”
 
   “On my blood!” She shouted back, holding her face in her hands. “That is all, I swear, there was nothing else.” She wept uncontrollably while Dirik knelt by her side and embraced her gently. Feeling his comforting warmth, she turned her face into his chest. “All I wanted to do was save my father.”
 
   Silence filled the hall as the two of them seemed to be debating silently with each other about how to proceed forward from this point. Citera trembled against Dirik’s chest, knowing she had sentenced them all to death. Why did she have to be so hard headed? Why didn’t she just listen and do as she was told? Now because of her stubbornness, they were all at the mercy of the Enforcer, the Shadows’ judge, jury, and executioner. The best she could hope at this point was for them to leave Rigar and Dirik alone and take her for being the one who had actually talked with K. 
 
   After what felt like an eternity the Enforcer finally broke the silence. “Well, let’s go see her. Lead the way, girl,” He commanded, motioning for the stranger to follow.
 
   With the help of Dirik, she climbed to her feet, and led them reluctantly down the hall to K’s room. The Enforcer followed picking Rigar up off the floor, and the stranger nudged Dirik to follow as well. She paused a moment before opening the door, guilt consuming her for leading death to K’s door. Taking a deep breath she pushed the door open, allowing the entourage to enter inside. As the intruders came into the room, Citera watched as K’s body tensed and her eye narrowed into what appeared to be a look of recognition. 
 
   “The three of you go stand in the corner and don’t move,” the Enforcer demanded, motioning to Dirik. “You, boy, come take your friend.” Dirik walked over and threw Rigar’s arm over his shoulder; he struggled to bear the weight that the Enforcer had so easily tossed around, but with no shortage of determination he made it to the corner and joined Citera to watch what was about to unfold. 
 
   K glared at the two intruders as they approached her bed from both sides. “It seems I was right, it appears my time has run out.” 
 
   The Enforcer’s companion appeared puzzled as he eyed K up and down, “This can’t be.”
 
   “What? Don’t you recognize your own handy work?” K countered viciously, causing him to retreat a few steps back.
 
   “My lady, forgive me, but you look nothing like you did when we last saw you. May we confirm you are who we think, so we can take you from this place to somewhere safe?”
 
   “I will not be going anywhere with either of you!” K growled under her breath. Hatred poured from her voice, surprising the pair who appeared to be at a loss on how to deal with the very angry young lady. 
 
   The stranger continued inspecting K, appearing to be shocked by her condition. Once again he gave a disbelieving glance at the Enforcer, who shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
   “If either of you lay a hand on me, I swear, by all those who have gone before me, you will feel a hundred years of pain surge through your bodies,” K threatened shifting her gaze back and forth between the Enforcer and his companion.
 
   With no shortage of cockiness, the Enforcer held up his gloved hands, to which K merely smirked. “Try me.”
 
   “We only wish to see your back,” his friend explained. 
 
   “Like hell,” K snapped, “if you know who I am then you know my rules on these matters as well.” 
 
   Citera was both shocked and amused by the abruptness and strength in K’s voice as she challenged the bewildered pair. And she wasn’t the only one, the Enforcer appeared as astonished as she was. 
 
   “If you are here to finish what you started, then so be it. But I will not tolerate the two of you looking me over to satisfy your own doubts.” 
 
   The Enforced growled and took a step forward. Citera grimaced, expecting she was about to witness the demise of the frail girl who so openly challenged his authority. But to her surprise the Enforcer’s companion raised a hand, effectively stopping him in his tracks. K glared at the Enforcer, daring him to take another step. Despite her fragile appearance, a strength emanated from K that permeated the entire room as she and the Enforcer continued their intense stare down. The companion cleared his throat, catching the Enforcer’s attention and made a motion with his head, signaling him to back down.
 
   “My lady, I don’t know what you are referring to us ‘finishing’. We are only trying to verify for certain you are who we think you are.” The stranger continued, moving away a few steps. 
 
   K’s crystal blue eyes had turned dark red in color, and Citera watched in awe as her various scars transformed into black markings covering every inch of her skin. Enraged, she began pulling hard against the restraints. “How dare you?” she yelled at the stranger, pain playing in her voice. “How dare you come into this room and claim ignorance of your betrayal! Did you not think the Heralds would brag about how easily the four of you had found it to turn your backs on me? Do you have any idea how long I suffered at their hands? Do you?” As she spoke a dark aura surrounded her, growing larger and larger until it enveloped the whole bed, and it was then that K made one hard pull on the wrist restraints and snapped them both loose from the metal frame. 
 
   “Well let me show you.” 
 
   K pulled down the front of her gown, revealing the series of circular scars running across her chest. “One for each year,” she yelled, the dark marks shining against her pale skin, “each year they denied me the peace of sleep; forcing me to stay awake to be starved, tortured, and beaten.”
 
   The Enforcer and his partner stood side by side at the foot of the bed, having quickly retreated in response to her rage and the restraints being snapped so easily. 
 
   “My lady, Jaron had nothing to do with what happened. He has been forced to live in exile since your disappearance otherwise he would have met with a similar fate,” the Enforcer implored, coming to the defense of his friend.
 
   The aura around K was slowly beginning to fade, as were the black markings covering her. Her eyes, however, remained red as she refocused her attention on the Enforcer. “And who are you that dares to speak to me of things you know nothing about? You serve them, do you not? So not only has he been hiding while I was forced to endure all manners of torture, he has been conspiring with them. That’s why the two of you are here, isn’t it? To haul me back to them and be rewarded, meanwhile I get to spend the rest of eternity as a prisoner.”
 
   Jaron, who seemed to be the focus of most of her anger, appeared astonished and bewildered by the implication he was in league with the Shadows. “Ka—” he began, but was quickly cut off by K.
 
   “Don’t you dare speak that name out loud,” she snapped angrily. “She is long dead, thanks to you and your friends. So if you insist on continuing to harass me, then you can call me K.”
 
   “As you wish, K,” Jaron answered, bowing his head slightly. “I only wanted to let you know our intentions are to help you, to take you back to my camp in the border lands, where you can remain safe while you rebuild your strength.”
 
   “Really?” K said, doubtfully looking the two of them over. “Because from what little time I have been awake in this period I have seen him do nothing but use threats and violence to manipulate these people. I was awake, after all, when he dragged an innocent lady from this room in chains then slammed the girl’s father against the wall for trying to protect her.” As she continued, K’s eyes blazed, burning into the Enforcer, “Then he had the audacity to place his hands on me. To break my arm and choke the very breath from my lungs.” The Enforcer, sensing her fury toward him, backed as far away from the bed as possible without leaving the room. “If I had even a fraction of my usual strength I would show you what it feels like to be terrorized and manipulated, and to be unable to do anything about it.” 
 
   The Enforcer dropped his head, and this time it was Jaron who came to his defense, “My lady, please forgive him, he is not as familiar with you and your customs as I am. And while I will be the first to admit that he goes too far at times, it is because he has no choice, he is under their control just as much as the others are. It is not his fault that they have taken advantage of him and the gifts you have given him.” 
 
   “The gift’s I gave him?” K’s eyebrow shot up questioningly, “I don’t recall creating an assassin for my enemy’s purpose.”
 
   “No, but you did choose to save a life long ago by blessing him with some of your …” Jaron paused, glancing briefly at the trio watching silently in the corner before continuing, “strength.”
 
   Citera was both shocked and frightened at the conversation taking place. And yet she found the idea that K was somehow responsible for the Enforcer’s strength fascinating. How could one person “create” another, especially one as powerful as the Enforcer, and what could it mean for her father and K’s plans to change him? Intrigued, she continue to watch silently as the two intimidating intruders stood almost in fear and definitely with a somewhat healthy respect for K.
 
   An eerie, relaxed look came over K. Slowly the red faded from her eye, returning to its crystal blue luster as a smile of recognition crossed her face. “My, my, Jarod, you have grown. You were nothing more than a scrawny, scared little kid when I saw you last. Glad to know the blood I gave you has been put to good use in the service of those who betrayed me.” She spoke softly and with control, her tone more intimidating. “So let me be sure I have this straight, while I have been rotting in that cave, one of you has drank your fill of blood from those who would question the Shadows rule and prospered under their wings, while the other has done … what? Hidden himself away, allowing them to continue to grow in power, suppressing the Full-bloods and turning them into weak creatures such as him?” She gestured toward Rigar.
 
   “My lady, I beg your forgiveness. I swear it was never my intention to break your arm.” The Enforcer bowed his head slightly, appearing somewhat unsure of himself. “And as far as my service to the Shadows, I have only served them with the hopes that I would one day find you.” The three of them watched from the corner in disbelief as the imposing figure cowered under the stern gaze of the frail girl who held so much contempt for him. “And now that I have, I am yours to command, I will do whatever you wish of me.”
 
   A twisted smile grew on K’s face. “And I suppose I am to take you at your word, like you haven’t spoken these very words to the Shadows as well. Let’s say I decide to test your dedication, what if my first order to you was to let these three take their revenge for what you have done to them and their friends, then what would you say.” The words snapped Citera to attention. Surely she wasn’t serious. 
 
   The Enforcer, however, remained dauntless in his commitment. “If you are truly the one that we are looking for and that is what you wish of me, then so be it. I will do whatever you ask, as I said my dedication is to you and it has always been to you.”
 
   The smirk on K’s face remained as she continued, “Then the two of you come and see what it is you seek. Then we shall see how truly willing you are to show your loyalty.” 
 
   Jaron and Jarod approached the bed with caution as K leaned forward and allowed them to pull up the gown to expose her back. Silently the pair carefully examined her. Finally Jaron looked over at Jarod, and with a slight nod confirmed what they had already known. With their doubts satisfied they lowered the gown and moved away. 
 
   “So did you find the answer you seek?”
 
   They said nothing. And while Citera and her friends watched with mouths gaping, the pair returned to the foot of the bed and dropped down on one knee, bowing before K. Citera looked to Rigar and Dirik, who both appeared nonplussed. None of them knew or understood anything that was happening in this room. While Citera was struggling to make sense of it, K turned to the three of them, her blue eyes shining. “He is yours. Do whatever you wish with him, he will not fight you,” she stated, glaring down at the Enforcer, “will you?” 
 
   He remained on his knee, his eyes locked on the floor, “No, my lady, I will not.”
 
   Jaron rose to his feet. “My lady, if anyone should have to pay for the crimes committed over his years of service to the Shadows then it should be me. I am the one who sent him out into the rebellion, I told him to remain in the Tower, and it was me who risked his life in the off chance that he could stay amongst the Shadows as a spy.” He looked down at the massive man still kneeling on the floor. “Please, I beg you, let me shoulder this burden. Neither of us knew what he would become nor what the Shadows would choose to do with him.”
 
   K gave his words a moment of thought, but shook her head and waved him off. “No, you are mine to deal with. He knew as well as you that I would have never permitted nor condoned the terrorizing and torture of innocent people. Then to claim it was for me, it is the worst form of insult.” Disgusted, she turned and addressed Citera again, “So I leave it to you to decide his fate. You can deal with him yourself or let one of your friends do it for you, either way it doesn’t matter to me.”
 
   Citera broke out in a cold sweat, terrified by what she was being asked to do. Trembling she turned to Rigar for guidance. “It is your decision, you know how I feel, and if I am not mistaken Dirik feels the same. Either of us will be happy to do whatever you want us to.” 
 
   She was more than aware of how they felt, both of them would be delighted to rid the world of the Enforcer once and for all. But in the recesses of her mind her father’s voice had returned, the one that screamed in her head telling her this was wrong. Here he was, the Enforcer, the unstoppable, merciless killer, bent over on the floor, unmoving, and willing to sacrifice himself because K had commanded him to. This was nothing like the Enforcer she had always imagined, the monster who swept through towns killing everyone in sight and laughing at their suffering. Suddenly the words Jaron had spoken only moments ago replayed over again in her head. “He is under their control, just like the rest of them.” 
 
   K watched her silently, and sensing her turmoil motioned for her to come closer. 
 
   “What is wrong?” K asked in a quiet calmness, her voice and presence making Citera feel as if she could tell her anything.
 
   “I don’t know what I am supposed to do,” she answered honestly, gazing into those calming blue eyes.
 
   K looked over to the Enforcer still kneeling at the foot of the bed. “Well, let’s start by you telling me what he has done to you and your friends.”
 
   Citera didn’t have to think hard to answer this one. “He took Janil, who I am sure has already been executed, he has threatened and terrorized Dirik on multiple occasions, he beat Rigar and threatened his family.” She paused, and looked at the Enforcer still bent over on the floor, as anger began to brew inside. “And because of him denying our town the vaccinations we so desperately needed during the Black virus, many people in our town died, including my mother.”
 
   “So now that we have his crimes listed, I ask you again, what do you think should be done with someone like him? Better yet, what do you think he would have done to someone who had done these things to him?”
 
   Citera glanced back to the corner and pictured the expression on Dirik’s face when he saw the Enforcer, remembering how he had described the way he had terrorized him the day of the inspection. She then turned her attention to Rigar still battered and bleeding from their encounter in the hallway, and the more she thought about all he had done, the angrier she became. Slowly she walked to one of the bedside tables, and after studying the instruments on top, picked up one of the long surgical knives. Taking a moment to admire the clean, shiny blade, she then headed across the room to stand next to the kneeling Enforcer. 
 
   Glancing over her shoulder at Jaron, she could clearly see that he cared for the man the world had grown to hate, as his eyes pleaded with her to stop. He wanted desperately to interject and save his friend, but either fear or respect for K held him back. She looked back to the Enforcer kneeling before her, completely submissive and unmoving with his eyes locked on the floor below. K remained impassive, watching her every move. Carefully she reached around and placed the knife against the Enforcer’s neck and pressed it firmly against his jugular. She used enough pressure to break the skin and still he remained motionless and obedient to K’s command, even as his blood began to trickle onto the floor. 
 
   Leaning over, Citera whispered in his ear, “You will bleed for my mom and Janil, both of whom have died at your hands. Then Dirik will have his turn for all the torment you have put him through. But only once you are too weak to move and your life is slipping through your fingers, will Rigar grant you the mercy of a rapid death by snapping your neck and finishing you off.” She paused and waited for a reaction, but he remained obedient and still, as she continued. “No one will mourn your death, Actually, I suspect we will all be celebrated as heroes for finally put an end to your years of tyranny.” 
 
   He kept his eyes locked on the floor in front of him, not of a twitch of a muscle to hint any form of resistance to what was happening. All eyes were on the two of them as she stood there staring at him, blade against his throat, blood dripping steadily to the floor. “That is what I should do,” she continued as she dropped the knife to the floor and kicked it away, “but that is not who I am and that in not how I was raised. My father taught me every life is important, even one as despicable as yours, and I will not disgrace his name by taking the life of another person while he lies in the other room dying.” 
 
   Thoughts of her father and all his years of working to save the people no one else would, had tears flowing down her cheeks, and landing on the floor next to the Enforcer. She hoped he would be proud of her and what she was doing. “Besides, seeing you here like this gives me the satisfaction of knowing there is someone that even you fear more than the Shadows, and it gives me hope that one day this will all end.” This last statement struck a chord with him and she could see his head drop ever so slightly lower as he closed his eyes.
 
   K, who had watched the whole thing intently, addressed Citera, “Are you sure that is what you want to do? Free this man who has caused you so much pain. Don’t you wish to revenge the wrongs that he has done to you and your family? An opportunity like this will surely not arise again.” 
 
   Citera looked down at him, then at her own hand covered in his blood. “I don’t want revenge,” she answered shaking her head. Turning back to see Rigar and Dirik in the corner, she added, “all we have ever wanted is to be left alone and allowed to live our lives in peace.” 
 
   K leaned back into the bed; appearing satisfied by Citera’s answer, she returned her attention to the still kneeling Enforcer. “Well it appears you have had your life spared by a child, a child that has proven herself far wiser than the both of you combined. Now get to your feet.” 
 
   The Enforcer obeyed, silently rising until he stood once again towering over Citera, who suddenly found herself extremely uncomfortable with her close proximity to the man she had just threatened. Glancing down at the puddle on the floor then up at his neck, she got a better look at the slit she had made with the knife and realized, that though it was not her intention, she had managed to cut him extremely deep and was shocked at how much blood he had lost and was still losing. 
 
   But she didn’t have time to worry about him, her primary concern was her father and how much time she had already lost. Looking to K, she was about to ask how to get the process of awaking her father started when the Enforcer announced, “Perhaps I can return the favor, if my lady would be so kind. A life for a life.”
 
   “And how do you propose to do that? You know as well as I that you can’t cross blood, it must be mine, the blood of anyone one else will kill him.” 
 
   Citera suddenly felt dizzy. So that was how it worked, K would drink her blood and then her father would drink hers. A wave of nausea flooded into her stomach at the thought of her father consuming blood, coupled with the image of him turning into a creature such as the Enforcer, it was all she could do not to pass out. Her head began to feel light as the room around her spun out of control. Desperate to steady herself, she reached her arm out and grabbed ahold of the first thing her hands came in contact with and held on with all her might. Closing her eyes she fought back her body’s urge to go down, but it wasn’t until her head stopped swimming and her eyes reopened did she realize that she had grabbed ahold of the Enforcer’s coat and was leaning against him for support. He watched her silently out of the corner of his eye, as she jumped back. “Oh,” she said quickly letting go and brushing his jacket back down, “sorry.”
 
   He continued to talk, completely ignoring her, “No, not blood mixing. If he has been bit and it is not already too late, then the red formula can be used to revive him without changing him.” 
 
   Rigar immediately protested from the corner, “No. You can’t give formula to a Terrian, it is poisonousness to them.” Turning to Citera he added, “He is trying to trick you. You should have killed him while you had the chance, now he will repay you by finishing off your father.”
 
   The Enforcer glared at him angrily over Citera, slight flashes of red twinkling in his eyes. “Don’t think I don’t know who caused that,” he accused, pointing at K’s wounded eye. “I would gladly deal with you myself for beating a woman that way.”
 
   “But you will do no such thing. Have you not heard anything I have said?” K demanded. “It is not your place to decide who is and who is not to be punished. That temper of yours is a problem and you had best get it under control.” He relaxed his posture somewhat, but the tenseness remained as K continued to address him, “Now back to the subject of the girl’s father, how do you know giving him this ‘red formula’ will work, seems to me a strange concept.”
 
   “I have done it before on several occasions and had excellent results.” He responded still glowering at Rigar.
 
   Citera couldn’t believe what she was hearing as K addressed her once again, “It is up to you, child, he is your father. Is this something you would be willing to try?”
 
   She looked up at the Enforcer, who had turned his attention to her; blood from the wound she had caused still dripping down, saturating the front of his shirt. 
 
   “How am I supposed to trust you?” she asked, unsure of what else to say. 
 
   His answer was simple and without emotion, “I could care less whether or not you ‘trust’ me. But I have done this before and more than once.”
 
   She found herself once again at a loss on what to do; on one side she could let K finish what she started and risk her father turning into something like the Enforcer, or she could take a chance, trust the Enforcer with her father’s life and let him use the formula not knowing if this was all a ploy to get back at her for cutting his throat.
 
   All the possible outcomes were running rampant through her mind. Confused and frustrated, she began rubbing her hands up and down her arms when Jaron decided to speak up, “If I may put my opinion into this. I can testify that he has brought back many Terrians using this method. As a matter of fact, he brought one back only a few days ago, just before we came here.” He was addressing her and K both at the same time, as he continued, “Of all the times I have seen it done, I have never seen any ill effects on the Terrians he has helped.”
 
   “How can I know if the two of them are telling the truth?” Citera asked K, longing for help. 
 
   “You can’t, either way there are risks. You must choose the path you believe is the most appropriate for you and your father.” 
 
   Citera looked up at the Enforcer again, then at Jaron, before taking a deep breath and sighing. “All right, I suppose I have no other choice, I will try the Enforcer’s method,” she said, sulking toward the door. “Follow me, I will take you to him.”
 
   With a nod of approval from K, she lead the Enforcer out the door and down the hall the short distance to her father’s room, then slowly opened the door leading him inside. Returning to her usual spot at his side, she took a deep breath and held it, praying she wasn’t too late. She had never been a religious person, but as she reached to take up his hand she found herself reciting one of the childhood prayers her mother had taught her. To her overwhelming relief and delight, though his skin was still cold to touch, she managed to find his pulse once again. 
 
   The Enforcer silently approached from the other side and studied Mikel carefully. First he removed the dressing she and Dirik had worked so hard to apply, studying his stitches closely before reaching down and opening one of his pupils. Looking somewhat doubtful, he next picked up Mikel’s other wrist and held it, his expression silent and flat. 
 
   “Do you think it is too late?” she asked after a moment, unsure she really wanted to know the answer. He stood there like a statue, frozen and without emotion, showing no signs that he had even heard her. Frustrated, she blew a loose piece of hair from her face and returned her attention to her father. She had all but given up on the notion of receiving an answer when he spoke. 
 
   “It’s hard to say, I have never waited this long to try and revive someone,” he replied, reaching into his jacket and pulling out a vial filled with a bright red liquid. At first glance the contents looked like blood, sending that uneasy feeling back into the pit of her stomach. But as he removed the lid to pour some of the contents into her father’s mouth, she could see it was clearly red formula since the consistency was much too thin to actually be blood.
 
   Once he had poured what he felt was a sufficient amount into Mikel’s mouth, the Enforcer recapped the vial and returned it to its pocket. Then they waited, and waited, and waited. It felt like hours, though she was fairly certain they hadn’t passed more than a quarter. Finally, Citera couldn’t stand the waiting anymore and decided to try and find out more about this Enforcer, who had apparently been saving some of the people he was charged with killing. “Have long have you been doing this, saving people, I mean?”
 
   “The less you know about these matters, the safer you will be.”
 
   It was the type of answer she should have expected to come from him, aloof and dismissive. “I’m only trying to break this intolerable silence, and since when are you concerned for my safety?” She slumped down mumbling to herself, “I don’t know why I even bothered.” 
 
   She reached over and lifted her father’s hand, and was delighted to find the warmth had returned. In her excitement she turned to call to Dirik and Rigar, but instead noticed the Enforcer had picked up a bandage from one of the tables and was pressing it to the wound on his neck. He wasn’t paying any attention to her, and for the first time she could see past the illusion that was the Enforcer. This was not an invincible man. Huge and intimidating, definitely, but underneath the bulk of muscle and brawn, hid a man weathered and defeated. A man’s who overwhelming exhaustion read like a road map of the suffering he had endured.
 
   “Why don’t you drink some of that stuff and heal your throat, you are covered in blood and it’s still bleeding.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s better to let them heal on their own,” he answered, looking down at his clothes, “It helps you to remember.”
 
   Unsure what he meant by that, Citera stood up and walked across the room. “Well if you’re not going to help yourself, then sit down here and let me at least stop the bleeding.”
 
   “I will be fine,” he began, but was quickly cut off by Citera, as she made her way to the cabinet and pulled out Janil’s salve. 
 
   “Oh, come on, I promise to be quick. Besides, you’re dripping blood all over the clinic.” Citera moved from one side of the room to the other gathering items, then grabbing a chair she pulled it screeching across the floor, and set it down in front of him. “So sit.” 
 
   With a mixture of anger and confusion, the brute of a man stared down at the petite girl so casually barking orders at him. She placed one hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side making it clear there would be no letting up until she got her way. “Well come on, sit … please?” She waited a few more moments, both of their eyes locked on the other, in a standoff to see which one of them would cave first. After a moment, Citera huffed, “You really don’t want me stand in that chair, I’m very clumsy and would likely end up falling and hitting my own head, then we would have a mess.” He didn’t even blink and continued to stare down at her with that imposing gaze. Occasionally she would see a flash of red behind the black irises, but she refused to let him intimidate her any further. Shifting her weight, Citera crossed her arms across her chest and intensified her stare, and to her utter disbelief, he sat. 
 
   With him now on her level and in the light of the room, she could see a few faint lines of age on his face. Knowing Full-bloods age at a fraction of the rate the Terrians did and given he didn’t appear to be much older than maybe twenty-five, she began to do the math in her head. Shadows had been in power for fifty years, and he had to have been mature when they enlisted him, so by her best guess that made him at least 75 years old, one of the oldest Full-bloods she had ever heard of, besides the Shadows themselves of course. 
 
   He sat silently avoiding her gaze, hands folded across his chest, making working on him from the front nearly impossible, so she walked around behind him. She worked diligently dabbing and cleaning the cut, and was halfway through when she noticed a very distinct mark on the side of his neck hidden beneath his collar. A bite mark. I wonder if that is how K turned him into the Enforcer, she thought, looking closer at the two small punctures. 
 
   Noticing her distracted state, he asked in a gravelly voice, “Are you done?” 
 
   “No, not yet. Almost though,” she responded, quickly going back to work. Citera finished cleaning the wound as much as she could before applying some of the salve and then covering it with a bandage. “There, that should do it.” 
 
   He reached up with one of his massive hands and rubbed it over the bandage on his neck before rising to his feet. “Thank you.” 
 
   Citera smiled, surprised by the gratitude. “You’re welcome, it was the least that I could do since I’m the one who did it.” She dropped her head and kicked at an invisible object on the floor. “I’m sorry about that, by the way. I really didn’t mean to actually cut you.” 
 
   It felt weird apologizing to him, the very man that spent his life doing far worse to others, but it was the truth, she couldn’t believe she had held a knife to his throat. But when she dared to look up, he was staring down on her with an intensity that made her heart stop on her chest.
 
   “Don’t apologize for doing what you believed needed to be done to protect you and your family. We do what we have to do to survive.” He cast his gaze slowly over Mikel’s lifeless body, “Regret is an abyss that will consume your life if you allow it. So don’t waste your life questioning the decisions you have already made when there is nothing you can do to change them.” The words stunned her; she didn’t know what to say. Was he really chastising her for apologizing to him? “If it were me, I would have gone through with it,” he added quietly, “and your friends would have as well.”
 
   Citera followed his gaze to her helpless father. “Well I guess lucky for you, we are not ones for revenge. What would I have gained from killing you? Besides, if I had done it, then I would have lost this opportunity to save him.” She sat down in the chair next to her dad and held his hand. “We save lives, we don’t take them.”
 
   This time when she took his hand, her grasp was met with not only warmth, but to her delight he moved his hand in an attempt to squeeze hers. “Dad! Can you hear me, Dad? It’s working, he is moving his hand.” She was overcome with excitement and turned to thank the Enforcer, only to find him leaving the room. “Wait, where are you going? He’s waking up and it’s all thanks to you.”
 
   “It would be best if I wasn’t here when he came to. Our last encounter wasn’t exactly on good terms, and it would most likely cause him a great amount of distress to wake up with me standing here next to you, especially since I mentioned I might be returning to take you.”
 
   “Oh,” she muttered, but she was too excited about her father’s recovery to be disturbed by this at the moment.
 
   “I’ll send the others down to be here with you,” he said. Then walked from the room and pulled the door shut behind him. 
 
   
  
 






Chapter 9
 
   The Other Half
 
    
 
    
 
   Jarod entered K’s room and shut the door behind him. Inside the eyes of the small band immediately descended upon him, anxious for an update on Mikel’s condition. But as he scanned over their concerned faces all he could think about was what a burden it must be for Mikel to have so many people depending on him all the time. Not only was he having to raise his own child alone, he took in the young Terrian boy off the street, went out of his way to aid this Full-blood in any way he could, and on top of all that he provided free care to just about the whole damn town. 
 
   And while he had to respect the man for his integrity, Jarod couldn’t imagine living a life this way; he preferred to live day-to-day for himself with no one else to worry about or hold him back. Granted, it was a lonely life, but it was better this way. He had no doubts that if by some miracle, someone ever came into his life that he cared for as much as these three cared for Mikel, the Shadows would take full advantage of the leverage and use it to make his life even more of a living hell than it already was. 
 
   “Did everything go as planned?” K asked, breaking his train of thought.
 
   “The healer will be fine, he is already starting to awaken.” He said acknowledging her with a slight bow, then turned his attention to Rigar and Dirik in the corner. “The girl would like for you to join her in her father’s room.”
 
   “And don’t think about trying to leave, we will be watching,” Jaron warned.
 
   Dirik jumped up and offered a hand to Rigar, who had still not recovered from the earlier encounter. Watching him and the way he moved, the Enforcer was certain he had a few broken ribs along with the other visual contusions to his head and face. Once he was on his feet, the unsteady pair limped slowly across the room, hesitating momentarily for Rigar to address the Enforcer. “The girl’s name is Citera, use it. It’s the least you could do since she just spared your worthless life. ” And with that said, he exited the room, slamming the door closed behind them.
 
   “He doesn’t like you every much, does he?” K commented softly. 
 
   “I’m used to being disliked, it doesn’t bother me.” He answered furrowing his brow. Something about her voice didn’t sound right.
 
   “Doesn’t it? Is there no part of you that wants to know what is like to be needed and cared for by someone?” She was definitely struggling to talk, and it was becoming more obvious with each passing second.
 
   “My lady, are you okay?” he asked, approaching the bed. 
 
   But she did not respond. Instead she closed her eyes and leaned back into the bed, her respirations becoming erratic. Jarod, perplexed by her sudden decline, glanced up at Jaron who was looking concerned by her behavior. However, before either of them could say a word to the other, her whole body collapsed and slumped to the side. Jarod rushed forward, catching her before she fell to the floor. 
 
   “What happened?” Jarod barked at Jaron. “She was awake and talking, why is she back out again?” Carefully he eased her fragile body back into the bed, and together with Jaron, worked to remove the last of the restraints.
 
   “She expended too much energy in that fit she threw earlier. I guess she held herself together long enough to be sure that the Terrian was healed, but now she is the one that is in need of help.”
 
   Immediately he reached into his jacket for the red formula, but Jaron waved him off. “That doesn’t work on her, it’s been tried before but she might as well drink water for all the good it does.”
 
   “Why? Doesn’t she have the same blood in her that the rest of us do?” he challenged.
 
   Jaron shook his head. “As a matter of fact, no, she is from a completely different era.” Pausing, Jaron reached down and picked up the knife Citera had discarded earlier. “But that is a story for a different day, let’s just say we will have to do things the old fashioned way.”
 
   Knowing full-well what Jaron intended to do, Jarod protested. “Wait, maybe I should be the one who does this. It’s going to weaken you quite a bit and she may need you when she awakens again. Besides, these Terrians are more likely to trust and listen to you. They definitely don’t want anything to do with me.” He held out his hand to take the knife, but Jaron ignored him.
 
   “All the more reason for me to do this. If for whatever reason this Mikel wakes up and decides to call the patrols, you are all that stands between us and an eternity of imprisonment. Besides, the bite leaves a scar, and you can’t go back to the Tower with that on your wrist. Not even you would be able to talk your way out of the mess that would create.”
 
   Jarod groaned, running a hand down his face. He knew Jaron was right, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. He was not the one who should be left in charge of communicating with the Terrians living here, they hated him. Jaron, on the other hand, was a natural born leader with a knack for inspiring people to follow his will. But this was the way it had to be, and he stood by and watched as Jaron made a deep cut into his wrist. Blood flowed freely from the wound as he carefully supported her head with one hand while placing the opposite wrist to K’s mouth. 
 
   “Come on, I know your still in there, drink,” Jaron demanded.
 
   As if on cue, K’s eyes flew open. Baring an impressive set of fangs, she sank them mercilessly deep into Jaron’s bleeding wrist. The severity of the bite had Jaron’s knees buckling beneath him. Grimacing he grabbed the edge of the bed to keep from falling as he glanced up at Jarod.
 
   “Help me,” he managed to gasp to his companion. Jarod swiftly rounded the bed and looped his arms under his, helping him to remain on his feet. 
 
   K’s appetite was insatiable, as she greedily drank her fill from Jaron. Jarod remained by his friend’s side, watching as the fresh blood coursing through her veins began to work its magic. Slowly the various minor scrapes and cuts on her wrists and ankles began to heal, as well as her badly swollen eye. He also noticed that her body was filling back out ever so slightly, and what had once been a skeletal frame slowly morphed back into that of a young woman. But with each drink she took his concern for Jaron grew, as little by little he began to lose consciousness in his arms.
 
   “My lady, that is enough, if you drink any more you will kill him,” he demanded. But she paid him no attention as she continued to indulge in her first meal in over half a century. “You need to stop, you’re killing him,” he repeated more forcefully, however this time she looked up at him, and through her locked bite on his wrist he could see her smile. You are mine to deal with, the words rang loud in his ears and Jarod became overwhelmed with the idea that she had every intention of killing him. 
 
   Still supporting his friend’s now limp frame, Jarod found himself in the very unpleasant position of pleading for the life of his friend as he had done for him. “My lady, I know your angry, and you have every right to be, but don’t kill him. We need him, you need him. He can help you get your revenge on those that imprisoned you, the real ones who betrayed you, but he is not one of them.” K continued to ignore him as she pulled Jaron closer and closer to death, and with each drink she took the more desperate he became to save him. “I beg you my lady, you have given me a second chance, do the same for him. I swear, the both of us will do whatever you ask of us, just let him live and give us the chance to prove it to you.”
 
   Suddenly the door to their room opened and K swiftly released her bite as Dirik stepped inside. All the color drained from his face as he looked from the Enforcer, to Jaron unconscious in his arms, and finally to K, looking fresh and vibrant as she wiped her mouth clean of the blood covering it. The young boy, looking as if he was going to pass out, braced himself in the door frame.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” the Enforcer yelled at him across the room. “Stay on your feet boy and tell me where I can lay him down.” 
 
   Dirik bent over placing both hands on his knees, taking a few deep breaths in an attempt to recover from the gruesome sight, “We can put him next door.”
 
   Gathering the rest of Jaron up into his arms, Jarod followed Dirik into the next room and laid him down on the bed. Reaching into his jacket he pulled out the nearly empty vial of formula and poured what little remained into Jaron’s mouth. Angry and frustrated, he then threw the empty container at the wall, shattering it into a million pieces, before storming into the hallway. 
 
   For the first time ever he was starting to doubt himself and his decision to come here. Everyone in this clinic hated him, with good reason, and the one person they might have trusted was now unconscious, leaving him alone to deal with them and the very angry and vengeful K. How was he, of all people, going to convince this lot that they were the good ones and that their intentions here were honorable?
 
   It wasn’t until his third pass down the hall that he realized Dirik was standing in the doorway watching him. “What do you want?” he growled at the trembling Terrian.
 
   “Mikel’s awake,” he answered quietly. 
 
   “Well of course he is, I woke him up, remember.” He was not in the mood to play games with this kid who always appeared to be frightened of his own shadow. “So why don’t you go back down there and leave me alone.”
 
   But unfortunately the kid didn’t budge, and with his eyes cast on the floor below him he mumbled, “He’s asking to see you.”
 
   Could they really be so foolish that they told Mikel he was here in the clinic, despite his warning them not to?  He stopped his pacing several feet away from the young one. “You told him I was here?”
 
   “Citera is the one who told him, she said he deserved to know.” Dirik nervously looked around as he talked, before refocusing on the room behind him. “If you want I will keep an eye on your friend until you get back.”
 
   The rage was building up inside. Clinching his fists he took a deep breath in an attempt to relax as his frustration. This whole situation was nearing a boiling point. He had no desire to see or talk to Mikel while everything else seemed to be falling apart around him. He paced a few more laps up and down the hall trying to blow off some steam; meanwhile Dirik continued to watch his every step with those big, innocent looking eyes. The more he was around this kid, the harder he found it to believe that this small, unassuming Terrian was the master thief the patrols had contacted the Tower about. “Are you going to keep standing there and staring?” he growled at him.
 
   “Just until you go see Mikel. He only wants to talk with you, he’s not mad.” 
 
   “Why would I give a shit if he is mad?” He glared down at Dirik, as he rammed his fist into the wall next to the kid’s head. “I guess if I picked your puny ass up and threw you back into that room, you would quit staring at me. Want me to try, because I’m definitely in the mood.”
 
   For the first time since he met this kid, Jarod saw Dirik get angry. His face turned red and he stood his ground staring up at him with determined eyes. “Why are you always threatening me? I can’t figure out why you have it in for me so bad, it’s not like I’m a threat to you.”
 
   Jarod chuckled darkly. “A threat, you, of course you’re not. You are nothing more than a common thief, you steal from others to benefit yourself, but if any kind of confrontation arises you turn tail and run back into the shadows and cower.”
 
   The young Terrian had tears in his eyes, but he didn’t back down. “I may be weak and I may be a thief, but you are wrong about one thing. I have never stolen anything for my own benefit, everything I have ever taken was to return it back to its rightful owners or someone in need. If you want to arrest someone for stealing then go talk to the patrols and their flunkies.” The passion in the young one’s eyes as he stood there facing him down was impressive. “And yes, I do run from confrontation, some of us weren’t born giants with super strength,” he said, moving his hands up and down motioning at Jarod’s entire body.
 
   Jarod slowly removed his hand from the wall and crossed his arms over his chest as he stood glowering down at Dirik. For the first time since he laid eyes on this kid, Dirik had stood his ground and didn’t cower away, and there was a small part of him that couldn’t help but be proud. They both remained silent, eyes locked on one another, until Jarod decided to let the boy have his victory. “Fine, wait here until I get back. But under no circumstances are you to go into the room with either one of them; I don’t know what his mind set will be when he wakes up and she might still be hungry.” Then he turned and headed down the hall toward Mikel’s room, leaving a very bewildered Dirik standing alone in the long hall.
 
   Finally the kid grew a spine, Jarod thought before he stepped into Mikel’s room. Looking back over his shoulder he could see him standing between the two rooms with a large goofy grin on his face. I can see why they like him. 
 
   Once inside, he noticed Rigar planted in a chair in the corner of the room, obviously upset by his presence. He couldn’t resist the temptation to further aggravate the Full-blood some more, so as he walked in, he turned and gave him a wink and a smile. It served its purpose and sent Rigar into a flying rage. “I don’t understand why the hell he is here, I told you we need to call the patrols and have them all turned over to the Shadows.” 
 
   Citera, who was still seated at her father’s side, attempted to calm the infuriated Full-blood. “Rigar, you know as well as I do that we can’t do that; after everything we have seen and heard today, they would execute us all to keep it hidden.”
 
   Despite the girl’s attempt to calm him, Jarod wasn’t about to let the threat go unchallenged. “Call them and see what happens to you when they arrive. What, don’t think I can find a way to justify myself being here? What if I say I’m here doing a routine visit and come across this rouge Full-blood who broke curfew and locked himself in a closed clinic with two young Terrian kids? I can only imagine what charges the patrols would come up with, that is if you are even still alive when they get here.” 
 
   Maybe he exaggerated a bit. Sure he could come up with some lame excuse to explain his own presence in the clinic, but he definitely couldn’t explain Jaron’s or K’s, and just being here with them would be enough to have him arrested as well. But Rigar didn’t need to know all that.
 
   “Please, stop,” the weak voice of Mikel called to them. “He’s in here because I asked him to be. Now if you don’t mind, I would like to talk to him alone for a moment.”
 
   “What?” Citera and Rigar both protested simultaneously. 
 
   “You want me to leave,” Citera asked, hurt playing in her voice. “But I just got you back. Why would you want me to leave you?”
 
   “Only for a moment, please.” Mikel comforted her. Placing a hand on her cheek, he continued, “It will be fine, I promise.”
 
   Citera leaned over and embraced her father, kissing him on his forehead, then walked past Jarod without a glance. Rigar, like Citera, was obviously upset about being kicked out of the room. “Mikel, I will do as you asked, but I beg of you, don’t listen to any of his lies, he and his friends can’t be trusted.”
 
   As the door shut behind them, Mikel turned his attention back to Jarod. “You came back like you said you would.” Then pointing to the bandage on his neck, he asked, “Did Citera do that?”
 
   “When given the choice, your daughter chose to spare my life, I simply returned the favor. Besides you are of more use to us alive, at least for the moment.” 
 
   “I see, and what about the girl? I believe my daughter called her K, what will you do with her?”
 
   “Jaron will take her back with him and I will return to the Tower.”
 
   Mikel thought about this for a moment. “And us?” 
 
   Jarod had given this issue a great deal of thought since their arrival to the clinic. These three had been exposed to too many dark secrets in the last few hours, secrets that were dangerous to them all if they were to reach the wrong ears. But he also knew that K would never permit him to dispose of them in his normal manor. 
 
   His hesitation to answer did not go unnoticed by Mikel. “I see, so can you at least tell me how long we have before you will be leaving?”
 
   As the Enforcer, he was much more comfortable being the one who asked the questions and he wasn’t exactly sure how to answer without making them look more suspicious. 
 
   “Soon,” he answered vaguely. 
 
   Jarod could tell Mikel was becoming increasingly upset, certain the poor man was trying to calculate in his mind the number of days he had left before he would witness his daughter’s slaughter at his hands. Normally that would be the very thought that he want to instill, but not now, they needed Mikel’s help and his daughter’s.
 
   “Can you at least tell me if there was a reason why we were inspected to begin with, did someone report us?” Mikel asked, desperate to make some sense of the last two weeks.
 
   “No. The patrols contacted the Tower requesting help with a local thief that was making off with their supplies despite all their best efforts. And he is the one I would have left with, except—”
 
   “Janil confessed,” Mikel said cutting him off. He placed his head in his hands at the realization of what had happened. Jarod, feeling he had caused enough damage for one day, headed for the door. There was nothing he could say to this man that would make up for what had already been done. He turned the knob and was about to step through the door when Mikel called to him with tears in his eyes, “Can you tell me what happened to her? I mean, is she imprisoned or is she …” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. 
 
   Jarod could feel the longing of his gaze burning a hole in his back as he sought some sort of comfort, comfort that he couldn’t give him. “We should discuss these things in the morning, you have not recovered fully from your own ordeal and this conversation is only causing you more stress,” he said, moving to go through the door. “Jaron will be able to explain everything better than I can.” 
 
   “Don’t you walk away from me.” Mikel called after him loudly, “I need to know what I allowed her to walk herself into.” 
 
   Jarod clenched his fists and breathed through his anger of being spoken to with such disrespect. Only once he had calmed himself and regained control, did he look over his shoulder to address Mikel. “She is with her husband,” and with that said, he closed the door behind him, leaving Mikel to his grief.
 
   Citera was waiting outside and he could tell by the look on her face that she too had heard his answer. Saying nothing, he walked around her, avoiding her gazed as he made his way down the hall to K’s room. The blood seemed to have done her a great deal of good and she was sitting up straight on the side of the bed, blue eyes peering at him. He made his way into the room and collapsed in the nearest chair, which groaned beneath his weight. K watched but said nothing, as he rubbed his hands down his face. “Can I ever hope to right all the wrongs that I have done?”
 
   “The fact that you are even asking that question is a good start,” K answered calmly. Her demeanor and whole way of speaking made him feel relaxed. There was no longer any judgment in her voice; as far as she was concerned he had been tried and found worthy of a second chance, one he had no desire to squander.
 
   He shook his head, eyes fixed on the floor. “These people will never forgive or forget the things I have done, nor should they. I have wronged them and so many others during my service to the Shadows, I can’t imagine that they or anyone else will ever be able to see me as anything other than the monster I let them turn me into.” He leaned back and looked up at her. “How could they? I wouldn’t if I was in their place.”
 
   “Forget? No, you’re right, they won’t forget. Things like that stick with a person for their lifetime, trust me, I know. But it is possible, I think, to be forgiven, though it will take some hard work on your part.” K looked through the door window at Dirik, as he embraced a crying Citera in the hallway. “Give it some time, right now the pain is still fresh and the wounds need time to heal.” 
 
   Jarod followed her gaze and watched as Dirik escorted Citera back up the hallway toward the apartment. 
 
   “These Terrians, they don’t hold on to hatred like we do, they weren’t designed for it. And as you yourself have experienced, they aren’t ones for revenge either. However, in order for them, and you, to move beyond this you will have to confront what you have done and give them a chance to do the same.”
 
   “What about you, my lady? What do I do to earn back your trust?”
 
   A half smile ghosted K’s lips. “I am sure you know that I, by no means, am innocent. I have done many things that I am not proud of in my lifetime. That being said, I really shouldn’t be the one to place judgment on another.” While they spoke, Jarod watched as K focused her attention on the floor and began to swing her legs back and forth over the side of the bed in a child-like manner. “Anyway, I think you have proven that you are willing to do what it takes to make things right, so for the moment, I am willing to look past it all.” She hesitated a moment before glancing up from the floor and turning her attention to him with an expression so terrifying, that it made him flinch. “So don’t make me regret it, because there won’t be another.”
 
   Before he could respond to her, the door to the room opened and Jaron came stumbling inside using the wall and door frame for support. 
 
   “What are you doing up? You should rest until morning and give the formula time to work,” Jarod said, going to his friend’s aid. He assisted him over to the chair and eased him down.
 
   “Thanks, but I feel useless in there, besides that kid kept staring at me through the window, and it was making me nervous.”
 
   “Where did he go anyway? I told him to keep an eye on you,” Jarod said, walking over to look out the door window, but the boy was nowhere to be found. “Ran away again, typical.” 
 
   “No he didn’t. Give the kid a break, its late and he probably went to sleep. I saw him and the girl go into the apartment upstairs.”
 
   Jarod glanced over at the clock on the wall. The Terrians probably were exhausted, it was nearly three in the morning. 
 
   He looked back at K and Jaron. “You should both get some rest as well.”
 
   “You’re one to talk,” Jaron replied sarcastically. “You have been awake for a least the last four days that I have been around, who knows how long before that.”
 
   “I’m fine, I have gone longer than this without sleep. Besides, I still don’t trust the Full-blood, he may try to sneak out and find the patrols,” he retorted, dismissing Jaron’s concerns.
 
   “There is no point in watching the door all night, if he is going to turn us in it won’t be tonight, not after the number you did on him. Chances are he won’t even be able to go to work tomorrow morning. No, I figure if he is going to report us it will be in the daytime when we can’t follow him, not without being noticed anyway.” Jaron managed to return unsteadily to his feet. “Anyhow, I think I will take your advice and lay back down, the dizziness is making me sick.” He laid a hand upon Jarod’s shoulder as he walked by. “And you, my friend, should do the same, you won’t be any good to us when exhaustion finally does set in.”
 
   “Here, let me help you,” he offered, blatantly ignoring Jaron’s advice. “My lady, you should rest as well, the blood will work faster if you sleep.” She nodded, but her attention was still fixed on the floor as she continued to swing her legs methodically. 
 
   The two of them walked out the door and made their way to the next room. After Jaron had settled in, Jarod went back into the hall and glanced around, searching for the best place to camp for the night where he would be able to see both doors. To his surprise and disappointment he wasn’t alone in the hallway; a few doors down, sitting on the floor outside her father’s room, was Citera. He had no desire to talk to her or anyone else tonight, and was trying to figure out how best to avoid the situation when she looked up and spotted him. Damn, he thought, then remembering what K had said about allowing them to confront him and what he had done, he headed down the hall toward her.
 
   “Where are your friends?” he asked as he approached. 
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes red from crying. “Asleep.” 
 
   “You should do the same. I’ll watch over things down here until morning.” 
 
   She moved to stand and he held his hand out to help her up. Looking puzzled, she glanced from his hand then back at him before taking it and pulling herself to her feet, then without a word she headed down the hall. He was beginning to feel partially relieved that she seemed to have no interest in talking, or for that matter looking at him, when she stopped at the bottom of the staircase and spun around suddenly. “Who are you, really?” she demanded.
 
   Her face was filled with a mixture of anger and sadness. He would have preferred to have avoided this conversation altogether, but since they were all stuck in the tiny confines of this clinic with the three of them, he figured he might as well get it over with. “You know who I am,” he answered coldly.
 
   “I thought I did,” she replied, sitting down on the bottom of the stairs, “but now I just feel confused.” She stared up at the Enforcer while he stood there looking down on her in his normal emotionless gaze, making no attempt to explain himself any further. He had saved her father, admitted to saving many others, and in the same breath told them he had killed Janil. She didn’t know if she should hate him or thank him, never had she been so torn as to how to feel about one person.
 
   As the two of them continued to study the other closely, Citera couldn’t help but shudder as an eerie shadow passed over the Enforcer’s face, making his black eyes appear to be nothing more than hollow pits in his skull. That, coupled with the entirely black attire he covered his body in, reminded her of a frightening story her father used to tell her as a child. 
 
   The story claimed that back in ancient times, before their people became enlightened and turned to the stars for guidance, people believed in myths and legends. One such mythical being was a demon slave that would come in the dark of the night to steal the souls of living for his master. The story said that often these unfortunate people would try to bargain, beg, and trick the demon into leaving them their souls or to give them more time. But in the end, none of it ever worked, for this demon was ruthless in the pursuit of his target, and no matter how hard his victims tried to avoid him, he always found them, and claimed their souls.
 
    “The Reaper,” she muttered under her breath, remembering the demon’s name.
 
   “What did you say?” he asked, his voice hinting of anger.
 
   “The Reaper, he’s the demon servant of Lord Death. It’s a story my dad used to tell me when I was younger, and it’s who I see when I look at you.” 
 
   “I know who it is,” he growled, “I have heard the stories.” She was surprised by how offended he seemed to be getting at the notion of himself being compared to the Reaper. “If I was this demon of death, would I have saved your father’s life?”
 
   “Maybe not, but what is one life in comparison to the hundreds you have taken? And maybe your friend was telling the truth when he said you didn’t want to, but it makes no difference. You did it anyway because they told you to,” she heaved a deep breath to steady her nerves as she continued to stare down the very angry man. “It’s the same as in the story. The Reaper never wanted to be Lord Death’s slave, he was captured and forced into doing it. Supposedly he was tortured for centuries before he finally submitted. However, once he had, and he began collecting souls for Lord Death, he found he loved the fear and power he possessed over his victims, and no longer wanted to stop. ” 
 
   When she finished, he turned his back to her and headed down the hallway. Could it be she had struck a nerve, was he really going to turn and walk away without saying anything back to her? The more she thought about it the madder she became. How dare he avoid the situation? He never allowed the people he was after the luxury of walking away from him, so why should she? Shooting to her feet, Citera yelled down the hall after him, “Where are you going, did I offend you? Did I come too close to the truth?” 
 
   He ignored her as he continued down the hall toward the lobby, and with each step he took away from her the angrier she became. “Just keep walking then. Like I said, you can’t do anything unless you are told to and you are incapable of thinking for yourself, so go back to them because all you are and all you will ever be is a slave, a mindless, cowardly slave!” 
 
   As soon as she said it she knew she had crossed a line, but it was done, and there was no taking it back. He froze in his tracks and in the darkness of the hallway she could see his hands closing into fists. Realizing that she needed to get away and having nowhere to go but up the stairs, Citera slowly took a step backwards onto the first of the steps. Unfortunately as she placed her weight onto the old wooden boards they betrayed her, announcing her retreat with a faint but audible creak. 
 
   In a flash he was standing over her, eyes glowing blood red. “Where do you think you are going?” he demanded. 
 
   Citera desperately searched for a means of escape, but there was none to be found. “I-I think I sh-should go upstairs,” she stammered.
 
   “Oh no, you wanted me to come here, and being the good ‘slave’ that I am, here I am.” He was leaning in closer and closer, slowly closing what little gap remained between them. 
 
   Carefully she moved another foot back to the next step, trying to put some space between her and him. “I am sorry, I didn’t mean it. I was just angry and didn’t think …”
 
   “Shhhh,” he smiled, placing his index finger over her lips. “Let’s find out if you’re right. You said I can’t kill someone unless I am told to do so. Well, no one has told me to kill you, so let’s see what happens when I try.” He smiled diabolically, revealing his fully extended fangs. 
 
   Citera’s heart was pounding out of her chest as she took another step backwards, but her legs gave way beneath her and she collapsed onto the stairs. “Please, I am sorry I said it, I didn’t mean it. I know there is a good inside you, I saw it today when you saved my dad. Please, please.”
 
   However, all her pleading fell on deaf ears as he grabbed ahold of the front of her shirt, lifting her off the floor with ease. Helpless to do anything else, Citera closed her eyes and braced herself in anticipation of what was to come. 
 
   Then she felt it, a stabbing pain in the side of her neck as he bit into her, then a throbbing sensation as he pulled her blood from her body. Yet as swiftly as the pain began, it stopped, replaced by a sense of weightlessness as she fell to the floor. She hit the edge of the steps below with such an impact that it knocked her from her senses. As she slowly came about, the first thing she noticed was the ache in her neck and the blood dripping down her chest from the wound. However, that was nothing in comparison to the sharp pain in her side which worsened with each breath she took. 
 
   Fighting back the tears of pain, Citera reached over with her hand and ran it down her rib cage. That’s what you get for goading the Enforcer you idiot. , she chastised herself, cringing as her hand ran across a deformity. Slowly one by one her senses began to return and she could make out the sounds of a scuffle and voices near where she had landed. When she was finally able to recover enough to look up, she was shocked to see Jaron and K holding a very angry Enforcer against the wall. He was fighting against them with every bit of his strength, but the two of them, even in their weakened states, held him firmly in place. 
 
   “Jarod, snap out of it, this is not who you are,” Jaron pleaded with his friend.
 
   “Let me go! I will not be insulted, especially by this spoiled child,” he growled as he continued to struggle. The commotion had awakened the rest of the house, and the various members were beginning to gather in the hall. Dirik stood at the top of the staircase, watching in disbelief as the pinned Enforcer struggled to escape his friends’ grasp. He waved for Citera to join him at the top, but when she tried to stand the pain radiated through her side causing her to collapse back to the floor. Realizing she wasn’t going anywhere on her own, Citera instead glanced down past the Full-bloods blocking the way and could see her father, stumbling up the hall, followed closely by Rigar. 
 
   “Citera! Are you all right?” 
 
   Dirik joined her on the stairs and assisted her to her feet. “I’ll be okay, Dad,” she answered, clutching her injured side. 
 
   “You won’t be when I get done with you.” The Enforcer laughed darkly as he continued to fight against those subduing him. 
 
   “Jarod, calm yourself, she is only a child,” Jaron snapped before addressing K, “You have to knock him out, I don’t have the strength and it’s the only way to stop him once he gets like this.” 
 
   K said nothing in response. Instead she reached up and ripped open the front of Jarod’s shirt, exposing his bare chest. She remained calm and silent, while she and Jaron continued to hold him effortlessly against the wall. Jarod must have realized something was about to happen and made a last ditch attempt to free himself by throwing his full weight forward as he kicked out against the wall. The suddenness of the movement took Jaron by surprise, who lost his grip momentarily and crashed into the wall behind him. But K held on, and no matter how hard he struggled, he could not break free of her grasp. 
 
   Jaron recovered quickly from his spill and regained control of the other side. Jarod, realizing he wasn’t going to break free, resorted to cursing and swearing at the lot of them, but K, unphased by any of his tactics, silently placed the palm of her hand against the bare skin of his chest and looked deep into his eyes. “I’m sorry, this is going to hurt.” Then she closed her eyes and spoke to him in a language Citera had never heard.
 
   Whatever it was she said had an instant effect on Jarod, and they all watched as he immediately stopped his struggling. All the anger washed from his face, and was replaced with a look of utter terror. He seemed to be paralyzed, as if he had witnessed the greatest horror of his existence; eyes locked in a straight forward glare, his body rigid and frozen. Citera was starting to think that K had placed him under a trance of some kind, until he suddenly let out a blood curdling scream. A scream that resonated with pure agony and terror as it echoed throughout the clinic sending chills through them all. Citera clutched her ears as she and Dirik huddled down on the floor. It seemed as if the sound would never end, but then just as suddenly as it started the sound stopped and a deathly silence fell over the clinic. 
 
   When Citera looked up, Jarod was lying on the floor unconscious. K, exhausted by whatever she had done to him, had fallen back against the wall behind her and was struggling to hold herself upright. And Jaron stood, seeming somewhat confused as he continued to scan the calamity surrounding him.
 
   Mikel managed to push his way past them to reach Citera and Dirik in the narrow stairway.
 
   “Are you hurt?” he asked, rubbing his hands down her side while at the same time studying the wound to her neck.
 
   “It hurts to move,” she answered, wincing as his hand moved over the spot where it hurt the most. “I fell hard onto the stairs.” 
 
   “Your ribs are broke.” Rage filled his voice as Mikel turned his attention to the pack of Full-bloods at the bottom of the staircase. “Pick him up and all of you get out of my clinic,” he demanded, pointing at the unconscious Enforcer.
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Jaron responded calmly, glancing down at his partner and K, who had finally given up and collapsed onto the floor. “Neither one of them is in any shape to travel at the moment.”
 
   “I couldn’t care less. He almost killed my daughter, and the only reason he is here is because he wants her.” Citera had never seen her father so angry, his hands trembling with barely contained fury as he continued to stand off against Jaron, who, although he wasn’t the Enforcer, was not someone she thought needed to be underestimated. “Dirik, go and find the patrols and tell them there are several undocumented Full-bloods that have broken into the clinic. That should get their attention.”
 
   “Don’t move, messenger boy,” Jaron growled, staring both of them down. Without hesitation Rigar jumped him from behind, wrapping a thick arm around his neck. But Rigar’s weaken condition was no match for the tall mass of man whose size was rivaled only by that of his fallen companion. In a swift movement, Jaron bent over, tossing Rigar over the top of him, slamming him with a loud crash into the floor. Rebounding swiftly, Rigar jumped back to his feet and launched his full weight into Jaron, and the two of them locked into each other at the foot of the stairs. 
 
   Seeing his window to take leave, Dirik made a dash for the door only to have K appear in front of him. He skidded to a halt, slowly taking in the thin, frail looking woman dressed in a hospital gown blocking his path. “You really don’t want to do that,” she stated coldly as her gaze pierced through him. Dirik looked over his shoulder at the fallen Enforcer, then turned once again to face K. Dropping his gaze, Dirik wisely took a step back.
 
   “Everyone, stop this,” Citera screamed as she stared at the mayhem she had created. Turning to her father she began to cry. “It wasn’t his fault, it was mine.” She looked down the stairs at the unconscious Enforcer. “I provoked him, on purpose. He tried to walk away, to get away from me, but I wouldn’t let it go, I just kept pushing and pushing him until he snapped.”
 
   Mikel gently wiped the tears from her eyes, a confused crease forming on his brow. “But why would you do that? He could have killed you.”
 
   “All I could think about was Janil and what he did to her.” Citera sobbed, pleading with her father, “You can’t call the patrols, like it or not we are as much a part of what is going on here as they are.” Looking around at the group whose eyes were all locked on her, she continued, “We all know too much, so if the patrols come they will arrest and kill everyone here.” 
 
   “Not everyone,” Jaron answered gruffly, pushing Rigar away from him. “K cannot die and that is why they want her. She is the one they have been searching for decades to find, the very reason why they do the inspections. If they get their hands on her the Shadows will lock her in that Tower for eternity, drawing off her power to strengthen theirs, and securing their reign until the end of time.” As he spoke Jaron moved over to K, offering her his arm for balance which she gladly took. “That is why he has served them for so long, all these years he has been searching for K in the hopes we could find her first and prevent them from getting their hands on her.”
 
   It was a shocking revelation that left them all speechless. No one had wondered more than Mikel why they did inspections, and more importantly why they only inspected clinics that treated Full-bloods. But if what Jaron was saying was true, it made sense, it all made sense. 
 
   “I know we have invaded your life and you have no reason what-so-ever to trust me, but I am afraid, giving the current circumstances, you are going to be stuck with us for a few days, just until K is in better condition to be moved. Once she is, we will leave and you will never have to see us again. Believe me, this situation is not optimal for us either.”
 
   “Maybe we won’t see you,” Rigar growled, pointing at the Enforcer, “but what is to stop him from returning?”
 
   Jaron glowered at Rigar. Even in the darkness of the hallway the tension between the two angry males thickened the air around them. “I can make no guarantees on his behalf. He is going back to the Tower when we leave and back to his duties.” He removed his attention from Rigar with a look of disgust and refocused on Mikel. “What I can promise is that if he does return here, it will have nothing to do with what is happening here now. We would not be so foolish, the things you know makes you as dangerous to us as we are to you.”
 
   That’s what I am afraid of. Mikel thought, surprisingly managing to hold his intense stare. He didn’t know this male, nor did he know K. What he did know was that the pair of them were companions, if not friends, with one of the most dangerous and volatile people in Vanteria, and that alone was enough to make him suspicious of their claims. But if he had to be honest with himself, what choice did he have. It wasn’t as if he could physically force them to leave, and Citera was right in her evaluation of the situation, calling the patrols would be fatal to them all. 
 
   “So what do we do now?” Dirik asked innocently of no one in particular.
 
   Jaron frowned down at the kid and huffed out a sigh, allowing the tension to release from his corded muscles. “I think we should all get some rest, it has been a long day and everyone is exhausted. If you like, in the morning, I will try and answer any questions you may have about all this.” He paused, glancing down at Jarod laid out on the floor. “I would, however, appreciate some help moving my rather large friend here.”
 
   Mikel frowned down on the large man blocking half the hall, then at Citera. She shrugged slightly, grimacing with the movement. “I won’t be much help.”
 
   “You don’t move,” He commanded. Kissing her on top of her head, he stood, “So how do you want to do this?” 
 
   “If the two of you don’t mind helping K back to her room,” Jaron answered, gesturing to Dirik and Mikel, “I’ll need Rigar to help me with Jarod. I can’t carry him alone, not in my current condition.” He bit out.
 
   Mikel walked down the stairs to take K’s hand but hesitated a moment, second guessing whether or not he wanted to touch her after what he had witnessed her do to the Enforcer and what he himself had already been through. Dirik still, standing toe-to-toe with her, waited to see what Mikel’s next move would be.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” K reassured the nervous pair, her voice quiet and reassuring. Mikel moved forward first, followed by Dirik. Uneasily, the two of them took ahold of an arm on either side, and together the three of the made their way back down the hall to her room. 
 
   “You must be Mikel,” Citera could hear K talking to her father in the distance. “Glad to see you are better and I apologize for what happened.”
 
   As the three of them disappeared into K’s room, she could hear her father’s reply, “Never mind that, I should have listened to you when you told me not to touch you. And thank you. Thank you for helping save my daughter’s life.”
 
   Jaron watched until the trio disappeared and then turned his attention to Rigar, “Are you going to help me?” 
 
   Rigar looked down at the man who had given him so much grief lying helpless on the floor. “Why should I? What we need to do is finish him while we have the chance.” 
 
   “You will have to go through me first,” Jaron replied, glaring at Rigar.
 
   “Why do you defend him? Look at what he has done, what he would have done had you not been here to stop him. He is walking stick of dynamite, one spark is all it will take and he will one day destroy everyone and everything around him!” Rigar yelled angrily.
 
   “Are you going to help me or not?” Jaron snapped, ignoring his last statement. 
 
   “We will,” Mikel said coming back into the hall. “Let’s try to get him in that one over there.” 
 
   He pointed toward the room across from the stairs. Jaron nodded. After holding Rigar’s angry stare for a few moments longer, Jaron broke it off and took his place at Jarod’s head. Running his arms underneath Jarod’s, he lifted the bulk of the weight while Dirik and Mikel, positioned on either side, hoisted up his legs. Together they stumbled and grunted; somehow managing to drag the Enforcer into the small room, then stopped and stared at the elevated bed. 
 
   “And how do you suppose we get him onto that?” Dirik groaned, attempting to catch his breath. 
 
   “I’ll get his torso on the bed, after that we should be able to drag him the rest of the way up,” Jaron answered, sweat beading on his brow. The man truly was doing all the work. “Let me pull off his jacket, if I loop it under his arms, it will give me some extra leverage to pull him up with.” It took the three of them working together to peel off the fitted leather jacket, which they then threaded under his arms, and after a great deal of effort the three managed to pull the full mass of the Enforcer up onto the bed. 
 
   “Do you have bonds for this room?” Jaron asked Mikel as he pulled off Jarod’s gloves and boots. He stashed them and a bag in the closet, before grabbing ahold of what was left of Jarod’s bloody, ripped shirt and tore it off of him.
 
   “Of course, they are in that cabinet,” Mikel replied between gasps of air. He looked perplexed by the question. “Are you really going to restrain him? You don’t think that will make him angrier?”
 
   “I think everyone will rest better if they know he isn’t a danger. Besides, I won’t take the chance of him waking up still enraged,” Jaron answered, digging in the cabinet and pulling out the restraints. “I’ll stay in here with him tonight, so if he wakes up and he is back to normal then I will release him.” Jaron held out a pair of restraints to Mikel. “Here, help me.” 
 
   Mikel wasn’t going to deny the fact that having the Enforcer restrained and guarded for the night would let them all rest easier. He took the restraints from Jaron and worked quickly to fasten them to his arm and leg on one side while Jaron worked on the other. Once all the restraints were secured, they stepped back to look at the Enforcer, who despite everything that had happened, appeared to be resting peacefully.
 
   “That will do for now. I will reinforce them in a little bit, after everyone is settled.” Jaron pulled on each restraint checking their resilience. “These alone won’t hold him.”
 
   Citera had somehow managed to make her way down the stairs and came limping into the room. Mikel came to her side and assisted his injured child the rest of the way into the room and into a chair. Carefully he ran his hand along her side and down her ribcage, sending a wave pain radiating through every bone. Citera quickly sucked in a large breath and bit down on her bottom lip to prevent herself from yelling out loud. “Your ribs are definitely broken.” Mikel shook his head. “Citera, what were you thinking provoking him like that?”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking, I was upset and angry. I heard you talking to him earlier and heard what he said about Janil.” She held her head in her hands fighting back the tears, she really needed to get a grip on all this crying. “I kept imagining her alone, in that Tower, scared and knowing what he was going to do to her.” She paused, looking over at him on the bed. “What he did to her, and I wanted him to suffer like she did.”
 
   Jaron listened quietly before turning his attention back to his friend. “Well, you got what you wished for,” Jaron interjected somberly, leaning against the bed; it was apparent that the ordeal had taken a toll on his already drained body. “Look, I am sorry for what he did to your friend and there is nothing I can do or say that will ease that pain, but I promise you he had no other choice, he either does what they say or he pays the price. And as far as what he said to you,” he sighed, “Jarod has never been very good at dealing with people, not even when he was younger. Then after he was taken away by the Shadows and they began to ‘train’ him to be the Enforcer, well, he shut down completely.” 
 
   Jaron looked over his shoulder at his friend, thinking of all he had endured over these years. “Since then he has done nothing but build walls between himself and the world around him. He had to, it was the only way he could prevent himself from going mad doing the things that they forced him to do.”
 
   “I don’t know what came over me.” Citera stared at the Enforcer, unconscious and strapped to the bed. “What did K do to him anyway?”
 
   Citera watched as Jaron worked to try and make his friend as comfortable as he could, but the exhaustion on his face gave away his weakened state. “He will be all right. Anyway, he needed the rest, although this definitely wouldn’t have been my preferred method of getting him to take a nap.” Jaron braced himself against the bed in an attempt to regain some strength. “As for what K did to him … well, she has the ability to draw off her past experiences and uses them to inflict pain and fear onto anyone who comes in contact with her skin. I have seen her kill men using this same technique. Their hearts simply gave out after only a few seconds, unable to bear the pain any longer.”
 
   “That’s what happened,” Mikel muttered, his eyes growing wide with the sudden understanding. “When I came back inside after he left, I found K awake but in tremendous pain. I tried to give her something to help, but every time I got close to her she kept pulling away and signaling me not to touch her. I didn’t understand why, and when I finally did manage to grab ahold of her arm, it was like I was transported to another time and place. I saw a vision of myself tied to a chair while a man in uniform came toward me with a knife and brought it down across my eye.” Mikel reached and touched the spot where he had felt the blade come down, the same place that K carried the scar. “Blood went everywhere and I blacked out.” Mikel glanced from Citera to Jaron. “I have never been so scared and felt so helpless in all my life.”
 
   The story seemed to weigh heavily on Jaron, who sighed deeply. “That sounds right. Waking up after being down for that long, she most likely wasn’t able to control the transfer.” He was still propped against the bed, which seemed to be the only thing keeping him from collapsing to the floor. “She didn’t have that scar on her eye the last time I saw her, so it must have been a result of this last capture. I have no idea what they did to her while they had her, but from the look of her …” He shook his head, unable to finish. “As for Jarod, he will wake up in the morning, a little sore, but hopefully back to his normal pleasant self,” he huffed with more than a hint of sarcasm.
 
   “Will he remember what happened?” Citera asked, limping over to the bed. Looking him over without his black gear he normally covered himself in, it became clear to her why he was so angry. Everyone, including her, had always thought of him as invincible, an unstoppable force that many had wondered if the Shadows themselves truly had the ability to control. But underneath the anger and black gear he had been hiding a secret from them all. 
 
   Guilt began to consume her as she began to understand why he had become so angry by what she said; it was true. He was a slave and he bore the marks to prove it. Line after line of scars zig-zagged every inch of visible skin, a testament to all his years of service to the Shadows. Yet the ones that intrigued her most were the circular ones in the palms of each hand and in the center of his chest, proof that he had suffered the terrible punishment of being staked, and somehow survived. 
 
   Everyone knew that the Shadows were notorious for staking people out; it was their favorite form of punishment. Once sentenced, the guilty subjects were taken to what is commonly known as “the yard” and placed on the atonement table in the center of the enclosure. The table, which in reality was a single thick, wooden beam raised only slightly off the ground, was where the people the Shadows wanted to make an example of were put on display. The punished were forced to kneel on the ground with their backs to the atonement table and their ankles secured so they couldn’t pull them out from under them. They were then pushed back onto the table facing the sky above with hands extending outward as metal spikes were driven into them, holding them in place. There they would be left in that awful position, exposed to the elements, and denied food, water, of formula for days or weeks at a time; usually until the Shadows felt they had succeeded in making their point, or more commonly, until they died. 
 
   “He will. It may take him a minute, but it will all come back, and then he will be forced to face his demons yet again,” Jaron answered, noticing her fascination with the marks. “He’s survived much worse than this.”
 
   “Come on, Citera,” Mikel broke in, “let’s go cover that wound on your neck and wrap those ribs, it will make you more comfortable and allow you to move easier. Then I think we should get some rest.” He threw Citera’s arm over his shoulder and led her to the stairway, Dirik and Rigar—who had been waiting for them in the hallway—followed close behind.
 
   Once they were alone, Jaron turned his attention back to his incapacitated comrade. “I’m sorry, old friend,” he said as he surveyed the damage; he too was seeing much of the scarring for the first time. The two of them never spoke of what went on in the Tower, it was sort of an unspoken agreement between them, and although he was aware that he had endured some abuse at the hands of the Shadows, he couldn’t help but be angry at himself for not realizing to what extent Jarod had allowed himself to suffer at their hands. 
 
   “I can never apologize enough for everything that I have put you through. I convinced you to stay with them, and because of me you have been forced to endure more than one person should ever have to.” Jaron took notice of the tag tightly encircling Jarod’s wrist. “And I can’t help but fear that I am losing you to them. These outbursts are becoming all too common, and if I don’t figure out how to help you soon, I’m afraid the persona of the Enforcer may consume the Jarod I used to know forever.” 
 
   Jarod remained motionless, appearing peaceful in his slumber. With a heavy heart, Jaron gave another pull on the restraints. “But I swear to you, somehow I will get you out of there and make this right or I will die trying.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Secrets Revealed
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun rose on the next morning to a reveal a beautiful fall day. Outside the sounds of people going about their daily lives filled the streets. Everyone slept later than they normally would have, and it wasn’t until mid-morning that the first of them began to rise. 
 
   Mikel woke up for the first time in two weeks in his own bed feeling refreshed and well rested, as if the night’s events had been nothing more than a bad dream. But as he began to crawl out of his bed, his body weak and sore, he was quickly reminded of the reality he was in and in a panic hurried down the hall to Citera’s room to be sure she was all right. Much to his relief he found her sleeping safely in her own bed, and after taking a few moments to watch her sleep, mainly to assure himself that she was indeed okay, he wandered into the living area where he found Dirik and Rigar both sleeping soundly. 
 
   Not wanting to disturb the rest of the household, Mikel made his way down the stairs from the apartment into the clinic. If felt like a normal start to a normal day. But as he stepped off the last step, surveying the broken floor boards and damaged walls, Mikel was quickly reminded of what lay in the room across the hall. Stopping at the first door he came to, Mikel peeked through the window to check on Jaron and Jarod. 
 
   Through the small glass he could see the Enforcer was still unconscious and restrained to the bed. True to his word, Jaron had reinforced the restraints with a metal chain that Mikel usually reserved for use in only the most extreme cases, going so far as to wrap it completely around the bed and over his body in a circular pattern covering his entire torso. 
 
   But try as he might, Mikel couldn’t see Jaron anywhere. Finally giving up on the window, Mikel cracked the door and slowly made his way inside, scanning the room for any signs of the Enforcer’s companion. He was completely into the room before he spotted him in the far corner; sound asleep in a chair much too small for someone of his size, with his head propped against the wall. 
 
   “Jaron,” Mikel whispered, afraid of how he would react if he startled him. “Jaron.”
 
   Slowly he began to stir, then looking at Mikel through tired, squinted eyes asked, “What is it?”
 
   “You have stayed true to your word and allowed us all to rest easier. Why don’t you go upstairs and get some rest yourself, I’ll stay here with him.” Remembering no one in the house, except for K, had had anything to eat, Mikel added, “If you need formula, look in the fridge, I think we have some for Rigar in there. Help yourself to whatever you need.”
 
   “Thank you, but I’m all right,” Jaron said, rubbing his face. “What I could use is a cup of coffee.”
 
   “Coffee? You drink coffee?” 
 
   “Well of course I do,” Jaron answered half laughing. “Don’t you?” Then, noticing the perplexed look on Mikel’s face, realized why the Terrian was so confused. “Oh, right. Look, K and I are not what you would call ‘normal’ Full-bloods. We are able to eat and drink real food without any ill effects.”
 
   “Why is that?” Mikel asked, his curiosity getting the best of him.
 
   “I think that question would be best answered by K when she is ready.” He rose to his feet. “In the meantime, I will take your advice and see what I can find upstairs.” Mikel watched as he headed toward the door; he wanted to push Jaron for more answers but decided now was probably not the best time. 
 
   “Oh, if he does wake up while I am upstairs, don’t take the restraints off, no matter how much he threatens.” Jaron called back to him, “You must wait until he can calmly tell you exactly what happened last night. That is the only way to be sure he is back to himself.” 
 
   And with that he disappeared through the door, leaving Mikel alone in the room with more questions than he had answers and a lot more nervous. He shook his head as he pulled the chair out of the corner and made himself comfortable. A few minutes later Citera wandered into the room with a large cup of coffee and handed it to him. “You should be resting,” Mikel said, standing up to greet her. “Here, sit down. Is your side bothering you?”
 
   “No, it’s all right, I’m going to go back upstairs. Did you know that Jaron eats and drinks food like us?” she asked suddenly. “He is upstairs in the kitchen cooking, and to be honest, it smells really good, like when Mom used to cook for us.”
 
   “He’s cooking?” Well that did it, he was completely confused. Jaron and K, not to mention the Enforcer, broke nearly every stereotype of what he considered to be a normal Full-blood. Nothing they did made sense, and now he had one upstairs in his kitchen, apparently able to cook better than he could. 
 
   Lila at the inn was the only other Full-blood he knew of that could cook normal food, but as far as he knew she didn’t eat it. He had asked her once how she learned to cook something she couldn’t even eat and make it taste so good. “It’s all in the smell,” she had answered with a sweet smile on her face. “When the food is combined together right, the aroma in intoxicating.”
 
   However, Mikel couldn’t imagine Jaron saying such a thing, and he had already admitted to eating normal food. “I don’t understand these three,” he remarked, watching the sleeping Enforcer. “Hopefully K will be well enough for them to leave soon,” he wrapped his arms around his daughter gently, “and we can return to our normal boring lives.”
 
   Citera glanced over at Jarod strapped to the bed. “I don’t think things can ever return to how they used to be,” she stated, turning to her father. “How can it? We have seen so much in these last two weeks, heck the last twenty-four hours, there’s no way we can just forget it all and pretend it never happened.”
 
   Mikel knew his daughter was right. Even if Jarod didn’t intend on killing them all when he left, which he still wasn’t completely confident of, there was no way any of them could ever see the world in the same way again. “I suppose not, but let’s not talk about these things now. Go upstairs and get you something to eat. We can get together with K and Jaron later and see what they can to tell us.” 
 
   Mikel walked her to the door, but as she was about to step out a noise from behind him caught their attention. Mikel turned around in time to see Jarod’s arm move against the restraint. Quickly he hurried Citera out the door, not wanting his daughter anywhere near the room when he fully awakened. 
 
   “Dad, maybe I should stay with you, you shouldn’t be alone in there with him,” she protested.
 
   “No, definitely not, if he wakes up still angry, you will be the one he is looking for. Go upstairs with the rest, but let Jaron know that he is stirring and he might want to get back down here as soon as he can.” 
 
   Citera reluctantly agreed and headed back up the stairs. Mikel watched as she disappeared through the doorway, and caught a whiff of Jaron’s cooking as she opened the door, reminding him of how long it had been since he had anything to eat. He took another sip of his coffee as he turned back into the room and sat down in the chair. It wasn’t long before another flinch came from Jarod, and soon after another. 
 
   Mikel remained silent, carefully watching and waiting. Then out of nowhere, from his slumber, Mikel heard Jarod say something he couldn’t quite make out. He leaned in closer, hoping for another opportunity to hear, and after several silent minutes he said it again, and this time Mikel could hear it clearly. “Maya.” 
 
   Standing up, he moved closer to the bed. Surely he had misunderstood. Jarod couldn’t possibly be calling the name of the inn keeper’s daughter.
 
   “Maya, forgive me,” he begged from his sleep, once again pulling against his restraints. 
 
   “Did he say what I think he did?” Dirik asked, walking into the room and startling Mikel. 
 
   “I think so, but how does he even know Maya, and why would he be apologizing to her?” 
 
   “Maybe it has something to do with what happened at the inn. The patrols picked him up there the morning after his visit here,” Dirik answered. “They say Maya’s father accused him of attacking her in the night and raping her.” 
 
   Mikel spun back around and studied the hard face of the man known as the Enforcer. He like everyone else knew this man was a killer, but he had never imagined him as the sort who would force himself on a young girl. “Do you think he did it?” Mikel asked as his mind replayed the images of his daughter hanging helplessly in his grasp.
 
   Dirik shrugged. “I don’t know, he was interrogated by the Shadows along with the chief who took him back. Well, you see who survived the interrogation,” Dirik remarked as he joined Mikel by his side. “Besides, I don’t believe anything her father says. He is one of the most evil people I have ever met, maybe even worse than him.” 
 
   Mikel was fully aware of what Dirik was referring to; it was no secret that Sam made a regular habit of beating both Lila and Maya. Many times in the middle of the night he had been called to the inn to help reset broken bones and fix various other injuries Sam had inflicted on the defenseless pair. The patrols had been notified many times of the wrong doings, but gladly looked the other way with the help of frequent free meals and rooms for them to bed down with their mistresses. No, Dirik was right, if he had to pick someone to believe in this instance, as strange as it seemed, it would be the Enforcer. But that still didn’t explain why he was laying here calling her name. 
 
   They continued to question how he could possibly be connected with Maya, when suddenly Jarod gave another hard pull against the restraints and his eyes shot open. 
 
   “What is this?” he yelled, eyes going wide, then narrowing as he struggled to free himself. “Let me out of these this instant.” He gave another hard pull against the restraints, and this time Mikel could hear some of the links in the chain snapping. Having no desire to be in the room alone with him when he got loose, Mikel turned to Dirik. “Dirik, go upstairs and tell Jaron he needs to come down here. Now!” 
 
   Dirik didn’t have to be told twice and took off up the stairs leaving Mikel alone to try and deal with the massive, angry Full-blood. “Please, calm yourself. Jaron will be here in a moment and we will get this all straightened out.” 
 
   Jarod’s head spun Mikel’s direction, eyes glowing red. “You will let me out of these things, or so help me when I get loose there won’t be a single living soul left in this place when I get done.”
 
   “Threatening me really isn’t going to motivate me to remove the restraints,” Mikel said, trying to maintain his composure.
 
   “I assure you they are not threats,” Jarod roared once more pulling against the chains, and again Mikel could hear the links surrendering to his strength.
 
   “Crap,” Mikel muttered and glanced toward the stairs, hoping to find Jaron coming down them. But to his disappointment the stairwell was empty. “Jaron!” Mikel yelled toward them. What could be taking him so long? Then, turning back to Jarod, he remembered what Jaron had told him. “Listen, Jaron said I could release you when you could tell me what happened last night, what you did.”
 
   “You will let me go now!” Jarod demanded. Massive arms tensed and flexed, while nostrils flared. “I don’t need to explain anything to any of you.”
 
   Where is Jaron? Mikel was desperate for anyone to come down those stairs. What could be keeping them? In the very least Dirik should have come back by now. Well, if they aren’t coming down then I’m going up after them, Mikel thought as he walked toward the door. What was I thinking saying I would stay in here alone?
 
   “Oh no, you don’t,” Jarod yelled after him. “Don’t you dare leave me here in these chains.”
 
   “I’ll stay with him,” a voice called from the doorway. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
   Rigar stood in the doorway with a twisted smile on his face. Jarod raised his head to get a look at the volunteer. “I bet you would,” he smirked, relaxing back into bed. “Can’t face me while I’m standing, so you want to take advantage of me while I’m chained down? How very cowardly of you.”
 
   “You call it cowardly, I call it smart.” 
 
   “Either way, I am not leaving the two of you alone,” Mikel stated, glancing again toward the stairs. “Why isn’t Jaron coming down here?”
 
   “He’s trying to make a point,” Jarod answered jerking against his bonds with a huff. Though he still sounded angry, his voice was much calmer than before and his body much more relaxed, “and enjoying a good laugh at my expense, I’m sure.”
 
   Mikel and Rigar looked at each other; talk about a sudden mood swing. Since he was no longer straining and jerking against the bonds, they cautiously approached the bed. Mikel, noting that the Enforcer’s eyes were no longer red, stood beside him. “Will you answer the question?” Mikel asked calmly, praying he answered so they could all get out of this mess. “Do you remember what happened last night?”
 
   The Enforcer grinned. Ignoring Mikel completely, he turned to Rigar on the other side of the bed. “You want to kill me don’t you? Well, here’s your chance, go ahead.”
 
   Rigar stared down at the bound man, his face a mask concealing his emotions. The offer was tempting. He carefully studied the Enforcer, as he lay defenseless before him exposed, pale scars shining against his olive skin. Jarod, frustrated by his hesitation, gave another hard pull on the bonds. “You better hurry, one or two more pulls and I’ll be free. And when I am, I will snap the neck of everyone in this wretched clinic before going to pay a visit to your lovely wife and daughter.” 
 
   Mikel watched as his friend’s normally calm demeanor gave way to a deep, unbridled anger, one he no longer tried to conceal. Rigar walked around to the head of the bed and placed his hands firmly on both sides of Jarod’s head. 
 
   “Rigar don’t,” Mikel pleaded calmly. He was unsure as to why the Enforcer was provoking him, but he had a pretty good idea what would happen if his old friend succumbed to the taunting. Holding his hands up in a nonthreatening manner, Mikel took a few steps toward Rigar, “Please my friend; this is exactly what he wants. If you kill him like this they will come for you and your family. You are better than this, you are better than him.” Mikel walked up beside his friend and gently placed a hand on his shoulder. “Please, if for no other reason, than for our families. Think about it, Jaron is upstairs and K is in the other room, they will not tolerate us killing him.”
 
   “And what if they plan to kill us anyway? Do you really think they are just going to leave and trust us to keep their secrets?” Rigar retorted, his hands still firmly locked around Jarod’s head.
 
   “I don’t know. My hope is that Jaron and K won’t allow him to kill us, they don’t seem to be the types that take pleasure in wiping out entire families,” Mikel answered unsurely, “but I know what happens if you do this.”
 
   Jarod laid there smiling, his eyes gleaming, “Last chance. Grow a spine and quit taking orders from the Terrian. Do it now!”
 
   Rigar looked down at Jarod, hands still encircling his skull, his eyes once again scanning over the damage done to him by the Shadows. “No, not like this.” He released his grasp and backed away from the bed, uncertainty creasing his brow. “I have to go,” he muttered, looking to Mikel. “I’m going to stay home tonight.”
 
   Mikel nodded and watched Rigar walk through the door, waiting for it to close behind him before angrily confronting Jarod, “What is wrong with you? Why would you do that? Why tempt him that way? What if he had killed you?” 
 
   A sadistic laugh bellowed from deep inside Jarod. “He can’t kill me, he doesn’t have the spine for it. The Shadows have made quite sure of that.”
 
   Mikel had had enough, his body rigid and tense with anger, he confronted the man lying restrained before him. “Just because he won’t sink himself to killing someone who can’t fight back doesn’t mean he is weak. He has endured working on that road day after day, year after year, only to have his rations cut time and again to the point that there isn’t enough to feed him and his family. I have seen him go for weeks without formula and still continue working so he can keep his wife and daughter healthy, never once complaining. That is real strength.” 
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Jarod laughed, “but what is he going to do the day I knock on his door and carry that wife and daughter of his to the Tower? He will be forced to live with the knowledge that he had the opportunity to stop me for good and didn’t. What good will his ‘strength’ be then?” 
 
   Words escaped him as Mikel stood with his mouth gaped. Was it possible for someone to be truly that evil? Would he really come for Rigar’s family just like that, because he could? Dumbfounded, he walked across the room in a daze. Perhaps it would have been better if Rigar had snapped his neck and rid the world of his presence. What am I still doing in here? he thought, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck as Jarod resumed his ranting behind him, “Now get these damn chains off me.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me! After all that, you think I’m going to let you go?” Mikel exclaimed slumping into the chair. “Nope, I am going to sit here, drink my coffee, and wait for Jaron to come back down those stairs. Then he can take you and K, and you all can get the hell out of my clinic.”
 
   Infuriated, Jarod pulled and struggled against the chains. Mikel could hear a few more giving in, but for the most part they seemed to be holding him. He said nothing, as he sat quietly back into the chair and watched the massive man continue to pull and jerk against the chains time after time. Finally after a while he settled down and stopped fighting. Mikel remained silent, watching as his heavy breathing began to settle until he gave a deep sigh. 
 
   “What do you want from me?” he asked in a quiet, calm voice.
 
   “I don’t want anything from you,” Mikel answered, staring down at the floor, then rethinking continued, “No, I take that back, I want you to leave my clinic and promise me that you will never return for me or any of my family or friends. You have taken so much already, first my wife, then Janil, and now you have injured my daughter as well. All we do here is offer help to those in need and yet you keep coming back and punishing us for it. What are we doing that is so wrong?”
 
   Jarod relaxed little by little while he spoke; taking in every word he was saying and processing it. He was no longer fighting the chains, his body and voice completely relaxed. “You give people hope,” he answered, his gaze locked on the ceiling above him, “and hope is a dangerous thing to those who desire to rule by fear.”
 
   Mikel had never heard him speak this way; a sadness and despair had crept into his voice, replacing the anger from just a few seconds prior. Once again he approached the bed, but Jarod refused to look at him as he continued, “That’s my job, to destroy any and all signs of hope, no matter how futile they may seem. And I am damn good at it, don’t you think?” Hopelessness filled the black void of his eyes as he stared at the ceiling above him. “I know you want me dead, that you all want me dead. So why not do everyone a favor and do it? Take over and finish the job your daughter and your friend couldn’t.”
 
   Mikel stared down at the man, asking him to end his life. How many times had he and so many others not only talked about but planned the death of the Enforcer, sat for hours discussing how much better their lives would be if someone could do away with him? And now here he was, laid out before him, asking him to do the task so many others would jump at the opportunity of doing, the very task he had begged Rigar not to do. 
 
   “I am not going to lie to you,” Mikel paused, looking him over, “the thought has crossed my mind on many occasions.” But as he looked at him now, instead of seeing the giant killer that he normally would have seen, he saw a broken man begging for an end to his misery. He couldn’t begin to imagine what his life was like inside that Tower, but it was as clear as the scars on his chest, that he definitely hadn’t been living the life of leisure as they all had assumed. 
 
   “You’re not my enemy,” Mikel responded after some time. “I thought you were, but the real enemy is locked away, hiding while you are out here fighting their battles for them; forced to defend yourself both inside and outside of the Tower.” Mikel studied him carefully, trying to read him for some sort of emotion other than the anger he so blatantly used as a shield. “So do me a favor and answer something for me. Why are you going back? You have found K, completed your mission according to Jaron. Why not leave here with him and K and actually use your gifts to help the people you have spent so long terrorizing?”
 
   His face went blank as he seemed to give the question some consideration. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure, because trust me, nobody hates the Shadows more than I do. What I wouldn’t give to get my hands on the three of them and end their pathetic lives. But even with all my strength, I’m not strong enough, and I never will be.” 
 
   There was a certain amount of defeat in the way he was spoke. Mikel knew it wasn’t easy for him to admit his vulnerability, and he couldn’t help but feel a small amount of pity welling up inside. 
 
   “But K can, once her strength has returned to her, they won’t stand a chance. So, it is up to me to give K the time she needs, which means I have to go back to the Tower and back to being the Enforcer, at least for a while longer.” He paused and looked Mikel dead in his eye. “And that means more innocent people, like your friend, possibly even you or your daughter, will need to be sacrificed.”
 
   The tone of his voice and the seriousness in his eyes sent a chill through Mikel. “Well, I guess all we can do is hope it doesn’t come to that. Not only for us, but for you as well, because with each innocent person you kill, I fear you are losing more and more of this side of yourself.”
 
   “Perhaps you are right.” He sighed, his whole body relaxing a little more into the bed. “It may be too late already. The longer I stay there the deeper I feel myself descending into the darkness, and soon, it will take me over completely. And when that day finally arrives, because it will, Jaron or K will be forced to carry out the task you and your friends were unwilling to. My only hope is that I can at least keep it together long enough to bear witness to the Shadows’ end.”
 
   His tone calm and his body relaxed, Mikel decided this might be the best opportunity to retry asking Jaron’s question one more time. “Can you tell me?” Mikel asked calmly. “Do you remember what happened last night?” 
 
   Jarod, with his gaze locked on the ceiling, furrowed his brow in concentration. “I was walking away from the girl, Citera. I was getting angry and was afraid I would do something to hurt her. But she was angry also, because of the lady I took from here, and she was crying.” He closed his eyes as he struggled to recall the events. “She said something, something that triggered the darkness, then …” He shook his head. “I don’t remember anything after that, it’s all black.” 
 
   When he reopened his eyes; it was apparent he knew he had harmed Citera, but to what extent, he wasn’t sure. He turned away from Mikel, unable to face him as he finally got the nerve to ask, “Is she … did I …” It was a rare view of the Enforcer that few, if any, had seen before, a side of him that felt guilt and remorse. 
 
   “You bit her and her ribs are broke, but she is will live, thanks to K and Jaron intervening,” Mikel explained. “And I suppose we have confirmed the rumors about what happens in the Tower to be true. Anyway, you need to remember what it was she said, Jaron said so. And I am a little curious as well, what exactly did she say that made you so angry?” 
 
   A mixture of guilt and relief rushed over his face. “The truth,” he answered somberly. “She called me the demon Reaper, the Shadows’ slave who does all their killing for them. And I think she threw in something about being a mindless coward.” He half laughed. “She really tells it like it is.” 
 
   Mikel grinned. “Yeah, she got that from her mom.” He moved to begin undoing the straps holding him down. “Well, you answered the questions and you’re not threatening to kill the whole clinic anymore, I guess that means I can let you out of these.”
 
   “Mind if I help?” a soft voice asked from the doorway. They had been so busy in conversation neither had noticed Citera opening the door. She stepped into the room, addressing Jarod, “If it’s all right with you of course.” 
 
   Jarod lifted his head to get a better view of her. Spotting the bandage to her neck, he sighed deeply, locking his eyes back on the ceiling. “I apologize for what happened, I lost control and it almost cost you your life.”
 
   Citera stood clutching her side as she approached the bed. “I’m sorry as well. I pushed you to that point and I knew better, I shouldn’t have said the things that I did.” 
 
   She joined her father and the two of them began working on the restraints. They were about to finish, when Jaron came casually strolling into the room followed by Dirik. “Oh good, we’re all better.”
 
   “Yeah, and where were you? I know you heard me calling you,” Mikel barked at Jaron, then at Dirik, “And why didn’t you come back?”
 
   “He told me not to,” Dirik retreated back a few steps pointing at Jaron. “He wouldn’t let me.”
 
   Jaron smiled. “It’s true, I left the two of you here alone on purpose. There were some issues you needed to work out if we are going to stay here. Anyway, he needed someone besides me to help him face the truth of what he did. He is too familiar with me and my ways, and can trick me into thinking he’s back even when he’s not.”
 
   Mikel and Citera released the last of the restraints and stepped away from the bed. Jarod swung his legs around to sit on the edge, rubbing his badly bruised and bleeding wrists. “I need to go, I can’t stay here anymore.”
 
   “And where are you going to go?” Citera asked, joining her dad at his side. “Its broad daylight, you can’t leave now.”
 
   “Then I will leave at dusk,” he responded. “I have to return, my two weeks are almost up.” In his mind all he could think about was the task that lay before him. He had spent the last two weeks trying to figure out a way to avoid going for Maya and her father, but he knew if he went back without them then the Shadows would just send the patrols for them and then force him to carry out their execution to prove his allegiance. It would have been better if they had killed me, he thought as jumped off the bed to stand. As soon as his feet hit the floor his head began to spin out of control, causing him to lose his balance and go crashing to the floor.
 
   “It doesn’t look as if you are going anywhere,” Jaron said, extending him a hand. Jarod held his head in one hand as he grabbed ahold of Jaron’s with the other.
 
   “What did you do to me? I feel like I’ve been drained,” he muttered as he struggled to get back on his feet without success; instead he crawled back into the bed using what little strength remained in his arms.
 
   “You can blame me for that.” K made her way inside to join the group gathered in this one room, “I drained a good portion of your energy when I knocked you out.” She then turned her attention to Dirik. “Mind giving a lady a hand?” 
 
   “Oh sure,” Dirik answered, coming to her assistance and helping her to the chair.
 
   “You should be resting. You used up what little strength you got from me last night,” Jaron frowned, rubbing his healed wrist. “And I can’t give you anymore, I’m still dizzy myself.” 
 
   “You worry too much,” K answered, blowing him off as she relaxed into the chair. “It will build back up slowly. Plus, I have spent the last fifty years imprisoned, so forgive me if I lack the desire to sit in that tiny room alone. Anyway, as I was saying, I drained your strength, but you should be back to normal by morning.”
 
   “Tomorrow morning!” Jarod protested, “I don’t have that much time, I need to leave tonight.” Remembering he still had one vial of red formula with him and turned to Jaron. “Where is my jacket?”
 
   “What do you need it for?” Jaron argued. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
 
   “Just give me my damn jacket, and while you’re at it find me a shirt,” he barked back at him. Begrudgingly Jaron walked to one of the cabinets, pulled out a bag and the jacket, and threw them both at Jarod. “Here, find your own damn shirt.”
 
   Jarod dug around in the bag, and finding a black shirt pulled it out and slipped it on over his head, before turning his attention to the jacket. Frantic, he searched through the pockets until he came across the red vial he was looking for. 
 
   “That won’t work,” K said as she sat leisurely in the chair.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It won’t work. I didn’t injure your body, just drained some energy,” she answered in the same calm tone. “That stuff is made to heal bodily injuries, and since your body isn’t injured, it won’t work. But feel free to try if you don’t believe me.”
 
   It wasn’t that he didn’t believe her, just that he couldn’t stand being rendered helpless and weak. I have to try, he thought to himself as he popped the top and took a swig. He could feel the formula coursing through his veins and the warmth of the healing as it reached the wounds on his neck and wrists. He sat for a minute longer, trying to give the formula plenty of time to do its job, then laying the vial on the bed bedside him, attempted once again to get to his feet. But as K had said the dizziness remained and he again found himself forced to sit back down. Becoming angrier and angrier at the situation and his inability to control it, he picked up the vial beside him to throw it across the room, when a swell of voices yelled out at him, “No!”
 
   The whole room was staring at him as he held the vial tightly in his grasp. Mikel approached him cautiously. “Please, don’t throw that. There are people that would give anything for a chance to cure a loved one, like the boy you saw the last time you were here. If you don’t want it, please let me have it.” Slightly perplexed by all the interest in the tiny vial, Jarod slowly lowered his arm and dropped the vial into Mikel’s hands. Mikel turned away, cradling the vial as if it was one of the most precious items in Vanteria, frightened of spilling even one drop of the valuable contents. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jarod slumped down in the bed. “In the morning?”
 
   “Yep,” K answered, watching the scene play out with great interest. “Why don’t you give little to your daughter, to fix her ribs?”
 
   Mikel’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Give formula to my daughter? She isn’t a Full-blood, it would kill her.”
 
   Taking an interest in the conversation once again, Jarod perked up and glared at Citera beneath raised eye brows. “You didn’t tell him?” She shook her head rapidly while waving at Jarod to be quiet, but it was too late. 
 
   Mikel, quick to catch on that there was something going on that he was obviously unaware of, scanned nervously around the room. “What didn’t she tell me?”
 
   Laughing, Jarod laid down in his bed, propping his feet up on the foot board. “This should be good.”
 
   “Dad,” Citera began, awkwardly wringing her hands in front of her, “remember the medicine I said helped to heal you and wake you up,” she paused, reluctant to tell him the truth, “well it wasn’t Janil’s paste like I led you believe.”
 
   She didn’t need to say anymore. “Red formula?” he asked, glancing back and forth between Citera and Jarod, eyes stretched wide. “You let him give me red formula? Why, by the stars, would you let him do something like that?” Panic filled his voice as he struggled with the new information, desperately searching for some kind of medical rational for what he was being told. “I mean, how did you know it wouldn’t kill me, how did you know he wasn’t trying to kill me?”
 
   “Dad, you were dying, I had to try something,” Citera interjected in her own defense.
 
   Jarod lay in the bed staring at the ceiling, appearing annoyed by all the commotion. “If I was trying to kill you, you would be dead.”
 
   “Jarod,” Jaron snapped. “I apologize for my companion, of his many great talents tact is not one. Anyway, what he is trying to say, in his own way, is that he has rescued and healed many Terrians and Full-bloods from the Tower using the red formula. It won’t harm your daughter because she has been bitten, just like it didn’t harm you.”
 
   “Bitten? What does that mean, what have you done to us?” Mikel asked, his panicked voice raising several octaves. 
 
   “You have their essence or whatever you wish to call it in you now. Of course you have much more in you than your daughter does, but still there should be enough to allow the red formula to heal her,” Jaron answered, watching Mikel as he studied the healed marks on his wrist.
 
   “Does that mean they are going to become Full-bloods?” Dirik asked quietly from behind everyone.
 
   Jarod laughed from the bed. “Not unless we decide to finish the job.”
 
   “And what does that mean?” Mikel snapped.
 
   “What he means is that the essence will remain dormant until activated, until you drink the blood of the Full-blood who infected you,” Jaron answered, glaring at Jarod. Citera found the pair’s interaction strange. It almost seemed like Jaron had no fear what-so-ever of the man who was clearly double his weight with the temper of a rabid dog. But what was even more shocking was that Jarod seemed to tolerate, if not expect Jaron taking control and ordering him around. With a huff, Jaron returned his attention to Mikel, “unless that happens the only true side-effect is slightly increased healing capabilities, which is temporary, and the fact that the red formula will heal your bodies like it does ours. Like I said, he has been doing this for years and no one has experienced any ill effects.”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Mikel pointed at Jarod relaxing in the bed, “he hasn’t actually been killing all the people he arrested; instead he has chosen to save a selected few. If that is the case who gave him the right to decide who lives and dies? Better yet, where are all these people and why has nobody heard from any of them?” 
 
   Jarod remained relaxed with his feet propped up not appearing too daunted by Mikel’s raving. “I don’t really feel the need to explain anything to you, if you want to let your daughter to continue suffering with broken ribs, that’s your decision. But these two keep telling me that I need to open up and talk more, so how about this …” He turned to look at Mikel, his black eyes shining. “Janil was one of those ‘select few’ that I have saved.”
 
   A heavy silence descended over the room as the Terrians struggled to grasp ahold of the information Jarod had so casually laid upon them. Pain etched across her features, Citera’s eyes began to slowly fill with tears. “Why would you say that? That was just cruel,” she cried, burying her face into her father’s shoulder. 
 
   “Have you no heart at all?” Mikel said with no lack of hatred in his voice. “All you do is bring misery, over and over again. Why would you reopen that wound?”
 
   Jarod spun his legs around. “Jaron, get me my boots and coat, I am done with this damn clinic.”
 
   “You settle down, you’re not going anywhere.” Jaron answered, trying to calm his friend down yet again, then returned his attention to Citera and Mikel. “He isn’t trying to reopen wounds. It’s the truth. I didn’t realize that the Terrian lady he brought to me before we came here was the same lady you were so upset about. But I assure you she is alive and well, back at my camp, with her husband.”
 
   Mikel went pale and it was now Citera who was supporting him as his legs became weak beneath him. Could it be that everything they had thought about the Enforcer was really only a cover? Do you want to join your husband? The words he had said as they shackled her and marched her out of the clinic replayed over and over again in his mind. But how was it possible? The inspectors took her to the Tower, he saw it with his own eyes, and no one ever came back out once they went inside, alive anyway.
 
   “How?” was the only thing he could manage to say.
 
   Jarod, still sitting on the side of the bed and seeming very frustrated at not being able to get anyone to give him the rest of his clothes, stared down Mikel and Citera angrily. “I bit her, drained her, and then paid the cart driver to leave her in a specified location where I picked her up.” 
 
   “The two of us have a bond. It’s difficult to put in words, but no matter how far apart we are, we can allow the other to see glimpses of our thoughts,” Jaron tried to explain. “Usually he only needs to picture a location in his mind and I will know where to go to find them. Then I travel to there, find the body, and revive them. Once they are able, we then travel back to the camp. In your friend’s case, however, he was coming my way so she came with him.”
 
   Connection? Jaron’s explanation brought with it about as many questions as it did answers. But one question weighed on him heavier than others. “If this is true, and I am still not convinced it is, then why didn’t you tell us? You have had many opportunities, why let us keep thinking she was dead and that you killed her?”
 
   “Jaron, damn it, get me my things.” 
 
   Jaron stared down his angry friend in a silent rebuttal. Jarod growled with the frustration and slammed his fist into the mattress, denting the metal frame beneath. This was not a situation he was accustomed to, that was for sure. Gesturing angrily around at the group of them, he answered, “I never once said she was dead, you assumed that on your own, and now that you know the truth, you still don’t believe me.” 
 
   Mikel and Citera’s eyes cast to the floor, as Jarod continued to voice his frustration. “And why should you? You don’t have any reason to trust me and I couldn’t care less. Besides, what is the point of letting you know she is alive when you can never see or have contact with her ever again? Because that is the only way this works, if everyone they ever knew thinks that they are dead.” 
 
   Mikel and Citera, side by side, held on to each other. It was a lot to accept, not just what Jarod had said, but everything that had happened in the last two weeks. Since K had been carried through their doorway everything that they thought they knew had been proven to be nothing more than a lies.  
 
   “Well, now that that is settled,” K interrupted clapping her hands together and effectively drawing everyone’s attention. “Give the girl a small sip. That should be all it takes to heal her.”
 
   Mikel looked down at the small vial in his hand and removed the top. Being careful not to spill any of its contents, he slowly handed it over to Citera. His nervousness was affecting her as she took it, using both hands to minimize the trembling. Glancing first at the vial, then at her father, and finally back to Jarod, she placed the vial to her lips. Taking a very small sip of the liquid, she then handed it back to overly anxious father.
 
   “Do you feel okay?” 
 
   “I think so,” she answered, as a warm sensation traveled through her veins. “It feels strange.” 
 
   However, no sooner than the words had left her mouth, than the heat intensified, especially around her neck and ribs. The discomfort in her neck lasted only a few moments, as the healing formula made quick work of the mainly superficial wound. But her ribs were a different matter. Citera frowned, trying to keep from grimacing and worrying her father as the intensity of the heat in her ribcage continued to steadily increase, and as it did so did her anxiety. 
 
   “It’s burning, a lot, is it supposed to?” she asked, trying her best to control her growing panic.
 
   Mikel, knowing his daughter well enough to tell she was in distress, took her into his arms and held her close to him. “How much longer will this take?” he asked of the Full-bloods watching them silently.
 
   “A little longer, it’s almost run its course,” Jarod answered flatly. “Once it gets so hot you can’t stand it anymore it’s usually done, however bones are the worst.” 
 
   Citera, struggling with the fire burning inside her, buckled over hugging her ribs with tears welling in her eyes. She felt as if someone was inside her body with a white hot iron trying to burn their way out. She grabbed ahold of her father’s arm, squeezing with all her might and burying her face into his shoulder in attempt to keep herself from screaming. The heat continued to worsen. He lied, this isn’t stopping, she thought to herself. However, right when she was on the edge of blacking out, certain she was dying and that the Enforcer had found a way to extract his revenge, it stopped. 
 
   Stopped, not faded away, stopped, there wasn’t even a twinge of what she had been feeling, nothing, as if it never happened, it was gone. Citera pulled her face out of her father’s shoulder and looked around at the room through wet, hazy eyes. Carefully she ran her hand along her ribcage and was elated to discover the pain was gone. Smiling, she glanced up at her father. “It worked,” she said, half laughing, unable to disguise her giddiness. “It doesn’t hurt to breathe.”
 
   Mikel ran his hands over the ribs then pulled the bandage off her neck. “It left a scar.” 
 
   “The bites always do, there is no way to avoid it,” K answered casually. “She will need to find a way to keep it covered from now on.”
 
   Mikel embraced his daughter tightly. He then walked across the room toward Jarod, who watched him suspiciously as he approached. “I’m not ashamed to admit when I have made a mistake, and in your case it appears I have made a tremendous one,” Mikel extended his hand, “I misjudged you, we all did, and for that I apologize.” 
 
   Jarod, who still seemed to question his intentions, hesitated. The two of them stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, then with a sigh, Jarod reluctantly took his hand.
 
   “Well now that all that is over,” Dirik chimed in, “I’m going to the market. Anyone need anything?”
 
   “No you’re not,” Jarod snapped, squeezing Mikel’s hand a little too hard. Seeing Mikel begin to buckle under the pressure he released his hand. “No one is going anywhere.” 
 
   Dirik, undeterred, held his ground. “I go to the market every day, so if I don’t show up it will raise people’s curiosity and they will come looking for me.” Dirik turned to walk toward the door with a cocky smirk. “Besides, what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “Why you little …” Jarod’s temper flared, but Jaron quickly intervened, stepping between Dirik and the door.
 
   “Just because he is out of commission doesn’t mean you are free to do as you wish. He is right, it is too risky to let you run around the streets, how do we know you won’t go straight to the patrols?”
 
   Tension was rising in the room, as it became clear to Mikel and the others that despite everything that had occurred, they were still prisoners within their own home. 
 
   “He’s right,” Mikel broke in, “people will look for him. He runs errands for various people around town to earn money, and if he doesn’t show up they will come looking for him. It’s happened before when he was sick, half the market came here trying to find him. My suggestion is, if you don’t want a continuous line of people knocking on the front door, you’d better let him go.” 
 
   “I think it will be fine,” K joined in. “Let the boy go, he won’t do anything stupid,” as she spoke her eyes burned a hole through Dirik, “because he knows if he does, he would be putting the rest of his friends in grave danger.”
 
   “Right, more threats,” Dirik muttered, inching his way around Jaron toward the door. “Like I said, I will be back. I’ll even bring dinner for everyone from the inn.” 
 
   Jarod’s head spun around at this last statement, but it was too late, the young Terrian was out the door and long gone. He sat there staring after him, shaking his head. He didn’t like the idea of the boy going outside, and definitely not to the inn; something about it gave him a bad feeling. But there was nothing he could do about it. He scanned around the room, his gaze falling on Citera who was smiling at him, obviously excited about her speedy recovery. Quickly he averted his gaze back to the floor. He couldn’t stand to face her; looking at her gave him an empty feeling inside, not only for what he had done to her, but also because she reminded him of Maya. 
 
   Mikel, still holding on to her, gazed down on Citera. “Well, we might as well make ourselves useful if we are going to be stuck inside all day. If you are feeling well enough, do you think you can help me repair some of the damage our large visitor here has done?”
 
   “Actually, I was hoping I could borrow her for a little while,” K interrupted. “I would like her assistance in getting cleaned up. I need to get a bath or shower, something that involves a lot of soap and water. Also, if it isn’t too much of a bother, I need to find out if there are any clothes I can use, I don’t feel like wearing this thing anymore,” she explained, pulling on the front of the clinic gown with disgust.
 
   “Sure,” Citera answered excitedly. “There is a shower upstairs in the apartment, and I think you might be able to wear some of my mom’s old clothes … if that’s okay with you?” she asked, turning to her father.
 
   “That will be fine.” Turning, he addressed the Enforcer and Jaron, “I’ll be down the hall if the two of you need anything.” 
 
   Jarod, still bitter about being rendered immobile, shrugged and plopped back into the bed, kicking his feet over the end. “I guess I will wait here.”
 
   “You need me to help you with the stairs?” Citera asked K after watching Jarod’s display of self-pity.
 
   Standing, K shook her head. “I can make it.” 
 
   She managed the stairs without much difficulty as together they went through the living room, passing into the hallway, and into the bathroom at the end of the corridor. K took a seat on the lid of the toilet and began to work on getting whatever it was she had wound up in her hair out, while Citera turned on the shower to let the water begin to warm. Turning her attention to the cabinets, Citera rummaged around trying to locate a towel and washcloths, but none were to be found. With a groan, she turned to K. “We are out of towels, give me a second and I will go get some from the laundry room downstairs.” 
 
   “That’s fine, but before you go, do you mind untying this thing?” K asked, standing and turning her back to Citera to expose the ties on the back of the gown. She obliged, untying them one at a time, and when she pulled the last tie loose, the gown fell open to expose the bare skin on K’s thin back. 
 
   Citera threw her hand over her mouth to keep herself from gasping aloud. K was riddled with scars of past beatings and fights, much like Jarod. The lines crisscrossed her back in layers, along with multiple puncture marks and stab wounds, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention. As she continued to stare, she saw for the first time what it was that the inspectors were always looking for, what Jaron and Jarod had checked for, and what she now couldn’t take her eyes off of. 
 
   In the center of her back, directly between her shoulder blades, was a design that appeared to have been burned into her skin. It was made of bold black lines in the shape of a ring, a ring encased inside of an upside down triangle, and wrapped in what appeared to be a vine covered in thorns. And in the center of it all, standing out amongst the dark lines and pale skin, was what appeared at first glance to be a tear drop … that is, if the bright red color didn’t make it frightening clear that it was actually a drop of blood.
 
   “My thanks.” Turning around and seeing the look on Citera’s face, K asked in her usual calm tone, “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean, it’s just,” Citera didn’t know what to say, and continued to struggle to find the words to explain herself. “I didn’t mean to be rude, to stare, but I’ve never seen …” 
 
   K said nothing as she watched Citera make a fool of herself by babbling incessantly. Then, as if suddenly aware of what had happened, she glanced over her own shoulder and spotting her own exposed back in the mirror, gave a deep sigh. “Oh, I see. Does it bother you? Normally I would have that masked, but with my current condition being less than optimal at the moment, I am, as you say, all exposed.” 
 
   “Of course not. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be impolite.” As she spoke Citera backed slowly toward the door. “I … I will go get the towels, I’ll be right back.” 
 
   Stumbling out of the bathroom she continued down the hall, happy to be out of the situation, but angry at her own behavior. Idiot, she thought to herself, and headed down the stairs to the laundry room. She hesitated a moment in front of the room where Jarod laid still staring at the ceiling, while he and Jaron chatted about some camp. She watched him for a moment laying there calmly, talking, and laughing at something Jaron had said when her mind flashed back to the look on his face during the night when he had her in his grasp only moments away from killing her. 
 
   How can one person have two such different personalities? Remembering the scarring that covered the majority of both their bodies, she began to get a grasp on why he and K must be the way they were. She could only imagine the physical and undoubted mental abuse the two of them had suffered in their time. But where K could suppressed her emotions, willing herself to stay calm and composed, Jarod had been encouraged to feed off his anger, to relish in it, transforming him into the remorseless killer he had become. No wonder he carries so much anger, she thought as she continued on down the hall. He’s as scarred on the inside as he is on the outside. 
 
   The laundry room was a complete mess. Trudging over the mounds of clothes, it wasn’t hard to see that over the last couple of weeks, the daily chores had definitely fallen behind. Luckily it seemed Dirik had been at least attempting to keep up with a few things, and she found a stack of clean towels in the corner. Grabbing an armful, she made her way back up the stairs into the apartment and to the bathroom where the sounds of running water confirmed K was still inside. Standing outside the door, she thought it best not to intrude and called through the door, “K, I have the towels.”
 
   “Bring them in and put them on the counter, please. I will be a while longer, my hair has a half century’s worth of knots and filth to deal with.” 
 
   Citera eased the door open, and once she was sure the coast was clear she ran in, dropped the towels on the counter, and darted out calling behind her, “I’m going down the hall to my dad’s room and try to find you some clothes.” 
 
   “All right then,” K replied. Citera thought she heard her say something else, but she was already down the hall and into her dad’s room.
 
   In the corner of the bedroom was a wardrobe that hadn’t been opened since her mother’s death many months ago. Made with heavy wood and adorned with beautiful engravings of vines and roses, it was by far the most ornate piece of furniture they owned. Her mom had told her once that it was older than even the Shadows themselves, that it had been passed down to her from her mother, who had gotten it from her mother and so forth and so on. 
 
   She took a deep breath and opened the door, her mother’s clothes hung from the bar undisturbed with a line of three drawers below. Citera took one of the shirts into her hand and pulled it to her face, breathing in the scent of her mother that still lingered on them. She smiled as she flipped one by one through each piece, picturing the last time she saw her in each one. 
 
   Enough memories, time to focus, she thought to herself as she scanned over dresses and skirts. K doesn’t seem like a dress type. She continued sorting through the clothes until she came to a pair of leggings her mother had hardly used; she preferred the skirts and dresses. She pulled them out and dug around some more, coming across a mourning blouse, black with detailed embroidering on the shoulders running down its long sleeves. 
 
   Citera placed the clothes on the bed, and stepped back. 
 
   “Looks good to me.” 
 
   Citera jumped as K’s voice startled her from behind. “I think they should fit you fairly well, but they may still be a bit loose,” she remarked, clutching a hand over her pounding heart. Turning around, she found K standing in the doorway with the towels wrapped around her body and hair. She struggled to keep from staring at the pattern of dots that also appeared to be burns, as they moved from the center of her chest toward her collarbone on both sides. 
 
   “I bet you feel better?” Citera asked, half laughing. “You look a lot better.”
 
   K’s mouth curved up as she moved across the room to the bed. “You have no idea, and you probably don’t have any hot water left.” 
 
   “It builds up pretty quick, and its day time so the solar panel should be fully charged. Anyway, I’ll step outside while you get dressed,” Citera said, stepping through the door and closing it behind her. 
 
   After a few moments K called through the door, “You can come back.”
 
   Citera cracked the door open and peeked inside; K stood in the middle of the room wearing the leggings and the shirt, which fit her well other than being slightly baggy around her thin frame. She no longer resembled the helpless, weak girl Rigar had dragged from a cave less than two weeks ago, instead before her stood a strong, battle tried woman with all the scars to prove it. 
 
   “Well, what do you think?” K asked. “They are a little big, but once I’m back to normal they should fit perfectly.”
 
   “You look great, but it would look better without that,” she laughed, pointing to the towel still wrapped around her head.
 
   “Yes I suppose it would.” K smiled, reaching up and touching the towel. “I hate to keep bothering you, but do you have a brush? It’s quite a mess up there.” 
 
   Citera walked over to the wardrobe, pulled out one of her mom’s brushes, and handed it to her. “Here you go.”
 
   “I promise, I won’t bother you much longer,” K said, unwrapping the towel. As the last twist fell loose it released a cascade of hair that fell down well past K’s shoulders. Once again Citera was left standing with a dumfounded look on her face. Mouth gaped and eyes wide, K laughed at the young girl’s inability to hide her emotions. 
 
   “You know, child, remind me never to have you at my side in any situation that requires bluffing. You and your expressions are a dead giveaway, but I really do enjoy them.”
 
   “Your hair,” was all she could manage to say, as K took the brush from her hand and began to pull it through layer upon layer of curls. Citera had never seen hair that curled back on itself in such away; with each pull of the brush it rebounded back into its position much like the curls in a grape vine. However, it was the color that really had her undivided attention, for now that the dirt and blood had been washed away what was left behind was the most gorgeous head full of platinum white hair she had ever seen. It was so pure and devoid of color that the brightness of it in the light of the room was near blinding. 
 
   “It’s white,” Citera whispered under her breath. 
 
   “Yes, I know.” K laughed as she continued to pull the brush through the long strands. “I am very old after all.” 
 
   “But Full-bloods don’t get white hair,” Citera argued, “they all have black or brown hair. Only a Terrian’s hair changes color as we age.”
 
   “I’m messing with you,” K replied, still obviously amused by her shock. “My hair has been this color since I was born, and it’s caused me a lot of problems, too.”
 
   “But why?” The question was ridiculous she knew—I mean, after all why was her hair the color it was—but it was all she could think of to ask. She was mesmerized by the sheer beauty of it, and continued watching as K ran the brush through the mass of curls that fell onto her back in layers. 
 
   “Who knows,” she answered, finishing up, “perhaps I did something wrong in another life and this was my punishment.” She handed the brush back to Citera. “All done, shall we go back downstairs?”
 
   “Sure.” Citera was more than happy to change the subject, and was about to lead the way when she noticed something. “Wait, you don’t have any shoes,” she said, jumping back into her mother’s clothes and pulling out a pair of her loafers. Holding them up in the air and looking over to K, she shook her head. “No, that won’t work, follow me.” She strolled across to her room and dug into her closet before removing a pair of black leather boots. “This will be better.” She said handing them to K, who had followed in behind her.
 
   “Are you sure?” K asked, furrowing her brow as she took the boots. “They look like a nice pair, I’d hate to take your things.” 
 
   Citera shook her head. “I never use them, besides I think they will look better on you.” 
 
   K sat down and slipped them on. “They fit perfectly,” she said, smiling. “We must be about the same size. How old are you anyway?” 
 
   The abruptness of the question caused her to hesitate for a moment, and she tried to remember the answer. “I’m sixteen. Why, how old are you?” 
 
   K let out a laugh that Citera was sure they heard downstairs. “Now that is a question,” she said, standing and heading out toward the hall, “that will have to remain unanswered for the time being. Let’s just say I was only a little older than you are when I quit aging and leave it at that.” 
 
   She headed down the hall toward the kitchen with Citera following close behind. As they passed the kitchen, K hesitated when she caught a whiff of the aromas from Jaron’s breakfast feast. “I smell coffee.” 
 
   These two are strange, Citera thought as she led K into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee for K and herself, watching fascinated as K took a sip of the warm liquid. 
 
   “Now that is good,” she remarked as she savored another sip, “like Jaron used to make me.”
 
   “Well, he made this, too,” Citera stated, pointing at the rest of the breakfast still laid out on the table. 
 
   “He made all this today?” 
 
   “Yes, while he left my dad alone with the Enforcer.” 
 
   K looked over the table at it all before picking up a piece of toast and taking a bite. “Why do you call him that?” 
 
   Citera puzzled by the question, hesitated a moment. “The Enforcer? I don’t know, that’s what everyone calls him … because of what he does I suppose. You know, enforcing the laws of the Shadows. I didn’t even know he had a real name until yesterday.”
 
   K continued eating as she thought on this for a moment. “I see. Let’s just hope it isn’t too late to prevent the persona from becoming the person.” She finished off the last bite of toast and picked up her coffee. “Let’s go.”
 
   Citera assisted K slowly down the stairs; going down seeming to be much harder on her than going up had been, either that or she was worn out from all the activity. Once they reached the bottom, K stared into the room where Jarod was resting quietly. “Thanks again for all your help. But if you don’t mind, I think I’m going to talk to him alone for a minute or two.”
 
   “Of course. I should go help my dad anyway, there is a lot of catching up to do,” she agreed, following her gaze to the Enforcer lying fixed in the same position. “Good luck.”
 
   K nodded slightly then walked into the room, stopping momentarily to watch Citera as she trotted down the hall before pausing to smile at her as she closed the door. Innocence, she thought as she made her way to a chair beside the bed, such a precious gift that is so easily lost. 
 
   It felt comfortable to sit down for a moment, her legs relishing the break. Her exhaustion from such slight activities was a testament to just how close this last capture had taken her to the brink. Meanwhile, Jarod lay silently in the bed, eyes closed, seemingly unaware of her presence. Carefully she lifted her cup of coffee to her mouth and took another sip. “Feeling any better?” she asked over the top of her cup. 
 
   Jarod turned his gaze to her and immediately spun his feet around, eyes wide. “My l-lady, y-you look … beautiful.”
 
   She sat there sipping on her coffee, enjoying him stammering over his words. “Thank you, but this will most likely be the last time you see me this way. Once I have fed again, I will be able to maintain a mask. Actually that’s why I came in here, I need a favor.”
 
   “Anything. Whatever you need,” he was trying his best to hide his obvious captivation with her new appearance, “just ask.”
 
   “I need to feed, it’s the only way I can quit stumbling around like a drunken fool. I want you to take me out tomorrow in the early hours to hunt. You should be back to normal by then … mostly anyway.” She paused as she took another sip.
 
   “Hunt? I had planned to leave before sunrise, but I suppose it can wait a few hours.” Jarod paused as his mind worked to form a plan, but in all honesty the request had caught him completely off guard. “There are a large amount of patrols in his town, and with recent events they will most likely be out in full force. Then there is the matter of the curfew and your unique appearance.”
 
   “I thought you would do anything for me,” K teased with a grin. “Don’t tell me you are afraid of a little early morning escapade. I figured you would be more likely to help than Jaron, as he has a weak constitution for this sort of thing. And, might I add, I would much rather have you by my side in case something goes wrong.” She glanced around, and noticing for the first time that Jaron wasn’t in the room added, “Where is he anyway?”
 
   “He went to help Mikel, mumbling something about idle hands. He never could stay still,” he replied, leaning back on his hands. “And to answer your question, I would be honored to go with you, I was only trying to think of the best way to go about it. I don’t suppose you would care to partake of one of the Terrians that’s already here, or perhaps drain Jaron again, it would be much easier.”
 
   “I will do no such thing,” the suggestion alone appeared to have been insulting, “I’m not a complete monster. Besides, I kind of like them, they seem to be good people, and I owe them. Honestly, I prefer to use donors, much like Jaron, but seeing as I’m sure they are rare if not extinct in this time, I suppose I will have to settle for someone of a corrupt nature. And as for Jaron, it’s way too soon, he hasn’t had enough time to build up his stores. No, I’m afraid you are stuck taking me out.”
 
   “Then in the early hours, while everyone is asleep, we will go see what we can find.” 
 
   “Wonderful,” K said, taking another sip of the warm liquid. Slowly an uncomfortable silence enveloped the room as the two of them sat quietly staring at the other. It was clear to K he had something weighing on his mind, but for whatever reason, he was hesitant to ask. So she waited patiently, allowing him the time he needed to build up the nerve and after a few more quiet moments, he finally spoke.
 
   “Can I ask you something, while we are alone?” he asked cautiously.
 
   “By all means,” she replied, leaning back into the chair and making herself comfortable. 
 
   There was definitely an allure to her, the way she moved, the way she talked, everything about her drew, him in. He pushed the thoughts back down trying to clear his mind. “How do you maintain control over the emotions?” he inquired, studying the scar over her eye. “You made me what I am, so I can’t help but feel that part of this anger and hatred I have stems from the blood you gave me.” He hesitated, unsure if she was going to take offense to what he was saying. 
 
   K however remained calm, continuing to sip the liquid from the cup and staring at him in a way that made him both comfortable and nervous at the same time. 
 
   “It’s just, I know you have endured so much more than I ever will, yet you still manage to stay in control. Does the anger and hopelessness not tear at you from the inside?” He paused, taking a deep breath, casting his gaze to the floor. “Meanwhile, I can’t figure out how to stop myself from trying to kill a small girl over nothing more than words.” 
 
   K took another sip then set the cup on the floor before she stood and walked toward him. A twinge of fear crept in him as she moved closer and closer in a stride that reminded him of a predator stalking its prey. She stopped inches from him and he flinched as she placed her hands on the outside of his thighs and leaned in close. “I have my ways,” she whispered. “Now let me ask you a question,” Jarod froze, as she moved her hands up the outside of his legs while her piercing blue eyes scanned over him, “what do you see when you look at me?”
 
   “What do you mean?” He leaned back, trying to put as much space between him and her as he could; there was nothing about this situation that he felt good about. “I see the person who made me what I am, Jaron as well. We owe you everything and that’s why we have worked so hard to find you.” 
 
   She had an expression on her face that he was finding very concerning as she continued to move in closer and closer until she was virtually on top of him. He could feel the warmth of her breath as it skimmed that sensitive area on the side of his neck as a combination of fear and desire churned in his core. He was struggling to maintain control. “Please, my lady, what do you want me to say?” he breathed as she continued to push his limits.
 
   “Do I frighten you?” Her voice icy and cold while she spoke.
 
   His heart was pounding out of his chest; he knew very well what she was capable of and with him still in this debilitated state there wasn’t much he could do about. “Well?” she asked, her face only inches away from his.
 
   “Yes,” he finally answered, praying it was the correct response.
 
   “And why do you think that is?” She smiled, allowing him to see the outline of her fangs.
 
   “Because I know what you are capable of and I have no idea what you want from me right now.”
 
   She backed slowly away, the grin on her face made it obvious she was making a point. Then to his surprise she jumped up on the bed beside him. “Exactly. You know me, but what about those who don’t?” She sat beside him, swinging her legs back and forth off the side of the bed. “People look at you and they know immediately what you are capable of doing, your presence alone demanding respect. Because of that you have never been forced to learn a way to suppress and control your rage, you haven’t needed to. If something or someone challenged or threatened you, you dealt with them easily using your strength and appearance to intimidate and instill fear. The Shadows used this to their advantage, putting you through unrelenting training and conditioning to further suppress the rational side of you. The problem with that is if you live that way for too long, you risk the rage consuming completely.” 
 
   She had relaxed her posture, as she picked up his hand and ran her finger over the scar on the back. “I, on the other hand, have had to come up with other methods for dealing with and instilling fear into those who might otherwise do me harm. You see, when you are born a woman, people see you first and foremost as weak. I could go around yelling and threatening people all day long, but the truth of the matter is, my delicate stature is not much use when it comes to intimidation, so I have had to develop a more passive way of dealing with enemies.” She continued to move her hand over his and up his arm onto his shoulder. The more she touched him, the more nervous he became, feeling himself being drawn into her seduction little by little. 
 
   “At first glance, they see me and they see a victim—a small, thin-framed woman easy for the taking—so I use that to my advantage. I allow them to see what they want to see, a defenseless, helpless woman, someone easy to take advantage of.” She ran her hand down the back of his arm to the top of his thigh. Instinctually he caught his breath and held it as she continued to caress the top of his leg gently. “And once they think they have me right where they want me,” in a flash she leapt on top of him, pushing him onto the bed and pinning him there with such a force that it knocked the wind from his lungs, “I really have them exactly where I want them.” 
 
   She sat straddling his abdomen with both his hands and arms pinned beneath her legs. His emotions were running amok as she ran her hands under his shirt and across his bare chest. Despite the vast difference in size and her weakened state, he could not break his arms free and was forced to lay there as she continued making her point extremely clear … she was in control.
 
   Looking upon her face, her eyes had turned a darker, richer shade of blue. “So, Jarod,” she asked, sitting back comfortably but maintaining her pin, “are you having any thoughts about breaking my rule again?” 
 
   “What? No, of course not!” he answered, still struggling to free his arms. 
 
   She smiled, and leaned forward, pressing her body against him as she whispered into his ear, “Are you sure?” 
 
   She shifted slightly, freeing his hands one at a time, but her face remained only inches from his. His first urge was to push her away, but he couldn’t; he knew the rule she was referring to all too well, and to put his hands on her in any way without her permission was considered the highest form of treason. 
 
   Desperate to figure a way out of this situation, he decided to try and talk his way out like he did so often with the Shadows. “K, I don’t know what you …” he began, but before he could finish the sentence she leaned in and locked her lips with his in a kiss full of passion and desire. 
 
   He felt as if his body had been set a blaze, and though everything in him screamed to take ahold of her, to pull her into him, and bring her tighter against his body, he fought it down, choosing instead to grab ahold to the side of the bed. Closing his eyes, he let his body relax as she ran her hands gently over the muscles of his chest and arms while she deepened the kiss. Pain, anger, desire, and loneliness flowed into him from her touch, and though it took every measure of control he had, he kept his hands at his sides gripping the edge of the bed, the metal cutting deep into his palms. 
 
   It felt like it would never end and he wasn’t sure he wanted it to. Never before had he felt such a desire to have something as much as he did her in this very moment. When she finally did release him from the embrace, she stared into his eyes for what felt like forever before leaning over and whispering into his ear, “Now that is self-control.” And with that she sat up, looking very pleased with herself. “Good job,” she said, swinging off the bed with a smirk. 
 
   Without waiting for him to reply she headed across the room toward the door, pausing in the doorway before closing it. “If you can maintain control of yourself and your emotions under those circumstances, there remains hope for you yet. Until tonight.” And with that she slammed the door, leaving Jarod dumbfounded and confused staring after her. 
 
   Back in the hallway, K spotted Jaron working to repair the floorboards damaged during Jarod and Rigar’s confrontation. He looked up, having heard the door close, and seeing her standing there came to her side. “Let me walk you back to your room.” Then glancing through the window at Jarod still lying on the bed, grasping the sides as if he were about to fall off added, “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
   K laughed, “Oh a little lesson in self-control. I think he did fairly well.” 
 
   “Oh,” Jaron replied, returning his attention to K; she was as captivating to look at as he had always remembered. And though she was much thinner than he would like, she had a glow to her that drew him and any other man that was brave or stupid enough to cross her path into her trap. Even when she masked that allure was still there. “I never thought I would get a chance to see you this way again. You look beautiful.” 
 
   She smiled the way a woman does when she knows she has a man right where she wants him, but Jaron didn’t mind. He had seen her in many looks in his time around her, but there was something about this form with the white hair and haunting pale blue eyes that he loved. “I think you should stay this way for a while.”
 
   But K was having no part of it. “No, we both already know how people react; I’ve seen it too many times. The reaction of the girl upstairs alone tells me they aren’t ready, and we have enough to deal with without making the task ahead of us any more difficult.” She glanced past him down the hall, he followed her gaze to the sun shining in through the front door. He knew she was longing to be outside in warmth of the sunlight, but it was not even an option until her ability to mask had returned to her. With a sigh she continued, “I have already decided as soon as I am able to maintain it, I will mask.”
 
   “People change, K, you just need to give them the chance. Maybe if they see you how you really look, they will be more likely to believe who you are.” Jaron continued, knowing he was risking angering her by what he was about to say, “You know, at some point you will have to take your place as queen, you can’t avoid it forever.”
 
   “Queen?” K said half laughing, but it was clear from the furrowing of her brows that he had upset her. “No, I don’t think any of us are ready for that yet. I know I am not. By the stars, Jaron, they don’t even know what they are.” She glared at him. “Besides, I don’t think you are one to judge, from what I can tell you haven’t been completely honest with, Jarod, or am I wrong?” 
 
   He bowed his head, and dropped his gaze to the floor. She was right; what right did he have to judge her, when he also had secrets he wasn’t quite ready to come clean with. Plus, as she had mentioned, the Shadows had managed to brainwash all the Full-bloods into thinking they were nothing more than weak, formula dependent slaves. It would take time to undo all the damage they had done, to teach the Full-bloods how to unlock their full potential and to show them they were much more than what they had become. 
 
   “I can make it the rest of the way,” she said as she continued down the hall. “When they all get back we should get together and talk. There are a few things we need to figure out before we leave this place.” 
 
   He watched as she made her way to her room, closing the door behind her. It would only be a matter of time before he would have the pleasure of watching as she destroyed the Shadows. He couldn’t help but smile imagining the look on their faces when she stood in front of them, ready to take revenge for what they had done to her, to them all. 
 
   With her resting and Jarod still out of commission, he went back to work on the floorboards and was almost finished when Mikel came down the hall. “Looks great,” he said as he walked up. 
 
   “It wasn’t as bad as it seemed.” Jaron stood up to greet him, then taking notice of the jacket he was wearing, couldn’t help as his brow furrowed and he blocked the hallway. “Where do you think you are going?”
 
   Jaron was nearly as tall as Jarod, though he did not have the same stature—his build was much leaner and sleek. That said, he was intimidating in his own way. Yet Mikel stood his ground. “There is something I have to do,” he answered nervously. “Before all this happened, there was a young Full-blood here that was teetering on the brink of death thanks to the supervisors and that damn road. He needs this red formula,” Mikel said, clutching his jacket pocket protectively. “I need to take it to his family and try to save him if it’s not already too late.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” Jaron stated, continuing to block the hall. “How are you going to explain to them how you came by that? Not to mention what happens if you get caught on the street with it?”
 
   “I will tell them that one of their many requests got approved. I promise they will be so elated they won’t question it. And as for the Patrols they won’t stop me, I treat them for free here in the clinic just like everyone else, in return they pretty much leave me alone. Please this is something I have to do.”
 
   Jaron and Mikel stood toe-to-toe; it was clear Mikel would not give this up without a fight, and deep down Jaron couldn’t help but feel he owed this to Mikel. After all, he had put his life on the line to protect K from the inspectors and Jarod when he came here as the Enforcer. He was a rare sort, not many people would do a thing like that for their own family much less a complete stranger. With a deep sigh, Jaron relented, “All right, but don’t be gone long. If Jarod finds out I let you go he will haul me off to the Tower.” Then, looking down the hall behind him, Jaron asked, “And where is Citera?”
 
   “She is in the back catching up on laundry and other things. I told her she needed to stay, that way you know I am coming back and I’m not up to anything.”
 
   “Don’t make me regret this,” Jaron threatened, stepping aside to let him pass. Mikel nodded then eased his way around him, continuing down the hall toward the lobby before disappearing through the front door. Jaron stood alone watching as the door closed behind him, praying that he hadn’t just made a huge mistake. However it was too late for regrets and all he could do now was pray to the stars that the next time the door opened it wasn’t to a brigade of patrols coming to haul them away to the Tower. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Maya
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun was shining bright in the sky, the warmth soaking into his pores as Dirik weaved his way through the market. The day was in full swing, with people busily going about their daily lives, blissfully unaware of the events taking place within the walls of their tiny clinic. He had heard someone shouting to him as he bolted through the clinic door, but he hadn’t taken the time to look back out of fear Jarod had somehow regained his ability to walk and was charging down the hall after him. Once outside, it took another full half hour of sprinting to the other side of town before Dirik slowed; finally convinced no one was following him.
 
   There was still a part of him that feared what the Enforcer had intend for them once he was finished with the clinic, but for today at least he decided to push those frightening thoughts to the back of his mind. He intended to take full advantage of this day and enjoy every little sight and sound he could as he wound his way through the streets ducking and dodging the patrols as he went.
 
   Arriving at the market, he spent most of the day visiting and running errands for the various shop keepers as he usually did. They didn’t pay much, but it was an honest way of making a living, and many of the owners often gave him free things for his trouble. He had just finished a job for the baker and was enjoying a pastry that he had been given as part of his payment when he heard Mr. Lark beckoning him from his vegetable stand. He was an unpleasant old man that Dirik usually tried to avoid, but he didn’t have anything better to do and so he walked over to see what he wanted. 
 
   “Mr. Lark, what can I do for you today?” Dirik asked, trying to sound as pleasant as possible. 
 
   It was one of those things Mikel was continuously reinforcing on him; that no matter how unpleasant a person was he should always do his best to remain friendly and hospitable. Mikel said this was because there was no way of knowing what type of problems that person had going on in their life that could be making them act that way. That everyone had problems, some more than others, and some handled them better than others, but that all it took was one person showing the slightest bit of compassion to turn a day around. But that was just the type of person Mikel was. 
 
   “Ha, like I would want help from a little thief. I don’t need to be seen associating with your type,” Mr. Lark grumbled waving his hand dismissingly at Dirik.
 
   Dirik, infuriated at the audacity of the old man, snapped back without thinking, “So why did you call me, you old goat? Just to insult me?” Dirik would have to apologize to Mikel later, there were just some people who made it impossible to be nice. 
 
   Mr. Lark huffed at him, “If I had it my way your scrawny ass would have been in jail long ago. Why I should call the patrols over here right now and hold you down until they get here.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try!” Dirik challenged, and spun around to head off; if he continued to stay here and argue with this belligerent old man the patrols were definitely going to show up. “I’ve had enough of this, good day, Mr. Lark!” 
 
   “Wait, I have a message for you,” the old man called out from behind him.
 
   “So what? No one I know would give you anything for me, and for all I know you are trying to set me up,” Dirik yelled out as he continued to stomp away. 
 
   “The message is from Maya,” the old man called back, smirking.
 
   Dirik stopped. As much as he hated Mr. Lark, he knew that if Maya had left a message with him it must be important, though what he couldn’t understand was why she would have left it with Mr. Lark. “Well, let’s have it then,” Dirik demanded returning to the stand.
 
   The old man stood silent with his arms crossed and a smug expression on his face. “Is that any way to talk to someone with an important message?” Dirik wanted to reach across the stand and slap that smirk from his face, but the market was full of people and patrols were everywhere. So instead Dirik bit his lip and plastered on his best fake smile. “Please, Mr. Lark, may I have the message?”
 
   Smiling victoriously, the old man uncrossed his arms as he reached under the stand. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
   He held out a sealed envelope to Dirik, who snatched it and immediately turned to leave, yelling sarcastically behind him, “A pleasure as always, Mr. Lark.”
 
   He roamed the streets for a few minutes until he found a quiet alley, ducked inside, and opened the envelope. Inside he found a letter written in Maya’s handwriting. 
 
   Dirik,
 
   I am sorry to contact you this way, but it was the only way I could get a message to you. My father is watching my every move right now and his temper has hit an all-time high. Mr. Lark comes by every day to make a delivery and has helped me in the past so I hope he will get this to you. I really need to meet you in person, so if this message finds you, come to the inn. Please, Dirik, you are the only one I know of who might can help me and the only one that I trust.
 
   With Love
 
   Maya
 
   The words were worse than a slap to the face. There was no telling what manner of abuse she was being forced to endure at the hands of her father. Concern twisting his insides, Dirik took off running as fast as he could toward the inn, winding his way through back streets and alleys. He was in such a rush that he didn’t see Mikel coming down the street in the opposite direction until he had crashed into him. 
 
   “Whoa there, what’s the hurry?” Mikel asked, catching ahold of him.
 
   “Sorry, Mikel, I didn’t see you,” Dirik answered hurriedly. Straightening himself up, he prepared to continue his journey when it suddenly occurred to him that they were both outside the clinic. “Wait, they let you leave, too?” 
 
   Mikel released his young assistant, glancing up and down the street like he was half expecting the two of them to be grabbed at any moment. “Yeah, well they all don’t know I’m gone and my intentions are to get back before they realize it.” 
 
   “What made you leave? If you needed something I would have been happy to get it for you.”
 
   Mikel shook his head. “No, this is something I had to do. I am going to see the Hurders and try to heal their son with our visitor’s gift.” As he talked Mikel patted his jacket pocket. “I only hope it’s not too late. Where are you going in such a hurry?”
 
   Dirik was suddenly overwhelmingly concerned by the thought of Citera alone in the clinic with all those Full-bloods. “I’m going to check on Maya, I think something is wrong. She sent me a letter asking me to come and talk to her immediately, apparently her father is on another one of his rampages.”
 
   “Dirik, be very careful, you know how her father is. I don’t doubt he would hurt, if not kill you for messing with her.”
 
   “I know, I know, if he is there I will leave, but hopefully he is at the factory.” Dirik paused, remembering the desperation of the words in the letter. “Mikel, she sounded so scared. I have to at least check on her.”
 
   Mikel nodded, unable to conceal the look of a concerned father. “When you get done there go straight back to the clinic, do you understand? If you aren’t back by the time I get there, I’m coming to look for you.”
 
   Dirik nodded then quickly resumed his journey down the road. He ran as fast as he could all the way to the garden. There he paused, taking a moment to catch his breath and gather himself before crossing the garden to the inn; he didn’t want to look too panicked in front of Maya. The aromas of Lila’s cooking greeted him as he hesitated once more outside the front door, then taking a deep breath he pushed his way inside.
 
   To his delight the inn was somewhat empty with only a few patrons huddled in a corner enjoying their meal. Casually he made his way to the bar and had a seat as Lila came around the corner with a smile on her face and bruise on her cheek. Dirik’s heart sank. “Aw, miss, what has he done to you?” 
 
   “Don’t you worry about it, these are things best left between adults. What can I do for you today?” Lila answered as she wiped down the bar. 
 
   “Give me three of your specials … on second thought, make it six.” 
 
   “My, you are hungry today, what is the special occasion?”
 
   “Mikel is feeling better and he is very hungry,” Dirik answered as he spun a coin on the top of the bar. “Where is Maya?”
 
   “She is in the back asleep, she hasn’t been feeling well.” As she spoke Lila glanced around the room. “I received a large delivery today from the market, and I have been so busy I haven’t been able to bring it all in and put it away. Would you mind coming to the back and helping me out? I will give you a discount on your food, of course.”
 
   In all his years of coming to the inn, Lila had never offered to take him into the apartment in the back. She motioned with her head for him to follow. Slowly he made his way behind the bar and followed her into the back room where she closed the door behind him. 
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked nervously.
 
   “Follow me.” Lila led him down a hall, and at the end she opened the door of a bedroom, where Maya laid on the bed. Even in the dim light of the room the damage was clear to see. He had beaten her face so badly that one of her eyes had swollen shut and she had a large split in her lip. She struggled to sit up when she spotted him, but he hurried to her side trying to stop her. “Just relax, I’m here,” he said as he moved his hand over her face. “What has he done to you?”
 
   “I’ll leave the two of you alone, while I get the food ready to go,” Lila stated, pulling the door closed behind her.
 
   Maya shook her head. “I’m so sorry to bring you into this, but you are the only one I trust and you know everything that happens in town.” She sat up in the bed, exposing to him her arm wrapped and inside a sling. 
 
   The rage ignited within Dirik, who jumped to his feet and began to pace back and forth across the floor. “Maya, you have to get out of here, he is going to kill you one day.” 
 
   Tears welled up in her eyes. “I can’t, if I leave, what do you think will happen to my mom?” She paused, trying to compose herself. “Dirik, this isn’t why I asked you here, I need your help. I need to ask you something and it’s going to sound strange, so don’t freak out on me, okay.”
 
   If she only knew, Dirik thought to himself. “What is it? You can ask me anything.”
 
   “Do you know if the Enforcer is in town, but like secretly?” 
 
   All the color drained from his face and the room around him began to spin; she watched him for a moment but he wasn’t able to form any words so she continued. “I know it sounds crazy. I mean, why would he be hiding in Vicaris?” 
 
   She looked around the room as if she expected someone to walk in on them at any moment. “Can I tell you a secret?” Still unable to talk, Dirik somehow managed to nod.
 
   “Me and my mom, we aren’t like the other Full-bloods, we have what I guess you would call ‘a gift’.” She stared at him like she was expecting him to say something, but when he didn’t she continued, “My mom, she can sometimes see things when she touches someone, and sometimes its things that haven’t even happened yet.” Maya hesitated again, probably expecting him to call her crazy and storm away, but after what he had been through these last few days, nothing was surprising him anymore. “I, however, can find people. If I touch someone just once I can usually locate them as long as they are within a certain distance.”
 
   “And what does any of this have to do with the Enforcer?” he asked, finally regaining control of his voice. 
 
   Maya frowned and studied him closely, “You sure are taking this better than I expected.”
 
   “Let’s just say when you spend half your life on the streets it takes a lot to shock you.”
 
   Shrugging, Maya took a deep breath before continuing. “When he was here before, I grabbed his arm, well really he grabbed mine. Anyway, I didn’t think anything about it at the time, it was never my intention to link with him, but I did, and last night I started picking up on his energy. I’ve been listening for news all day, but I haven’t heard anyone mention him being here or seeing him, yet the feeling that he is close won’t go away.”
 
   Dirik was trying his best to sound calm, but in all actually he was a nervous wreck. “Why does it matter so much if he is here, what difference does it make?” 
 
   She smiled sheepishly at him. “This is where it gets really weird. I … I want to talk to him.”
 
   “You what?” Dirik shouted, forgetting for a moment he was in a bedroom with Maya, unsure of where her crazy father was. 
 
   Maya shushed him. “I know it sounds crazy. It’s just that, well you heard what happened when he was here, what my father did, right?” Dirik nodded his head. “Well, I need to tell him it wasn’t my idea, I didn’t want to do it, but my father threatened me, saying if I didn’t do it he would kick me and my mom out onto the streets and tell the patrols about our abilities.”
 
   After all these years he finally understood why they had stayed here for so long enduring all the abuse. If the patrols, or anyone, ever got wind of Maya and her mother’s “gifts” both of their lives would be in danger. With the exception of the Enforcer, anyone who was ever found to be different in anyway was deemed a threat by the Shadows and executed. 
 
   Dirik slumped, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. “And you certain he is here?” 
 
   “Yes, I am never wrong. He is in town somewhere, although I can’t figure out why he would be hiding. Haven’t you heard anything on the streets?”
 
   Dirik remained silent, unsure of what to do. “Please, Dirik, if you know something tell me,” she pleaded. He examined her face; the black swollen eye, bloodied lip, and the sling on her arm. If anyone ever needed a visit from the Enforcer it was her father, he needed to be beaten and beaten bad, like he had been doing to these two all these years. 
 
   Maya, sensing he was holding something back, placed her hand on his shoulder. “Dirik, please, I need to see him. I need to talk to him, it’s very important.”
 
   He couldn’t believe what he was about to do. Covering his face with his hands Dirik relented. “He’s at the clinic.” By the stars he had lost his mind completely, Jarod was going to kill him for sure now. 
 
   Maya, however, lit up as if she had been given the best news of her life. “Are you serious?” she squealed, leaping out of the bed. Hurriedly she began pulling on her shoes and jacket. “This is great!”
 
   “Whoa, where are you going?” Dirik asked, taken aback by her sudden vibrancy.
 
   “With you, of course. Oh but we can’t tell my mom,” she said, pausing for a moment to form a plan. “Tell her you are taking me to Mikel to get checked out at the clinic.”
 
   “You can’t be serious! I can’t take you there. He will kill you, not to mention me.” Dirik began backing away from her. “Maya, you don’t know how he is. He nearly killed Citera last night in one of his fits, and you think you are just going to walk in and have a chat with him? Maya, he’s dangerous.”
 
   “Please, I promise everything will be all right.” Her eyes pleaded with him. “I know it sounds crazy, but I know he won’t hurt me.” 
 
   He was going to continue his protest, but the door opened behind him and Lila came in. “Food is ready.” Then, spotting her dressed daughter asked, “Where are you going?”
 
   “Dirik is taking me to see Mikel, so he can reset my arm. Aren’t you?” she said, elbowing him.
 
   Lila was staring right at him, he was trapped. He could lie for Maya and face the wrath of the Enforcer or he could tell the truth and risk Maya never speaking to him again.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, looking at the bruises on both of their faces. If anyone stood a chance with the Enforcer it was Maya, and if there was even the slightest possibility he would do something about her father, then all the better. “Mikel is still too weak to come here and set it, so I figured she could get out of the house for a while and get some fresh air. I will bring her right back when he is finished.”
 
   Lila studied the pair. Part of Dirik, desperately hoped she would see through their lie and tell them no, but was sadly disappointed when she relented, “I guess it will be all right, but come right back, you have to be here before Sam gets home.”
 
   “I will,” Maya said, running up and kissing her mother on the cheek before darting for the door. “Let’s go,” she called back to Dirik. 
 
   Why do I get the feeling that I am marching myself to the gallows, he thought taking the bags from Lila and smiling weakly as he followed Maya. At least I will get one last meal before I die.
 
   Once outside Dirik watched as Maya attempted to hide the evidence of what was going on in her house by tucking her arm inside her jacket then pulling the hood over her head; it was a skill she had unfortunately become adept at. Once finished she smiled at him and they headed down the street toward the clinic. She was chattering as they walked about various odd subjects—the flowers in the garden, the market place, Mr. Lark—but he was having trouble focusing on any of it, in his mind all he could see was the rage and determination in Jarod’s eyes the night before as he struggled against K and Jaron.
 
   “You aren’t even listening to me, are you?” He heard her say in the middle of his thoughts. “Dirik? Dirik, what are you thinking about so hard?” Maya asked, pulling on his jacket sleeve.
 
   “I’m sorry, I am just worried about what will happen when he sees you.”
 
   “Are you really that worried? Do you think he will react badly to seeing me?” she asked, then as a side thought, “Why is he at the clinic anyway?”
 
   “Oh, uh …” How was he supposed to answer that? 
 
   “I’m not sure, he just showed up last night. He didn’t even want me to leave today, but Mikel convinced him that someone would miss me in the market and would come looking for me.” Dirik knew he hadn’t really answered any of her questions but hoped it would be enough as he attempted to change the subject. “So how long have you and your Mom had ‘gifts’?”
 
   “All my life I guess,” she answered as they continued on their way. “My mom noticed it first when I was a child, I could always tell her where my father was and when he was on his way home. Then as I got older and reached maturity, I could pick up on people further and further away, now I can find people as far away as the Lidas.”
 
   “Maturity?” Of everything she said, that was what he found to be the most strange. “I thought you were still a teenager.” 
 
   He had always thought of Maya as being around Citera’s age, she definitely didn’t appear to be any older than that. She laughed at his expression. “Shhh, it’s a secret,” she said, smiling. “We let everyone think that, but the truth is I stopped aging very young.”
 
   Dirik wanted to ask her how old she really was, but the clinic was coming into view in the distance ahead and with it the fear of what was about to happen returned. His expression must have read like a book, because Maya, sensing his concern, reached out and took his hand. “No matter what happens, thank you for everything you have done for me and my mom all these years.” She leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   He turned and met her gaze, smiling nervously. “Well, here goes nothing.”
 
   They were at the foot of the stairs, about to go up when a familiar voice called out to him, “Dirik, where have you been and what has been going on in there?” 
 
   Instinctively he cringed as he turned to face the angry woman standing behind him. “What do you mean, Mrs. Marta?”
 
   “Oh, don’t you play all innocent with me. I heard all that banging and shouting in there last night, and if I didn’t know better I would think you were fighting with someone.” While she was talking Dirik nudged Maya backwards up the stairs toward the door, but the angry neighbor continued to pursue them to the top. “And who do you have with you?”
 
   “It’s only me, Mrs. Marta,” Maya answered, removing her hood, “I was coming to check on Mikel and bring him some food with Dirik.” 
 
   “Oh, my,” Marta gasped at the sight of her. “My dear, what happened to you?” She grabbed ahold of Maya’s face, studying it from side to side.
 
   “I fell down the stairs,” Maya answered with an ease of lying that Dirik envied, “I was carrying too much laundry and missed a step, then down I went.”
 
   “Well, be more careful next time, you could have broken your neck.” Marta returned her attention to Dirik. “Take her in and get Mikel to look at her, I saw Citera earlier, she said he was doing better. Oh and try and keep it down tonight, I didn’t get a wink of sleep with all that noise.” And with that she retreated down the stairs heading back toward the market. 
 
   Dirik waved, calling after her as she went, “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Maya giggled as Dirik rolled his eyes and the two of them turned to enter the clinic. They quietly came into the waiting area where Dirik was surprised by a set of eyes peering around the corner. “Is she gone?” Jaron asked quietly.
 
   “Who?” Dirik asked, looking around for whoever he was hiding from.
 
   “That nosey woman, she keeps peeking in through the window and knocking on the door,” he answered, still concealed from view.
 
   “Yeah, she went home.” Dirik answered, trying his best to suppress a laugh at the idea of Jaron hiding from Marta.
 
   “Oh thank the stars, I thought she would never go away,” Jaron said, stepping into view and spotting Maya. “Who is this?” From his tone Dirik couldn’t tell if he was curious or angry. 
 
   “My name is Maya, sir.” She looked up with her mouth gaping. “I … I’m here to see—” 
 
   “Mikel.” Dirik cut her off, “She is here to see Mikel. She broke her arm and well, you see her face.”
 
   “Oh, well he hasn’t come back yet,” Jaron answered, studying the two of them in a manner that made Dirik certain he didn’t believe anything he was saying. “Dirik, can I talk to you for a moment please, alone?”
 
   His heart was pounding, and he tried his best to control the nervousness in his voice. “Uh, sure …” Then turning to Maya he said, “Wait here, I will be right back.” Hopefully.
 
   Maya nodded, her eyes still locked on Jaron. Dirik followed Jaron down the hall, hesitating once in the hallway. “No, upstairs,” Jaron called back to him. He felt at any moment his heart was going to burst through his chest. Why would he want to go upstairs? There was no one up there, or was that the reason? Either way he didn’t have much of a choice and continued down the hall toward the stairs, glancing across to the room where the Enforcer was still lying in bed, seemingly unmoved from when he had left. 
 
   He ascended the stairs, peeking in through the door and into the apartment in an attempt to see where Jaron had gone. Unable to spot him, he nervously stepped into the apartment, and headed into the kitchen where he found Jaron waiting quietly in a corner with his back to him. 
 
   Dirik walked slowly over to the table and set down the bags before speaking. “Jaron, I’m sorry, I know that you said—” he started in an attempt to try and explain why he had brought someone else into the clinic, but instead found himself slammed into the cabinets behind him, his neck in Jaron’s grip.
 
   “What are you up to?” Jaron growled as he held him in the air.
 
   “Nothing, I swear,” Dirik answered desperately grabbing at the Full-blood’s hand as he gasped for air. “Her arm is broke and she needs to get it reset, there is nowhere else to take her. Please, Jaron, I can’t breathe.”
 
   “Really? Because if I’m not mistaken, Maya was the name of the girl Jarod was accused of raping!” Jaron’s eyes were glowing red, as Dirik struggled to stay conscious in his grasp. “Why in your right mind would you bring her here?”
 
   “I didn’t know you knew about that,” Dirik managed to say between gasps of air. “I, I …” He was fading in and out of consciousness, when a voice yelled from the doorway.
 
   “Jaron!” Citera screamed. “What are you doing? Stop it, please, you’re killing him.” The sound of her voice snapped him back and Dirik watched the red fade from his eyes as Jaron turned back to his usual self. “Shit,” he muttered, easing Dirik down to the floor and taking a seat in one of the chairs. Collapsing his head into his hands, he asked the only question he could think of, “Why?” 
 
   “I didn’t want to,” Dirik explained as Citera helped him back on his feet, gasping for air, and rubbing his neck, “she knew he was here. She sent me a letter asking me to come and see her, and when I got there she told me she knew he was here and she wanted to see him.”
 
   “Who is here?” Citera asked, trying to get caught up on what was going on.
 
   “Maya,” Dirik answered grimacing. 
 
   “What?” she screamed. “She is here, in this clinic?” All Dirik could muster at this point was a nod. “Have you completely lost it? Don’t you remember what she accused him of doing? I called him a name and he almost killed me, what do you think he is going to do with her? Dirik, he is out of control!” Citera, suddenly remembering Jaron was still in the room, added, “Sorry, Jaron, I didn’t mean it that way.” Yet Jaron, who was still clutching his head in his hands, only waved her off.
 
   “Listen, I know,” Dirik remarked, pinned in the corner. “Let’s go downstairs and send her away, I’ll take her home and tell her mom that Mikel wasn’t able to reset her arm.” Dirik started for the stairs, only to have Citera grab him by the arm. 
 
   “What is wrong with her arm?” she asked quietly, already knowing the answer. “He did it again, didn’t he?”
 
   Dirik nodded. “This is the worst one yet.”
 
   Jaron sat listening and easily picked up on what they were talking about, having seen the girl downstairs and her condition. “Who?” he inquired.
 
   “Her father, he hits her and her mom all the time,” Dirik replied quietly. 
 
   Jaron shook his head. “I can reset her arm before she leaves, but that is it. I fix it and she goes.”
 
   Happy that at least the trip wasn’t a complete failure, Dirik agreed and the three of them headed back down the stairs to the clinic. 
 
   “Dirik, what did you bring to eat, it smells really good up there.” Citera asked as they neared the bottom, but as he stepped onto the last step Dirik stopped abruptly, nearly causing Citera and Jaron to topple over him, “Dirik, what are you doing, we almost …” It was then Citera spotted the reason for his distraction; standing halfway inside the room with the Enforcer was Maya. Jaron struggled to get around them in the narrow stairwell, desperate to stop her, but he was trapped and they all watched helplessly as she shut the door behind her. 
 
   “No, don’t …” was all Dirik could get out before she clicked the lock into place.
 
   Once inside, Maya stood there motionless as the three of them waved at her through the door, not wanting to make any sounds that would let Jarod know she was there. But it was already too late. 
 
   “What the hell is going on out there?” Jarod snapped. Angrily he sat up in the bed and spotted Maya standing silently in the room with him. “You need to leave,” the tone of his voice betrayed his struggle to maintain some resemblance of control. 
 
   “I needed to see you,” she explained, taking a step toward the bed. Immediately he threw up his hand, signaling her to stay away. 
 
   “You need to leave,” he repeated much more forcefully. Through the small window Dirik could see he was gripping the side of the bed, bending the metal frame, and creating a trickle of blood where the metal cut into his palm. “Now.”
 
   Dirik banged on the glass. “Maya, open this door!” 
 
   All the commotion brought K down the hall to join the trio staring together through the window. “What is everyone looking at?” Peeking through it she asked, “Who is that?”
 
   “Maya,” Dirik answered as he continued to bang on the glass. 
 
   “And who is Maya and why is she in there?” K continued, also sounding slightly unhappy about having an uninvited guest.
 
   “She is a young lady whose father accused Jarod of raping her the last time he was in town, and he took quit a beating from the Shadows as a result of it,” Jaron answered. Shoving Dirik out of the way, he gave one hard push against the door and it gave way, allowing them all to enter. Dirik rushed to Maya’s side and grabbed her arms, forgetting in the moment that one was broke.
 
   Maya grimaced and let out a small scream as she pulled away. “Oh, Maya, I’m sorry I forgot,” Dirik apologized, “I only wanted to get you out of here.”
 
   “No,” K said following them in, “I want to hear about this.” 
 
   “K, she—” Jarod began to protest, only to be cut off by K. 
 
   “They have already told me what happened. Now let’s hear what she has to say about it, shall we?” K walked up to Maya and studied her face as she removed her jacket, exposing her broken arm. 
 
   “W-Who are you?” Maya stammered nervously studying K from head to toe.
 
   “Don’t be frightened. I am a friend of his who wants to hear your side of this story, and I am especially interested in how you came to be in this shape.”
 
   Maya stared into K’s eyes, then looking from Jaron to Jarod, began nervously, “None of you are Full-bloods, not like the rest of us. Why are you all here?” 
 
   K smiled and placed her hand on the uninjured side of Maya’s face. “My, my, you have your own talents, don’t you?” Maya stepped away from her anxiously. Luckily, K didn’t seem to take offense to the gesture and continued, “No matter, don’t concern yourself with us, tell us what was so important that you to came all the way out here and endangered not only yourself but our young host here,” she gestured toward Dirik, who swallowed hard and backed a few steps toward the door. 
 
   Maya slowly looked to the Enforcer. “I came to apologize for what happened at the inn. I didn’t want to say those things, but my father threated to kick me and my mom out onto the streets if I didn’t.” She hesitated, “It probably would have been better if he had, it’s just he has protected us from the patrols and the inspectors for so many years. You see, me and my mom, we aren’t like the others either, and if the patrols found out …” She stopped, unable to finish the sentence.
 
   “If they found out they would have called me,” Jarod finished for her, studying her bruised face. “And did he do this to you as well?”
 
   Maya shook her head. “I fell—” 
 
   Dirik cut her off, “Oh no you don’t! You tell him the truth.” 
 
   Maya couldn’t look at any of them; she knew they all had figured out what had really happened and that made it all the more harder to explain. So instead she shut her mouth and stared at the floor.
 
   “Well if you won’t I will,” he said, stepping forward to address Jarod. “Sam hits her all the time, her and her mom. Mikel has been to that inn so many times to reset broken bones and stitch up wounds it’s ridiculous. It’s amazing he hasn’t killed one of them already.”
 
   “Is this true?” Jarod asked calmly.
 
   “Yes,” Maya answered quietly. Tears began to well in her eyes as she continued to stare at the floor. 
 
   “How did you know he was here?” Jaron asked suddenly from behind K. “Dirik said you already knew Jarod was here when you sent for him, how?”
 
   Dirik felt bad for Maya as he watched her teary-eyed, looking around at the room full of Full-bloods nervously. “Who is Jarod?”
 
   “The Enforcer, Maya,” Citera answered.
 
   “Oh,” She turned back to face Jaron, “I have the ability to track people. When he grabbed my arm the last time we met, I was able to make a link.” Turning back to face Jarod, she finally was able to meet his gaze again. “Although I didn’t think it worked until last night when I suddenly got the sense you were near.”
 
   Dirik and Citera were both astonished at how calm Jarod was remaining as he stared Maya down suspiciously. “Useful skill, there are a lot of people who would pay for that service, you could make a fortune.”
 
   Maya’s head jerked up immediately. “No, that’s not why I did it.”
 
   K propped herself against the wall and smiled. “Then why did you?” 
 
   Maya hesitated as she glanced back at Jarod. “Because I wanted to see him again.”
 
   Jarod’s face relaxed ever so slightly as he continued to stare into the beaten face of the young girl who had consumed his thoughts for the last two weeks. Meanwhile, Dirik and Citera’s jaws had fallen to the floor, reeling from the announcement that Maya had not only wanted to see Jarod again, but had gone so far as to search him out. 
 
   “Let’s give them a moment, shall we?” K directed, holding the door open. “There is no danger here.”
 
   Dirik and Jaron both looked as if they wanted to protest, but a quick glance from K had them turning and sulking from the room with Citera close behind. K pulled the busted door closed the best she could, leaving the two of them alone together.
 
   Maya waited a moment then walked closer to the bed, stopping a few feet away. “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s your energy, it is off. That’s why I couldn’t pinpoint exactly where you were. Besides, you haven’t gotten out of that bed since I walked in, not even when you were angry.”
 
   “Why are you here?” he asked, ignoring her questions. He studied her beaten face, the sling on her arm, but even like this he couldn’t help but see the beauty she was the night he saw her at the inn for the first time. “Don’t you know the danger you’re putting yourself in?”
 
   Maya smiled and stepped closer. “I knew you wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
   Instinctively he flinched away. “You don’t know what you are talking about. You need to run, get out of town as quick as you can and never come back.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” As if she could read his thoughts, her bewilderment quickly turned into fright. “Your back for me?” Tears welled up in her eyes. “They sent you for me, because of what I said, what he made me say.”
 
   He closed his eyes and hung his head, which was all the answer she needed. “What am I going to do? I can’t leave. If I do, he will kill my mom for sure.” 
 
   Jarod shook his head. “I was sent for him as well, I’m to take you both back. But if you run, I may be able to appease them with just him.”
 
   Maya contemplated this for a moment. “At least my mom would be safe, but I still fear eventually the patrols will come for her if he isn’t there to stop them.” She paused, looking at the scarring on his hands and arms. “Wait, what happens to you if you don’t take me back?”
 
   He was becoming more and more frustrated. “Why do you insist on asking me these stupid questions? It doesn’t matter what happens to me, you need to get out of town, tonight.”
 
   He could tell he had hurt her feelings, but he was trying his best to save her life and she wasn’t helping. “It matters to me,” she replied, attempting to hide the hurt in her voice.
 
   “Why, why does it matter? Everyone would be more than happy to see me dead, no one else cares, so why should you?” He ran his hands through his hair, trying to calm down; he didn’t want to be mean to her, but she didn’t seem to understand the danger she was in. “You don’t know me, you didn’t even know who I was the day I came to the inn.”
 
   “You’re wrong, I knew exactly who you were from the first time I laid eyes on you, and I haven’t been able to get you out of my thoughts since the day you left.” Sighing, Maya lowered her gaze to the floor. “The night you walked inside the inn bloody and beaten, clothes ripped to shreds, I saw someone like myself, someone who had to fight constantly just to survive, forever alone and exhausted. Then when my dad tried to turn you away, when most people would have backed down out of fear of him, you stood there and faced him, you made him back down.” Maya paused as she wiped away the tears. “I have never seen him be afraid of anyone in my whole life and I couldn’t help but think of you as my hero.” She continued smiling at him with all her innocence. “And these people here, the one they called Jaron and that lady with the white hair, I can tell they care for you, too.” 
 
   Reaching out, he grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her in close. “I bring nothing but pain and death everywhere I go. You would do well to stay away from me, don’t you understand that?”
 
   But there was no fear in Maya’s eyes. Carefully she reached her hand out and placed it on the side of his face. The calming sensation he had felt before at the inn returned, but this time with more intensity.
 
   “What are you doing to me?” he asked as the calmness spread throughout his body. Not once in his entire existence had he ever experience such a feeling of peace, as if somehow all the problems, the hopelessness, and sadness in the world had been completely eliminated. 
 
   “You can feel it, can’t you?” she asked calmly. “I can. I feel your strength, your bravery inside me, I feel as if I could do anything, survive anything, as if I was unstoppable. And it helps you, too, right? I help you be calm, to control your anger, and let you feel at peace.” 
 
   He was confused. He wanted to be angry with her—for messing with his mind, for daring to lay her hand on him and cast her spell—but he couldn’t. And as he continued to gaze deeply into those pale gray eyes, he felt an intense need and desire to watch over and protect this girl from all the horrors of the world. 
 
   Maya remained completely comfortable and relaxed as he continued to grasp her shirt tightly in his fist. “Can I tell you a secret?”
 
   He glanced at her, unsure what to say. Without waiting for his answer she continued, “The night when you came to the inn, the very night you showed up I had plans to try and kill myself. I was going to jump from the landing with a rope around my neck, praying to the stars it snapped my neck and ended my suffering.”
 
   “You what?” As the shock of what she had said slowly settled in, he eased her back to the floor. “But why?”
 
   “I was tired, tired of seeing the pity on everyone’s face when they looked at me, tired of lying to cover for a man who continued to beat me day after day, having to hide who I am and what I can do, and more than anything tired of living in fear.”
 
   She removed her hand from his face and held it out to him. “Help me up?” Instead he reached around her hand and grabbed her by the waist lifting her with ease to sit down beside him on the bed. 
 
   “Thanks.” She made herself comfortable then finished telling her story. “You see, I think you were destined to come to the inn that night. For the first time in my life I saw someone put the fear into my father that he had always instilled in me. That’s why I came upstairs to see you, and I won’t lie, I was scared to death of knocking on that door. I stood there for nearly half an hour before I finally got up the nerve. And then, when you came you just stood there and stared at me.” She chuckled at the thought. “Imagine my surprise, that someone as big as you are, who is willing to face down my father and a pack of thieves in the street, didn’t have the first idea about how to handle little bitty me.”
 
   “Then, when I grabbed your arm I felt it, the strength and confidence that you carry within you, everything that I was missing, was within you.” She leaned over, resting her head on his arm, and could feel his whole body tense from the unexpected contact. But she refused to withdraw and after a few moments she could feel his body relax slightly, beginning to accept her affections. Smiling to herself, she basked in his strength, feeling safe for the first time in a long time. “Yet for all your strength and confidence, you were as lost as I was. Not in pity and fear like me, but in hatred and anger.”
 
   Jarod looked down at the young girl resting on his arm. Why was she doing this to him? There was no way any of this was going to end well, for either of them. Yet he couldn’t deny having her this close made his feel stronger, more in control of his emotions. 
 
   “Maya, I don’t know what you want from me. All I know is that I am who I am, and if I take you to the Tower, they will kill you or make me do it for sport.” He felt defeated as he spoke to her, there was nothing he could offer her except this one chance to run and hide. Suddenly her small hand moved down his arm to take ahold of his. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter, I would rather die than to keep on living the way that I do now. At least he won’t be able to hurt me or my mom anymore.”
 
   About that time Mikel came into the room and he smiled at the two of them. “Why am I not surprised? Dear girl, I always said you could calm the wildest of beasts with a single touch, and finally I have the proof.” 
 
   Maya smiled as Jarod lifted her back down onto the floor. “Let me see that arm,” he said, while he looked over her face. “Someone needs to do something about him, damn patrols are too busy enjoying his liquor and rooms to care he is killing the both of you.” He ran his hands over her arm, carefully checking the bones. “Broken in two places,” he stated, shaking his head sadly. “You know, I still have a little bit of red formula left, maybe it will be enough to—”
 
   “No!” Jarod shouted suddenly. “Don’t. Leave her like she is, set the bone but that’s it, leave the rest of it alone.”
 
   Mikel and Maya both were taken aback by the order. “Why would I do that, don’t you want her to heal?” 
 
   Jarod shook his head. “I have put this off long enough and I only want to explain it once, so would you get the others?” Mikel looked questioningly at him, then Maya before wandering out to find the rest.
 
   After only a few moments he returned with the rest filing in close behind, Jarod watched as each one entered, K being the last and she propped herself against the door frame. 
 
   “When I leave here tomorrow, you all knew I was going to return to the Tower and to my duties as the Enforcer, it’s the only way to give K the time she needs to get stronger without drawing suspicion.” He took a deep breath and continued, “What I left out was that I was ordered to return with Maya and her father.”
 
   “What? No, you can’t,” Dirik protested. “She only said what she did to protect herself and her mother.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. If he goes back without her its insubordination,” Jaron explained as he shook his head. “I hate myself more and more all the time for asking you to do this.”
 
   “Quit being so full of yourself, you didn’t make me do anything.” There was a hint of bitterness in Jarod’s voice. “I knew what I was doing and why I was doing it, I had the final decision and this is the path I choose.”
 
   “I hate to be unsympathetic here,” Mikel said, interrupting the two of them, “but what happens if he doesn’t take her, just her father?”
 
   Jarod leaned back, averting his eyes to the wall behind them. It didn’t matter, all of them knew the answer to the question, it was as clear as the scars that covered his body. 
 
   “They have various methods for dealing with people who don’t do what they are told,” Jaron answered for him. “They won’t kill him, but they will probably make him wish he was dead.”
 
   “But he has been through it all before,” Citera said, looking at him. “I mean no disrespect here, but he can handle it, but if they take her…”
 
   Jaron spun around in anger. “Just because he can handle, doesn’t mean he should.” 
 
   K came to Jaron’s side and gently placed her hand on his arm. “Perhaps we should let Jarod decide what he is willing and unwilling to do.” 
 
   Everyone in the room was staring at him as Jarod focused his attention back to Maya. “Will you do as I asked and leave town tonight?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.” 
 
   “Maya, he is giving you a chance here, take it,” Citera pleaded. “Just go.”
 
   “A chance for what? To be out there alone, running and hiding, continuing to live in fear until one day he or the patrols catch me. Honestly, how long do you think I will last alone?” 
 
   “I will go with you” Every head turned to look at Dirik. “I know how to live on the street, I can help you.”
 
   “No, I won’t ask you to leave everything you have here behind to babysit me. I have already decided, I will go to the Tower with him, and whatever happens, happens.”
 
   “There is no way to talk you out of it?” Jarod asked in a cold, emotionless tone. 
 
   Maya shook her head. “No, there is no way I will be able to live with myself knowing that I let you be tortured over something that I did.” She reached and took ahold of his hand once again, as she stood beside him. Citera and Dirik watched with round eyes and gaped mouths, fascinated and shocked at the affection she was showing him, but more so at the fact that he seemed to be accepting it.
 
   “That is why I don’t want you to heal her,” he explained, returning his attention to Mikel, “I need her to look like she is. Then maybe, just maybe, I can convince them that she was forced to lie and to be lenient on her.” It was clear the stress of the situation was weighing heavily on him, as he continued to work the steps out in his mind. “My biggest concern is what to do about her ‘gift’, they are certain to sense it as soon as she walks through the door.”
 
   “Convince them to use it to their advantage,” K spoke approaching the pair. “If they think she is of use then they won’t kill her.”
 
   “No, that is worse,” Jarod protested, thinking of all the trials he had to endure to prove his loyalty. 
 
   K ran her hand over Maya’s face, as she glanced at Jarod. “It isn’t your choice. Maya is it? We can all tell you what we think you should do, but in the end the decision is yours, you are the one who will have to deal with the consequences, so what is it you want to do?”
 
   She turned and gazed up at Jarod. “I choose to go, and if I must stay, I will.”
 
   Jarod shook his head. “You don’t know what you are getting into, what they will put you through.” 
 
   Maya smiled. “It can’t be much worse than what my own father has already put me through, except now I will have you there to help me.”
 
   “Well that is settled then.” K turned to Mikel. “Why don’t you take her in the next room and fix that arm? Jaron, help him.”
 
   “Come on, Maya,” Mikel called solemnly, and the three went out the door to the next room. Dirik, picking up on the feeling that K needed a moment with Jarod, nudged Citera and they headed upstairs to the apartment.
 
   Jarod and K remained silent until the room had cleared, then K began, “What is this girl to you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “There is something about her … when she is around I feel like a piece of me that has been missing all these long years has been found.” As he spoke Jarod was picturing Maya’s face in his mind. “Everything seems so clear.”
 
   “She seems very infatuated with you as well.” K placed her hand on his face, studying him carefully. “I think she is good for you, but be careful that she doesn’t blind you so completely that you allow your enemies to get the upper hand.” And with that she turned and walked from the room, leaving him alone in the empty room with his thoughts. 
 
   Within minutes Maya’s screams of pain filled the clinic as Jaron and Mikel began to reset the bones in her arm. With each scream, Jarod braced himself, feeling every bit of the pain she was enduring and growing more and more frustrated at his own current helpless condition. After what seemed like an eternity, Jaron came back to check on Jarod and found him rigid and tense, crushing the metal frame in his grasp. Sighing, he stepped into the room. “She will be fine, she’s a tough girl.” 
 
   “That arm is nothing compared to what she will endure at their hands and you know it,” he muttered, head hanging and staring down at the floor. 
 
   “Jarod, you don’t have a choice,” Jaron responded, trying to comfort him while knowing it was impossible. “She was given her options and she decided this is what she wants.”
 
   “Because she doesn’t have any idea what she is agreeing to,” he snapped slamming his fist into the bed. “Do you really think if they take her and stake her out she will feel the same way?” 
 
   Jaron couldn’t help it as his eyes drifted to the scars on Jarod’s hands. He understood exactly what it was he was trying to protect this young girl from, but all he could think about was what would happen to his friend if he didn’t do the task the Shadows had sent him to do. “Would you have changed your mind? If you were able to go back, knowing all you have been through to this point, would you do it again?”
 
   Jarod didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I would do it all over again, because we found her. We found K, and now because of it we have a chance to be rid of the Shadows for good.” 
 
   “Then who is to say she won’t one day say the same.”
 
   He was about to point out the obvious differences between himself and Maya, when she appeared in the doorway. “I have to go,” she said, staring at the pair of them frozen in mid argument. Her eyes appeared to be glazed over, either from the pain or the medications Mikel had given her for it. Her hair was wet with sweat and clung to the sides of her face in a tangled mess, and her whole body read of nothing but complete exhaustion. “I tracked Sam to a bar down the road from our inn; he will only stay there about an hour before he goes home.”
 
   “Are you ready?” Dirik walked up behind her, carefully draping her jacket over her shoulders.
 
   “Yes,” she answered taking ahold of his arm for support, but as they turned to leave, she looked back at the bed and gave Jarod a weak smile. “Until tomorrow.” 
 
   Jaron watched his friend’s expression shift from the anger he had felt at him only moments before to dread. Dread of the events and pain sunrise would bring for them both. And it filled him with anger and bitterness that there was nothing he could help either of them. 
 
   With Maya and Dirik out of sight, Jarod did his best to clear his mind. He ran his hands up and down his face, and when he looked up he noticed Jaron was also heading out of the room. “Jaron, wait, don’t leave.”  
 
   However, Jaron wouldn’t turn around and face him. “What is it?” 
 
   “Help me stand. I can’t stay in this room any longer.”
 
   Sighing, Jaron returned to Jarod’s side but refused to look at him. Jarod knew him well enough to know that something was troubling him, but he would never refuse to help him no matter how angry he was with him. He placed one of his hands on Jaron’s shoulder and was about to attempt to stand when Jaron stopped him. “I can’t do this,” he said, removing Jarod’s hand from his shoulder. 
 
   “What are you talking about? I need to stand up. Or do you plan on leaving me in this damn room all night as well?” 
 
   “I should. I mean, what are you thinking? You know better than get attached to someone, especially to a girl,” he yelled at him. “Do you have any idea the trouble this is going to create for you?”
 
   So there it was, Jaron finally got it off his chest and now it was his turn.
 
   “Back off, it’s not like I intended for any of this to happen,” he demanded, shoving Jaron in the chest and sending him stumbling to the other side of the room. “I have been in that Tower alone for fifty years, Jaron, hated and feared by everyone. And not once in all those years did I allow anyone to get close enough to see anything other than the Enforcer, knowing that if I did I would be risking their lives and my own. Meanwhile, you have been going about your contented life out at the camp, surrounded by people who love you and think of you as a damn saint.” 
 
   It was years of silence pouring out of him in one instant, an accumulation of feelings and events that had built up over the years. “I have spent my whole life in your shadow, big brother. All I heard growing up was about how Jaron ‘the healer’ saved lives, helped everyone, and sacrificed himself for others. Me, on the other hand, well I was useless, helpless, a second child that was never meant to be and was cursed merely for being born. Hell, if it wasn’t for K taking pity on me I would be dead already.” 
 
   Jaron stood across the room silent, allowing him to vent; he deserved as much for all that he had sacrificed for him. Pain was written clearly on Jarod’s face as he hung his head. “Perhaps it would have been better that way, but that’s not how things turned out. Don’t get me wrong, I am grateful, it’s just, I can’t keep doing this alone. I know it might seem like a lot to ask, but if by some miracle that girl survives and I find a friend, or dare I hope a companion in her, don’t you think I deserve at least that much?”
 
   “Brother, huh?” The voice took them both by surprise, and their heads spun around to see Mikel standing in the doorway, hands crossed over his chest. “That actually explains a lot.”
 
   “Listen here, if anyone finds—” Jarod started, but Mikel waved him off. 
 
   “I won’t tell anyone, no need to threaten.”
 
   “I hope not,” Jaron interjected. “I am sure you can imagine how such information could be used against us both.”
 
   Mikel nodded, he was well aware of the stories. 
 
   Everyone knew it was supposed to be physically impossible for a woman to have more than one child, but depending on who you asked you would either get the scientific or the religious reason as to why this was so. Some said that nature had designed people that way so that their numbers would not rage out of control and use up what little resources the land had available. Others took the religious path saying it was the Star’s way of teaching people to be grateful for what have. To him both sides sounded eerily similar, but being more of a medically inclined person he knew the true reason was much simpler, and like most things in Vanteria the answer was in the blood. 
 
   During the process of delivering her first child, the mother’s blood mixes with the baby’s and triggers an autoimmune response. The mother’s body, fearing it has been invaded, forms antibodies against the invasive blood, thereby preventing her from ever being able to carry another child ever again. Simply put, her body views any further children as an illness to be fought off, much like it would a common cold.
 
   However, once every year or two rumors would come through town of a woman being pregnant with a second child. Usually the child would be born dead, but if somehow they did manage to live through the birthing process, the result was always a weak and sickly child that would never lived to see adulthood. Most died of natural causes, the antibodies causing their tiny bodies to attack themselves until all its organs shut down. But just as many met their demise at the hands of their own parents, who fearing being banished and shunned by the other members of the community, would end the life that was perceived to be a bad omen. Either way the end result was always the same, and if what Jaron and Jarod said was the truth, then the Enforcer was definitely a Full-blood like no other.
 
   “Don’t worry. Like I said, your secret is safe. I understand.” He walked over beside the bed. “Here let me help, if I can.” 
 
   He took a position on one side of Jarod, and Jaron rejoined the other side. The two of them braced themselves as Jarod attempted to stand up. When he managed to get to his feet very shakily, his weight was tremendous, and it was all Mikel could do to withstand the crushing weight from the large hand on his shoulder. In fact, it didn’t take long before it was more than he could handle. 
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said half laughing to block out the pain, “this isn’t going to work.”
 
   Laughter came from the doorway where K stood watching them. “If you could see what the three of you look like.” 
 
   Mikel was barely able to breathe, but managed to chuckle at the situation. “Feel free to jump in any time.”
 
   Jarod glanced down at Mikel and couldn’t help it as a smile crept across his lips. “You are asking a woman to come and save your butt, have you no shame?” 
 
   At this point Jaron, who was truly bearing the bulk of the weight, couldn’t help but laugh as Mikel responded, “Right now, nope, no shame at all.”
 
   “Where do all of you plan on going once he is up anyway, you going to haul him into the apartment?” K laughed, unmoving as she enjoyed the continued struggle of Mikel and Jaron.
 
   “The only way he is going to get into that apartment is if we knock down some walls.” Jaron was laughing so hard he could barely keep Jarod up anymore. 
 
   “That’s right, make fun,” Jarod muttered, moving to sit back on the bed and watching Mikel as he collapsed beside him. “Just remember this if any of you ever need to be helped up.” 
 
   “If I ever need help up, you will be the last person I call,” Mikel replied laughing. “You would probably break me.”
 
   Citera and Dirik, who had returned from dropping off Maya, came up beside K with bowls of soup in both hands. “What is going on in here? Did we miss the party?”
 
   “Only if you wanted to watch your father prove what a weakling he is,” Mikel chuckled as he crawled off the bed. “Oh well at least I still have my rugged good looks.”
 
   They were all having a good time; Jarod studied the smiling faces in the room and the sadness returned to him as his mind drifted back to what was to come the next day. Jaron watched as the moment of happiness slowly faded from his brother’s face, and wished he could trade places with him, if only for a day. The others also took notice of Jarod’s decline as well. “Anyone for lentil soup?” Citera asked cheerfully, holding up the bowels. “We have plenty.”
 
   Yet that seemed to only upset him more. 
 
   Jaron walked over and took a bowl. “I will, thank you. But let’s go upstairs.”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” Jarod protested quietly. “Stay here, please.”
 
   There was something going on that she didn’t understand. “I’m sorry, did we do something wrong?” she asked as she scanned over their faces.
 
   “No, sit down and eat, I would like the company.” Jarod motioned them into the room. 
 
   Citera and Dirik quietly distributed the rest of the bowls, coming to Jarod last. “Do you want some?” she asked holding out the bowl. 
 
   He grinned and shook his head. “No. Thanks though.”
 
   “But they eat, why can’t you?” Dirik questioned as he planted himself in the corner. 
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Jarod answered. Citera noticed him giving a slight shake of his head to Jaron, silencing whatever he was about to say.
 
   “Well, more for me then,” Dirik said as he hurriedly slurped his down.
 
   Citera sat down by her father and looked around the room at the rag tag group sitting collectively together eating dinner. Jaron stood by Jarod and K, who had planted herself on the bed next to him, all three of them deeply wrapped up in conversation. Meanwhile Dirik and her father sat beside her laughing, telling jokes, and stories of the past.
 
   Citera continued to watch the three Full-bloods, then after a few minutes leaned over and whispered in her father’s ear, “This is the first time since Mom passed that we have all sat down together and ate a meal.” 
 
   Mikel reached up and put his arm around his daughter then placed the other on Dirik’s shoulder. “I know, and I am so sorry it took something like all of this to make me realize I was shutting the two of you out.” He pulled them in closer to him and gave them both a big hug. “I promise that from now on I will do better,” he said before reaching down, picking back up the bowl, and taking a big sip. “Starting with us enjoying more meals together, as a family.”
 
   “As long as you aren’t the one cooking,” Dirik added smiling, the three of them burst into laughter, catching the attention of their visitors across the room. Citera wiped the tears from her eyes from laughing so hard, and noticed K studying them somewhat intently, before returning her attention back to Jarod. She leaned over and began whispering in his ear. While she was talking to him, Jarod’s gaze met Citera’s. The look alone caused her heart to skip a beat. Fear gripped her as thoughts of what they could be discussing ran amuck in her mind. Leaning over, her eyes still locked on Jarod and his on her, she whispered in her father’s ear, “I think they are talking about us.”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed,” he answered without looking their direction; he didn’t want to let on to his daughter how truly concerned he really was. “Earlier I heard Jaron and K say that when Jarod left in the morning, they would be leaving as well.”
 
   Citera scooted closer to Mikel. “Dad, I’m scared. They aren’t going to just leave, are they?”
 
   Mikel held his daughter close. “I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. 
 
   Never in his life had he felt so incapable of protecting his daughter. He didn’t stand a chance with one of them, much less three. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath in an effort to push the thoughts from his head. Citera leaned over, placed her head on her father’s shoulder, and closed her eyes as well. It was getting to be late in the day and her nerves along with exhaustion were beginning to take their toll. Dirik, as usual, remained oblivious to what was going on and went about collecting their bowls before heading back into the apartment. 
 
   “Go and help him upstairs, I’ll be up in a minute,” Mikel directed Citera, giving her a kiss on the forehead. 
 
   She obeyed, silently collecting the last of the bowls from K and Jaron before following Dirik into the apartment. Mikel rose to his feet and waited until she had disappeared up the stairs before he turned his attention to the three still relaxing around the bed.
 
   “What exactly are your intentions?” he asked abruptly, trying his best to control the nervousness in his voice. “With us I mean. I can see the sideways looks and whispers. I am not stupid, so please respect me and my house enough to at least be honest with me.” 
 
   He stood firm as the trio’s gaze fell upon him with an intensity that made him catch his breath. In her emotionless voice, K was the first to speak up, “I haven’t and wouldn’t lie to you, you and your friend did me a great service when you brought me here and helped me.” She jumped from the bed and moved toward Mikel, who instinctively stepped back. 
 
   For a moment she appeared hurt by the action, but continued on, “The fact is we will be leaving here first thing in the morning when Jarod returns to town and while the patrols are distracted by his presence.” She paused, “But the fact remains that you and your family, including your Full-blooded friend, know more than we feel comfortable with, a problem that has forced us to try and come to a decision as to what needs to be done with the four of you.”
 
   Mikel felt as if he were going to pass out, but he fought the urge; the last thing he wanted to do was to make himself appear any weaker than they already thought he was. Instead he allowed his anger to take control. Clinching his fists, he faced off with the white haired girl threatening those he loved. “After all we have done for you and them, this is how you are going to repay us? It would have been more merciful to let him finish us all last night while he was still on his rampage than to tease us this whole day with the hope that things might be able to return to normal.” 
 
   He was nearly in tears as he stared into the eyes of their expressionless faces, his mind replaying the image of his daughter laying wounded at the Enforcer’s feet bleeding and broken. “Do whatever you want to me, just let my kids go. If you want me to beg, I will. I know there is nothing I can do to stop any of you, but they are only kids. Please, please, find it in your hearts to let them live, they won’t tell anyone, I swear. Just leave them alone, I beg of you.” 
 
   Tears fell to the floor, but he no longer cared, all he wanted was to save his children and if crying and begging was the only way, then that was what he would do. Yet as he began to continue, he was cut off by Jaron as he approached him from across the room. 
 
   “Mikel, calm yourself, we don’t plan on killing anyone,” Jaron interrupted, extending a hand holding a handkerchief, but again, untrusting of the three of them, Mikel moved away. Jaron, however, was unphased by the rejection. “We just can’t leave you here.”
 
   A sense of relief swept over Mikel, followed swiftly by confusion as what Jaron had said sunk in. “Where will we go? We have no money, nothing. This is a free clinic, and the only reason they haven’t taken it away from us is because the patrols need us as much as everyone else.”
 
   “You will come with us,” Jaron answered calmly, “to my camp in the borderlands.”
 
   The borderlands? It was one of those places that everyone had heard of but very few had seen. It was composed of mile upon mile of forest so dense with trees that not even the slightest of the sun’s rays were unable to reach the ground below; making it so dark that one had to use a torch or lamp to navigate through its underbelly even on the brightest summer day. Many a fool had gotten lost in its midst, with no light and no landmarks to guide them, all it took was one step off the narrow trail which led to the other side to become hopelessly lost, forever wandering in the darkness with no way out. And if that wasn’t bad enough, there were the rumors and fairy tales. Mikel, like many others, knew the stories of the border being haunted, tales of screams and moans emanating from its depths had been the foundation for many a frightening campfire story. It was said that on the nights when the moon was at its fullest the sounds could be heard echoing from the forest for miles away. 
 
   “We can’t go there,” Mikel protested, “that is no place to raise a family. Besides, my life is here, everything I have—albeit not much—is here in this clinic.” He was pacing back and forth across the floor, the trio watching him closely but allowing him to vent. “Do you expect me to pick up and leave my whole life behind because I was foolish enough to let Rigar bring a … a …” He paused. K stood watching him with her white hair, blue eyes, and arms folded across her chest, awaiting his insult. He huffed, “I don’t even know what you are.” 
 
   “Careful,” Jaron warned. “We are trying to help you here, don’t test our patience.”
 
   But Mikel had had enough. “You be careful!” he shouted pointing a finger at Jaron. “I am the one whose life is being turned completely inside out because of the three of you. Now you want me to haul my kids into a haunted forest on the edge of nowhere to live the rest of my life as a prisoner?” He turned and stormed toward the door. “No thank you.” 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Jarod called from behind him.
 
   “I’m going to do what I should have done when she first arrived,” he yelled as he made his way down the hall. He didn’t even reach the lobby before he felt someone grab his arm. Expecting Jaron, or perhaps even Jarod, had ahold of him, he spun around violently with his other arm, hoping to at least land one good blow before they dragged him back into that room kicking and screaming. Yet to his dismay his hand was caught in mid-air and he found himself hopelessly restrained. 
 
   “Let me go!” he yelled to whoever had ahold of him. His attacker surprisingly obeyed, but when he spun, expecting to confront Jaron, he instead found himself eye to eye with K herself. Trying to hide his shock and embarrassment at almost striking a woman, he stood his ground and continued to loudly voice his discontent over the situation.
 
   “Go ahead threaten me, or better yet let’s skip that step and kill me now. Because that’s what your kind does isn’t it. If you can’t control it, exterminate it.” He was so mad his whole body was shaking. “Well, what are you waiting for?”
 
   K stood in the hallway staring at him; if she was angry about the swing there was nothing about her expression that revealed it. “I already told you, I have no intentions of harming anyone. Is there anything that I have said or done that would make you think otherwise?” 
 
   In the dimness of the hallway all he could make out were those eyes, piercing cold and calm, it felt as if she were staring into his soul and reading him from the inside out. But despite her eyes, there was nothing else either threatening or frightening about her. And as he stood toe-to-toe with her slight feminine stature he found himself slowly begin to calm.
 
   “No, not you yourself,” he answered angrily, “but your two friends in there have done nothing other than threaten and demand of us since your arrival. None of this is fair, why of all the places you could have ended up, did you end up in my clinic?” 
 
   “I would like to think it was meant to be,” K answered in her same cool, calming tone, Mikel was beginning to wonder if she had the ability to control people’s emotions as he suddenly found himself unable to be angry with her anymore. 
 
   “I have never believed in coincidence, so for me it seems that my turning up here the same day Jarod arrived was more than dumb luck.” She glanced behind her at Dirik and Citera, who having heard all the commotion, had snuck down to the bottom of the stairs and were peeking around the corner. “And I apologize if we have, in any way, made you feel as if you are prisoners in your own house. I assure you that was never our intention.” She paused as Dirik and Citera eased by her to join their father. “I myself have been held against my will and it’s an experience that I would never wish on anyone, especially not someone I consider an ally, if not a friend.”
 
   Mikel found himself looking down toward her wrists, remembering the layers of scars that were now covered by his wife’s shirt. Slowly he placed his arms around his kids, pulling them in close. “They mean everything to me and I have to do what is right for them.” 
 
   “I understand,” K said, smiling at the family huddled before her. “Please, come back in the room and let us discuss this matter together, all of us.”
 
   Mikel looked down at his two kids—their eyes gazing up to him, longing for his guidance—and nodded. Once they were all back in the room together, K began, “We won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do.” Jaron and Jarod immediately began to protest, but were instantly silence by a wave and a glare from K. “As I was saying, we won’t force you to go with us. But I fear you staying here places your family in more danger than leaving will.”
 
   “Remember, tomorrow I am going to return to the Tower and resume my position as the Enforcer,” Jarod interrupted. “I can’t promise they will not send me back here, and if they do, I will have to take someone with me.”
 
   “He can’t save everyone,” Jaron joined in. “As much as he tries to avoid it, there have unfortunately been many innocent people who have lost their lives during his years of service.”
 
   “That is why we would like you to join us, not as a prisoner, but as an ally. We could definitely use someone with your talents at the camp,” K finished off.
 
   “Is this the same camp where Janil is?” Citera asked from under her father’s arm.
 
   “Yes, as well as many others, all joined together with the common goal of freeing ourselves from the rule of the Shadows once and for all,” Jaron answered happily. “We live in peace. There is no forced labor , no fear of inspections or raids, and no ration controlling. I won’t say it is an easy life, but we are free and happy.”
 
   Mikel listened to everything they had to say, before turning to Dirik and Citera. “I won’t make a decision like this alone, it affects you two as much, if not more, than it does me. Both of you know the risks of staying as well as what we will be leaving behind if we choose to go.”
 
   There was a lengthy silence as the two of them thought hard about the decision they were being asked to make. Finally it was Citera who spoke first.
 
   “Dad, I love you and will back whatever decision you make,” Citera said, holding tight to him as she looked over toward Jarod, “but I think we should go, not just for us but for him as well.” Jarod dropped his gaze, no longer able to look at her as she continued. “Besides, we have spent these last few months since Mom passed simply going through the motions, maybe this is a sign it’s time for a change, to move on and start fresh.”
 
   Mikel squeezed her tight, then turned to Dirik. “And you, what do you think?”
 
   “The two of you are all I have. You rescued me from a death sentence and taught me that there was more to life than just scraping by day after day. But more importantly you gave me a purpose, a house, and a family.” Dirik smiled. “That being said, I would follow you into the Tower if you asked me to.”
 
   Mikel studied their young, determined faces. “You are both sure this is what you want? We will be leaving everything behind, and there will be no coming back.”
 
   “Dad, there is nothing left. Mom is gone, Janil is at their camp,” Citera paused, “even Maya won’t be here after tomorrow. The only thing we have left is this building, and they could take that away from us at any moment. At least if we go, we will be safe and surrounded by people who all feel the same as we do.” She smiled at him. “It’s like you always said about Rigar, like-minded people have a way of finding each other.”
 
   Mikel grinned, proud of his daughter; she was right, there wasn’t anything left for them here but the boards holding up the walls. 
 
   “Well I guess that is your answer.” He turned back to the trio, who were watching them silently. “Now, how do we do this? The patrols are sure to notice us trying to leave town.”
 
   “We need a way to get the three of you out that won’t be suspicious,” Jaron replied, trying to work it out in his head. “You all move very slow, and the trip is exceedingly long, so it would be helpful to have a cart or something to take some of the stress off the three of you.”
 
   Citera’s face lit up. “Rigar has a cart. Can he come with his family?”
 
   “That’s it. We could say that I need to travel to one of the nearby villages to help out. They wouldn’t suspect anything because we have done it before. However, I don’t know how we will explain having Rigar’s family with us,” Mikel pointed out, his mind still trying to grasp the reality of leaving his longtime home.
 
   “Do you think he will be willing to do it?” Jarod asked from behind K and Jaron. “It is no secret how he feels about us.”
 
   Mikel didn’t hesitate a moment. “I’m sure of it, he is fed up and has been for years. He has been counting the days, knowing that at any minute they will knock on his door and force his daughter to join her mother in the factory.” Mikel rubbed his forehead, something he often did while he was working out a problem. “Only, he already told me he wasn’t coming here tonight and I have no way of getting a message to him.”
 
   “Leave that to me,” K interjected. “I planned to go out tonight anyway. I will tell him of our plan and offer him the same opportunity, but it will be up to him to make the final decision. In the meantime the rest of you get ready, pack up only the essentials and get a good night’s rest. Tomorrow will be a long day.”
 
   As much as he wanted to ask why K intended on going out, the more he thought about it the more Mikel decided that some questions were better left unanswered. Instead he turned to leave, but as he was about to head through the door he was stopped by Jarod calling to him, “Mikel, do you still have the tag for K? She will need it tonight.”
 
   Mikel patted down his pants and feeling the bump, reached inside his pocket and pulled it out. “Yes, here it is. I had almost forgotten, I found it in the laundry room earlier today.” 
 
   “Put it on her.” 
 
   Mikel looked at the tag in his hand as he walked toward K who held her arm extended to him. He slipped it carefully onto her wrist, and hesitated. “This feels wrong,” he commented, seeing it dangling loosely on her thin wrist.
 
   “It is wrong,” Jarod mumbled, “but that doesn’t change the fact that she will be arrested on site if she doesn’t have one on.”
 
   Mikel took a knife off the table and used it to tighten the screw in the tag until it fit snuggly on her arm. K held it up and studied the device for a moment and shrugged her shoulders. “I still don’t understand how they managed to get this much control over the Full-bloods.”
 
   “Little by little,” Jaron answered. “Starting with the formula, convincing them that it was the only thing they could eat. Once they had, the next step was to take control of the formula itself, then finally eliminating the elders and anyone else that could refute what they were telling them.” Jaron shook his head in disgust. “The whole process took less than twenty years.”
 
   “It will take less than that to destroy them,” K declared as she headed out the door. “I will see you in a little while.” She paused, looking over her shoulder at Jarod, “Until then.”
 
   The three of them watched her walk out, followed closely by Dirik and Citera who bounced up the stairs to start packing for their adventure ahead. Once she had cleared the room, Jaron spun around on Jarod. “What did she mean she planned to go out tonight? Why would she need to go out?”
 
   Jarod smirked at his brother. “Don’t ask questions you already know the answer to.”
 
   “Have you lost your mind? She will be spotted a mile away with that hair!” Jaron declared angrily. “And any signs that someone in town has been bitten will immediately triple the patrols and alert the Tower. How do you think we will get out of town then?”
 
   Bitten, that was the answer to the question he didn’t want to ask. Mikel felt light-headed and braced himself against the wall. Jaron and Jarod, both taking notice of his state, stopped their arguing for a moment. 
 
   “Sorry, Mikel, I forgot you were still here.” After walking over to Mikel, Jaron helped him to the chair.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” Mikel inquired as he had a seat.
 
   “Sure,” Jaron answered. “What is it?”
 
   “If this all works like you say, and you manage to free the world of the Shadows, what happens to the Terrians?” 
 
   It was a question that had weighed on his mind since both he and his daughter had been bit. He had gone his whole life thinking that the drinking of blood was a thing of the past, a dark past long since forgotten, but obviously there were still some who continued this tradition, and it made him nervous and sick to his stomach.
 
   Jaron and Jarod glanced at each other; it was a delicate question that neither one of them truly wanted to answer. Surprisingly it was Jarod who decided to take on the challenge. “What exactly are you asking?”
 
   “Right now the Full-bloods think that formula is the only thing that keeps them alive. What happens to us when they find out that we can be used instead?”
 
   The expressions on their faces said it all; they had no more of an idea about what would happen than he did. He felt the anger begin to boil inside once again. “I see,” he mused, slowly standing. “If that’s the life my daughter has to look forward to then I think we should stay here, perhaps we are better off with the Shadows.”
 
   Mikel headed toward the door, only to have his path blocked by a very weak and unsteady Jarod. He was barely standing, almost tempting Mikel to try to storm by him, but considering he was still massive even in this condition, he decided it was probably better not to. Instead he looked up into his face and asked, “What would you do, if you were in my place?”
 
   Jarod braced himself in the door frame. “Mikel, I know this is hard to understand, but we are not monsters. Most Full-bloods when given the option will not choose blood over formula, but I can’t honestly say that there won’t be some who will decide to go back to the old ways.” As he spoke Jarod’s arm slipped, causing him to nearly plummet to the floor. Struggling to stay on his feet he continued, “I was never given a choice, the Shadows decided my fate for me. This isn’t the life I would have would have picked for myself, it was forced on me.”
 
   “What he is trying to say is that if given the various options and the benefits versus risks, we believe most Full-bloods will choose to keep to the formula.” Jaron sighed, “Especially when they find out that once you start drinking blood, you can never stop.” He stepped in to help his brother back up as best he could. “That’s how it works, the blood provides you with increased strength and abilities, and in exchange you are addicted to it for the rest of your life.”
 
   “But no matter what happens,” Jarod asserted, reaching out and grabbing Mikel’s shoulder, “no will ever try to feed on you or your family ever again. That is a promise.”
 
   Staring the pair of them down, Mikel was still unsure of what was to come in the days ahead, but for whatever reason, he found himself trusting what they were saying. “Well, I guess I should be off to pack. I have a new life to prepare for,” he remarked calmly, but deep down a heaviness and fear of the future weighed in on him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   New Beginnings
 
    
 
    
 
   The group spent the rest of the evening packing and preparing for the next morning. Mikel devised a plan to hide some of their clothing and personal items inside false compartments that he and Jaron would create in the bottom of some supply crates. Together the two of them worked most of the night converting the crates and filling them with what personal items and belongings they needed, then after sealing off the compartments, they filled them the rest of the way with medical supplies and straw. 
 
   Citera and Dirik worked upstairs, searching rooms for what items they felt needed to be brought with them, while packing a few clothes into packs that they would carry on them. After all the crates were packed and with the help of Jarod, who had finally regained his ability to walk, they gathered the supplies by the back door in hopes that K would be able to convince Rigar to come with his family and the cart in the morning to drive them all out of town. 
 
   Citera was finishing with her last bag when Mikel came into the room to check on her. “Almost done?” he asked, smiling as she hurriedly shoved a stuffed toy inside. “No second thoughts?”
 
   Zipping the bag to conceal its contents, she turned to him. Though her face was serious, she couldn’t disguise the excitement sparking in her eyes. “Not a one, I think this is just what we need, a chance at a new life. Like in one of those adventures you used to read me stories about, fraught with danger and excitement, and something new waiting around every corner.”
 
   He couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. “I don’t remember any of those stories having a white-haired, blue-eyed Full blood in it, or for that matter an Enforcer.” 
 
   “No, but I think that’s what makes our tale so exciting, talk about unpredictable,” she said, tossing her bag by the door. “Who would have ever thought there would be a day when we would have the Enforcer in our clinic and it actually made us feel safer.”
 
   “I don’t know if safe describes how I feel.” Mikel mumbled, “I thought he was going to kill me the day he took Janil.” Mikel couldn’t suppress the shudder that traveled down his spine with the recollection. “Here, I brought you something,” he declared, quickly changing the subject while holding his closed fist out to her.
 
   “What is it?” she asked. Taking the item she opened her hand to reveal a necklace, one that she immediately recognized as having belonged to her mother. She held it in the air, carefully examining the small circular shaped locket that dangled from a dainty golden chain. On the front of the locket was engraved the image of a bird rising, wings spread from a blazing fire. The image was striking to look at as the multiple layers of different colored gold and silver used to create it sparkled in the low light of the room. 
 
   “It’s a phoenix,” he explained, “a bird of ancient legend that when killed would rise again from its own ashes.” Carefully Mikel undid the clasp and placed it around her neck, then stepped back to admire it. “She would have wanted you to have it, and with all that’s going on I can’t help but feel this is the right time to pass it along.”
 
   Citera lifted up the locket to get a better look; turning it over she found the latch and opened it to reveal a black and white portrait of her mother staring back at her. It had to have been done in her younger years before Citera had been born. “You look like her,” Mikel whispered, stepping beside her and looking at the picture. “The both of you are so beautiful.” 
 
   Citera reached around and grabbed ahold of her father and embraced him. “I love you, Dad.”
 
   “I love you, too, and I hope I never do anything that makes you think otherwise,” he said, holding her tightly. “You and Dirik are the only important things in my life and I will do whatever I have to do in order to protect you both.” Slowly he released her, kissed her on the forehead, and turned for the door not wanting her to see him cry. “Now finish up and get some sleep, we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
   ***
 
   Downstairs K went into the room to check on Jarod and Jaron who were nailing the last of the crates closed. She stood in the doorway silently for a few moments watching the two of them work together, until finally Jarod caught notice of her. “Is everything ready?” she asked as she proceeded into the room.
 
   “I believe so,” Jaron replied, while Jarod lifted the crate and made his way past her to place it by the back door. Once he had it situated amongst the others, he came back into the room and headed straight for the closet. Pulling out his bag and jacket, he proceeded to apply the various layers of gear that had become his trademark over the years. 
 
   He was about done when Dirik walked in, and catching sight of him decked out in black once again, shook his head. “There is something about all that black leather that scares the hell out of me.”
 
   “Good, it’s serving its purpose then,” Jarod said as he pulled on the last glove. “Anyway, shouldn’t you be packing or better yet sleeping?” 
 
   “I’m done packing,” he said as he continued inside. Once he came closer, they could see he was carrying something in his arms, “but I wanted to give K something before I went to sleep. I forgot I even had it until we started going through our stuff.”
 
   He walked toward her cautiously and handed her a neatly folded black coat. “It even has a hood, to hide your hair,” he explained as she unfolded it and slipped it on. It fit her like it was made for her, hugging her narrow curves perfectly as it flowed down to her knees. 
 
   “I love it, but where did it come from?” K asked as she pulled the fur-lined hood up over her head.
 
   “He stole it,” Jarod said casually from behind her, steadily lining his pocket with various items from his bag. 
 
   Dirik turned on him. “I did not!” But after a side glance from Jarod, he huffed, “Okay, I stole it. But it was from the patrol station, everything in that place is already stolen anyway.”
 
   “Thank you,” K said, her lips quirking at the banter, “but I would prefer it if you didn’t steal anymore, your luck can only last so long.”
 
   Dirik puffed out his chest with a smug grin. “It’s not luck, its skill,” and with that he turned and marched out of the room, head held high.
 
   Jaron sighed, “Cocky little guy isn’t he.” 
 
   “He has every right to be,” Jarod admitted, watching him bounce back up the stairs. “I have never seen anyone who could pull off robbing a patrol station, much less on a weekly basis. Kid’s got talent and one that will likely come in handy in the days that come.”
 
   “Perhaps so, but he is still so young and has a lot left to learn. Anyway, back to business, are we ready?” K asked as she worked to button up the jacket. 
 
   “Not quite yet,” Jaron answered. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out an ornate pair of thin, flat blades and handed them to her. “I brought you something, too.” 
 
   K’s face lit up. “You kept them,” she exclaimed, taking the blades from his hand and removing her hood. She worked swiftly to twist her long white locks into a bun, then inserted the two blades, one on each side, to secure it. “Now that is more like it,” she said, feeling to check that all was in place.
 
   “Well, let’s be off then.” Jarod headed toward the door, and called back to Jaron, “We will be back in a few hours, this shouldn’t take long.” 
 
   Jaron nodded. “I will finish up things here.”
 
   Stepping out into the night, K’s attention was immediately drawn to the sky, and the stairs shining brightly against the blanket of darkness. “I haven’t seen the sky in so long,” she murmured longingly, studying it closely as if to verify all the stars were still where she had left them. “Let’s go to the rooftops.” 
 
   “Are you sure you are ready for that?” But no sooner had he the words cleared his mouth than she had leapt to the roof of the building next door to the clinic. 
 
   “Oh yeah, I am going to enjoy this,” Jarod commented leaping up after her. It had been a long time since he had worked with someone who could not only keep up with him, but that actually might give him a challenge.
 
   The two of them worked their way across town, moving silently from rooftop to rooftop, stopping from time to time to give K a chance to rest. Normally such an excursion would be no more strenuous than walking across the road, however her weakened state was causing her to wear out much more quickly. Sticking to the roofs, they managed to avoid the patrols that were out in unusually large numbers on the streets below. They were halfway across town when K stopped suddenly, peering over the edge of a roof to the street below. “I think we have one,” she said with a wicked smile.
 
   “Who?” Jarod scanned around, spotting a seemingly ordinary Terrian walking below. “Him?” He studied the man as he walked away, from the clothes he was wearing and the way he carried himself, not to mention the fact he was out past curfew, Jarod figured he was a man of money and power, most likely a supervisor of some kind. “Any reason why? He doesn’t appear to be anything special, a piece of shit supervisor, sure, but no worse a criminal than the rest of them.”
 
   “That’s because you are looking with your eyes,” she stated coldly, her intensity somewhat frightening. “Close your eyes and see him with your mind, hear his thoughts.”
 
   “I don’t have your abilities, I don’t read minds,” Jarod argued. 
 
   Pale blue eyes turned and glared at him, effectively shutting him up. “You are capable of much more than you know. How do you think it is you always know things about the people you have never met before, like who the other members of their family are, their names, whether or not they are innocent? You have been using this ability for years, now it is time to learn how to control it, to focus in on the information you seek. Now, shut your eyes and your mouth, so you can open your mind.”
 
   Still doubtful but knowing better than to argue, Jarod obeyed and closed his eyes as K continued to direct him, “Now relax and focus. Open your mind to the world around you and you should be able to hear what he is thinking.”
 
   Jarod relaxed. However, he couldn’t hear anything except an alley cat screeching and a couple arguing in the house below. Beginning to get frustrated, he was about to give up when he heard a distant voice speaking in his mind, “I’ll show her, that bitch. She’ll think twice before she refuses me again.” Startled, Jarod opened his eyes and look around, but he and K were still alone on the roof. He closed his eyes again, but this time instead of a voice, a vision of the man on the street came to him. The man was inside a house with a young woman, screaming and beating the poor girl until her small body could take no more. He opened his eyes and looked to K in disbelief. “Was that real?” 
 
   K watched the man, completely oblivious of their presence, as he continued winding his way up the street. “It was a glimpse at his intentions; we can follow and see if he has the nerve to go through with it.” 
 
   Jarod nodded and they pursued the man as he continued through the narrow roads, finally stopping in front of a small house. There he stood staring while the two of them watched and waited for nearly half an hour. Jarod had decided he had lost his nerve when he finally made a move for the door. He didn’t even notice K had left his side until he saw her grab ahold of the man before he could knock and drag him into the alley behind the house. 
 
   Jarod smirked, jumping to the ground below. “I knew this would be fun.” 
 
   Turning the corner to the alley, he found K holding the man pinned against the wall. He was wiggling like a worm in her grasp and cussing various obscenities at K until he spotted Jarod standing behind her. “The Enforcer, good, this bitch has broken curfew and attacked me. I demand you arrest her.”
 
   “Demand? No, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he replied, casually leaning against the wall. “You see, technically I’m not even here, and if I was, your neck would have already been snapped for that little remark. But seeing as I am in a forgiving mood, I think I will just stand here and allow her to deal with you instead. Oh, and if I was you I wouldn’t call her a bitch, I don’t think she likes it.”
 
   “I don’t care what she wants to be called, she is a Full-blood,” he yelled. 
 
   K removed her hood, catching her prey’s attention. Wide eyed and pale, his confidence abandoned him. “S-she isn’t a-a Full-blood.” Realizing his fate, he was about to scream for help when K covered his mouth and shook her head. In a flash she sank her teeth deep into his neck while Jarod stood back and watched. She made quick work of him, draining every last bit of blood, and allowing his lifeless body to fall to the ground. 
 
   Jarod walked over, picked up the body, and tossed him over one shoulder like a bag of potatoes. “I know where we can get rid of this,” he offered, turning to talk to K. Yet as they were about to ascend back to the rooftops, a young Terrian patrol rounded the corner. He froze, gawking first at Jarod holding the limp body, then shifting his attention to K and her shining white hair, he turned on a heal to take off. He made it only two steps before K grabbed him from behind and dragged him back into the alley. 
 
   “If you want to live to see another day, you will remain silent, do you understand?” she asked, slamming him into the wall, and he nodded as panic filled his eyes. She held him there with ease; hand around his neck, studying him carefully. “You are a good man and I do not wish to harm you, but if you continue to do this job, you will be forced to do things you know aren’t right.” She placed two fingers of her free hand against his temple. “So you will listen to me,” she demanded as her eyes locked with his, immediately his struggling ceased, “you will leave this job, take your family, and move them to a safer place before it is too late. You will remember nothing about what you have seen in this alley or any of this conversation, do you understand?”
 
   The patrol nodded his head slowly, his eyes still locked with K’s. Gently she set him back onto the ground, dusted off his coat, and observed him as he walked away slowly. Jarod watched intrigued, “What did you do to him?”
 
   “I helped him make the right decision. But we should go before another one comes, I have a feeling he was a rarity amongst these patrols.” K jumped on the roof nearby, Jarod right behind her. “Where are we going? I will follow you,” she said as he cleared the roof with the body.
 
   “We will go to the factory. They keep a furnace burning around the clock to help forge the materials for the road. It is hot enough to incinerate him completely.” 
 
   K nodded and they took off back across the roofs. They made it to the other side of town in great time, spotting the factory in the distance. With the fresh blood coursing through her veins, K moved much quicker than before and was no longer requiring breaks to rest and recover. Once at the factory, they followed the continuous plume of black smoke until they came to the large stack of the furnace. Being so late at night, there was hardly anyone around to witness as they climbed their way to the top and dropped the corpse into the inferno below. 
 
   “Did you not intend on feeding tonight?” K asked as they stood looking down into the stack after the body.
 
   “No, I am not supposed to feed outside the Tower, and if I do they will know. Besides, there is no telling what plans they have for me on my return tomorrow, so it is better if I wait. Some things are more easily tolerated on an empty stomach.” K appeared to be perturbed by what he had told her, but said nothing. Below them came a sound and they ducked out of sight in time to see a group on security patrol walk by. 
 
   “Well, shall we pay the Full-blood a visit then?” K asked, watching the group as they disappeared into the distance.
 
   “Of course, follow me I know where his house is,” Jarod answered, jumping down and darting to nearest building. 
 
   As they neared the housing district where the Full-bloods were forced to live, it became increasingly more difficult to travel. The roofs in the area were thin, so much so that they began to buckle underneath Jarod’s weight. When one abandoned house nearly collapsed through with him, Jarod became worried, and decided it might be best if he returned to the ground. 
 
   “I will have to continue below, these houses won’t support my weight.” 
 
   K surveyed the street and the patrols that littered them. “No, you wait over there where they can’t see you, I will continue on alone. Just point me in the direction of the house.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous. You don’t know how Rigar and his wife will react to seeing you at their door,” Jarod protested.
 
   “I will be fine. Plus, I have the feeling your presence would be much more disturbing than mine. Now, which house is it?” 
 
   Jarod scowled. As usual she was right, but he still didn’t like the idea of her going alone. “It’s down that street over there, the third house on the left,” Jarod surrendered, pointing down the road.
 
   “All right, but first things first,” she continued, pulling her hood off and taking a deep breath. A bright white aura enveloped her body, transforming her shimmering white curls to smooth, straight black locks, nearly as dark as his own. Focusing next on her skin, K concentrated on making each and every scar fade away, before finishing off by turning her eyes light brown. Jarod gawked at the lovely creature standing before him, looking nothing like she had only moments before. “So what do you think, do I look like a Full-blood?”
 
   He was left speechless. He had seen her before as beautiful with the scars and all, but like this he could clearly see how truly gorgeous she must have been before all the years of living and abuse had taken their toll on her.
 
   “Well, is it that bad?” she questioned, placing her hands on her hips.
 
   “No, I’m sorry. You look ravishing,” Jarod breathed.
 
   K’s eyes softened, then dropped to the ground as her hand subconsciously reached for the spot above her eye where the scar had been.
 
   “No my lady, I didn’t mean it like that.” Jarod countered quickly fearing she had taken his compliment the wrong way. “You are beautiful. It’s just like this …”
 
   “It’s okay Jarod. I know what you meant, and I am not offended.” Though her words said one thing, her down cast eyes and slumped posture told him she was anything but okay.
 
   “Would you like to talk about it? What happened, I mean.”
 
   A hard stare landed on him with such intensity that he instinctively retreated several steps back. “Would you?”
 
   Dropping his gaze, Jarod shook his head. Of course she didn’t want to talk about it, and neither did he. More than anyone he understood. Somethings were better left unsaid.
 
   “Then I’m off.” 
 
   She jumped onto one of the thin rooftops and disappeared in the direction he had pointed her. She easily made the short journey to the house; being much lighter and quicker than Jarod. 
 
   Once she reached a house meeting the description Jarod had given her, she jumped onto the ground and peered into a window to verify it was indeed the correct one. Inside Rigar sat with his wife, relaxing on a couch side by side watching a little girl, no more than twelve years of age, on the floor reading a book. The scene was peaceful, one she hated to disturb, but time was not on their side and in a few short hours the sun would be rising. Here we go, K thought. Taking a deep breath, she headed around the back of the house and knocked on the back door. It took a while for them to come, probably hoping whoever it was would go away, but as she knocked again Rigar came to the door, cracking it open just enough to look outside. 
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked barely visible from his station on the other side.
 
   “Sir, please can you help me? I am not from this town and need a place to stay, the patrols have already spotted me once and I only narrowly escaped. If you would let me come in, I promise I will leave in the morning.” As she spoke K looked constantly from side to side, pretending to scan the streets for patrols.
 
   However, Rigar remained firmly behind the door. “I would love to help you, but I have a family, and if I was caught with you in here it would put us all in danger.” 
 
   He slowly began to close the door, but K threw her weight against it, pushing back and easily holding it open. “Please, sir,” K begged, allowing panic to fill her voice, “you are the fourth house I have tried. I promise it is only until the morning, please don’t let them catch me.”
 
   Rigar pushed harder trying to force the door closed, but being unable to budge it, raised his voice angrily. “I’m sorry but I can’t, now get away from my door.”
 
   “Honey, who is it?” a female voice asked from behind Rigar. 
 
   “Ma’am, please, I need a place to stay for the night, don’t let him turn me away. I would offer you money or formula but I have neither. I am begging you, don’t send me to my death.”
 
   “Rigar,” Mirna’s soft voice began to plead with her husband, but he cut her off quickly. 
 
   “No, I will not put you and Sara in danger,” he snapped as he pushed once again on the door, trying to force it closed. But K held firm against the other side, making Rigar all the angrier. “Get away from my door,” he demanded again. “I am not letting you in.” 
 
   A sound approaching in the distance caught both of their attention. 
 
   K saw her opportunity. Dropping to her knees, while still managing to keep Rigar from closing the door, K wept. “Please, they are coming, don’t leave me out here.”
 
   “Rigar, let her in,” Mirna begged her husband. “Once they have passed she can leave, but if you leave her out there you might as well break her neck yourself.” 
 
   K’s begging coupled with the pressure from his wife succeeded in wearing Rigar down, and as the patrols moved closer he reluctantly backed away from the door, letting K step inside. 
 
   “Just until they pass.”
 
   “Of course,” K responded, lowering her eyes. Hearing the door close and bolt behind her, K moved to a far corner, before she chanced a glance around the room, which she now recognized as a kitchen. From what little she could make out, the house didn’t appear to be much bigger than the apartment at the clinic. But even though it was small size, there was a homey feel radiating throughout the house that spoke volumes of the love this family felt for one another.
 
   She avoided eye contact as she continued to look around, until Mirna came up behind her and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. K grimaced, fighting down the urge to knock her away. “Do you need some formula? We don’t have much, but we would be glad to share what we can.”
 
   K smiled weakly, shaking her head. “No, thank you though. I don’t want to be any more of a burden than I already am.”
 
   “What did you say your name was?” Rigar asked, glancing over his shoulder at her, as he watched out the window for the patrols. “And why are you in town?”
 
   “Katina. Actually, I am here looking for someone. Maybe you know him.”
 
   “Perhaps, we know a lot of people. Tell us his name and maybe we can point you in the direction of his house,” Mirna answered happily. K liked this woman already.
 
   “I’m not sure, they didn’t really give me a name. You see, my friend needs to get out of town quick and needs a cart to do so, he said someone on this street would have one. Do you know anyone that has a cart?”
 
   Mirna’s face dropped and her perkiness faded. “There are not many Full-bloods in this town who have carts. Are you sure you don’t have a name?”
 
   Rigar’s attention had also been pulled away from the window, and he was now intently focused on his mysterious guest. “What is the name of your friend needing the cart?”
 
   K kept her head lowered and raised her eyes to meet his gaze. “Mikel.”
 
   Mirna’s face paled as Rigar charged across the room in an attempt to pin K. Instead K ducked under his arm, coming up behind him and slamming him into the wall. Mirna, angered at the sight of her husband being pinned, came running toward them both. K spotted her out of the corner of her eye, and with one quick move dodged her advance as well, coming up on the other side of the room across from the two of them. 
 
   “Who are you and what do you want?” Rigar demanded.
 
   “How soon you forget someone whose life you saved,” K answered, grinning as she allowed her eyes to turn blue again, “but I suppose I should have expected no less since you also tried to kill me.”
 
   Terror overwhelmed Rigar. Grabbing Mirna, he forced her behind him, his rigid stance announcing he was ready to protect her with his life. Mirna, lost to what was going on but sensing her husband’s panic, glowered at K. “What is going on here, who are you?” 
 
   “Leave,” Rigar demanded in a low, gravely tone, then as an afterthought added, “Is he here with you?”
 
   “He is down the street, a few blocks away. I figured the sight of him might be more than you could handle.” K relaxed her posture and removed the hood from her head, just as Sara came wandering into the room behind her parents.
 
   “Who is she?” 
 
   “She is someone who is fixing to leave. Go back into the other room, and we will be there in a moment.” Sara looked as if she were going to protest, but seeing the expressions on her parent’s faces, instead silently obeyed, retreating back into the living room.
 
   “Now leave,” Rigar said, taking a step toward K. “This is my house and I will not allow you to harm my family. And what have you done to Mikel and Citera?”
 
   “I am not here to harm anyone,” K answered flatly. “I am here, like I said, to ask a favor of you for Mikel.”
 
   “Mikel wouldn’t send you to ask me anything,” Rigar shouted across the room.
 
   “He would if he had no other way to get a message to you.” Growing tired of the drama, she impatiently demanded in a more stern tone, “Listen I am not in the mood for games nor do I have the time for them. Mikel and the others have agreed to leave town tomorrow with me and Jaron, to Jaron’s camp at the borderlands. He wants you and your family to come as well, there you will be safe and no longer forced to work and live in these conditions.” As she continued she could see the tension in the both of them begin to ease ever so slightly. “He wants you to come in the morning with the cart and all of you leave together.”
 
   “And why should I believe you? It’s not like Mikel to up and leave his clinic behind,” Rigar questioned, studying her closely. “And you don’t even look like the girl I pulled from the cave. I thought you wouldn’t be able to travel for a few weeks.”
 
   “Oh, well things change and it has become urgent we leave more quickly,” K explained allowing her mask to fade away completely. Mirna gasped, placing her hand over her mouth so as not to alarm Sara in the next room. 
 
   “You’re her,” she whispered, walking toward K. The gesture caught K and Rigar both off guard. “My grandfather, he told me you would come one day.” She reached out to touch K’s hair, but K quickly backed away. 
 
   “Don’t,” she warned. Mirna appearing somewhat disappointed by the reaction, respected K’s wishes and stepped back.
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t believe you are real.” 
 
   K could see she was studying her carefully, as if she was looking for something. “What else did your grandfather say?” K asked, taking a seat at the kitchen table, hoping her relaxed posture would prove to Rigar and Mirna she meant them no harm. .
 
   “He told me that one day a woman would come with eyes the color of the sky, hair as white as snow, and bearing the mark of an Immortal.” Mirna paused, studying K; trying to catch a glimpse of some sort of mark. “He said her arrival would beacon a great war, a war that would either free us of the Shadows once and for all, or seal their reign over us for eternity.” 
 
   Rigar gazed upon his wife as if she was a stranger. He had never heard her speak of these things before, and it was frightening to hear, for any part of that story heard by the wrong ears was enough to earn her a death sentence. After listening to what his wife had to say, K remained silent; Rigar wished for some sort of expression that would give them the slightest idea of what she was thinking. However, after several, long intense moments, K merely stood and headed for the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Mirna asked as K placed a hand on the doorknob.
 
   “Leaving. That was the agreement, was it not? When the guards pass I leave.” As she spoke they watched in awe as she resumed her mask. “Besides, I have delivered my message, the decision is now yours to make.”
 
   “Well, yes, but you are welcome to stay a little longer, if you’d like,” Rigar said unsurely. 
 
   K raised an eyebrow. “Oh, am I? Do you have more metal objects you would like to hit me in the head with?” 
 
   “Rigar?” Mirna looked disapprovingly at her husband, “You didn’t.”
 
   Rigar was left standing between the two women, trying to find the best way to defend himself, when a knock on the front door caught all their attention. 
 
   “Are you expecting someone?” K asked as the three of them headed toward the sound. 
 
   “Of course not, curfew is in place no one should be on the street except the patrols.” Another knock came, this time much louder and forceful than the other.
 
   “I’ll get it!” Sara called from the other room.
 
   “No!” Mirna and Rigar yelled in unison, but it was too late. As soon as the bolt was released, the door flew open and Jarod dashed into the room, slamming the door closed behind him. Sara started to scream, but Jarod jerked her up and placed his hand over her mouth. Rigar infuriated and panicked by the sight of the Enforcer holding his daughter in his grasp, rushed forward and was immediately stopped by K. “I will not have him—” Rigar began, only to be hushed by K. 
 
   She pointed to her ear. “Listen,” she whispered.
 
   Rigar stopped and listened, it was then that he heard it, the sound of a large number of people coming up the road of the district, far too many to be a normal patrol. “Oh no,” he whispered, “they are doing housing sweeps. You two need to get out of here now! I might be able to explain away her presence, but there is no way I can explain him being here,” he said, looking at Jarod. “If they catch you here it will be the death of us all.” Rigar was panicking.Walking to Jarod, he motioned to Sara to remain quite as he carefully removed her from his arms. “Follow me,” he directed the two of them.
 
   He cracked the back door and scanned the streets for any signs of patrols, then motioned them on out. “If you go straight down that way you should be able to get by them without being seen.” He pointed down a dark alley. “Tell Mikel I will be there in the morning, if nothing happens.” As he closed the door behind them they could hear the knock of the patrols on the front door. 
 
   “I can’t leave until I know they are safe,” K told Jarod, who was studying the buildings and streets surrounding them. 
 
   “Over there,” he whispered, pointing to a building a block away, “we should be able to watch from there without being seen.” 
 
   Using the darkness as a cover, they made their way to the roof and watched as the patrols went from house to house ransacking and stealing whatever they could. Suddenly a loud commotion came from Rigar’s house as seven of them dragged him bleeding into the street. K jumped to her feet, but Jarod held out an arm out to stop her. “Don’t,” he said calmly, “you will only make it worse. They aren’t going to arrest him, it isn’t the point of these raids, they are only reinforcing their presence and control over them.”
 
   K slumped slightly back into her perch, although her body remained tense. Moments later they watched as Sara was dragged kicking and screaming out in front of the barely conscious Rigar. Mirna came running out behind them, but she was quickly dealt with as several of the patrols caught ahold of her and delivered a series of blows, before dragging her next to Rigar. Sara continued to struggle uselessly against them as one of the patrols pulled something out of his pocket and advanced toward her. 
 
   “What is going on?” K asked, barely able to contain the anger building inside of her at the sight of this family being tormented so brutally.
 
   “They’re tagging her,” Jarod answered solemnly, turning his back on the scene. He had seen enough. 
 
   K glanced down at the tag Mikel had placed on her wrist. “So what does that mean?”
 
   “It means she is expected to start working, either on the road or in the factory.” Jarod ran his hands over his face. 
 
   K watched as the patrol tightened the tag on her wrist. “But she is still a child, not even close to maturity, why would they want to tag her?” 
 
   “They have been getting younger and younger.” Jarod turned back to watch. They had forced Sara on her knees next to her mother and father while the officer scanned and reprogrammed each of their tags. “If you control the children, you control their parents.”
 
   “And what happens if she doesn’t go? What do these things do?” K asked, watching Rigar and his family slowly pick themselves up and stumble back into the house. Meanwhile the patrols continued down the street. The cries of other families began to fill the air as one by one they pulled more children into the street to tag. 
 
   “They use them to control the formula, it is scanned when they show up and leave the sites, and only after they have worked for so many hours do they earn their daily ration. They had been allotted a certain amount for the child, but now that they have tagged her as well they will only get barely enough for each of them.”
 
   K had seen enough; she spun around and began leaping from rooftop to rooftop, heading back to the clinic in silence with Jarod following close behind. They managed to make it back without any further signs of the patrols, who were most likely busy harassing the Full-bloods on the other side of town. As they approached the back door K stopped. “This is all my fault and I will do everything in my power to make this right,” she stated, eyes fixed on the door in front of her. “I was a fool once, but no more.”
 
   “It isn’t your fault,” Jarod said, trying to comfort her. “They betrayed you and stole your kingdom out from under you.”
 
   “I made them!” K yelled angrily. “I was foolish to believe they could be trusted. I should have seen the signs, they were in front of me all along.” Jarod could see the anger pulsating over her, evident by the black markings flashing across her skin. “Hell, Jaron even told me and I didn’t listen. Instead, I accused him of being the one who was power hungry.” Overflowing with rage, K hauled back and rammed her fist into one of the brick walls, leaving in it a deep impression.
 
   The noise brought Mikel and Citera running to the door. “Get inside,” Mikel demanded, “I’m sure the whole neighborhood heard that!” 
 
   Jarod looked around as various lights began to flicker on down the alley and nudged K toward the door. “We need to get you off the street.”
 
   She stormed into the clinic with Jarod following close behind. Mikel latched the door shut behind them. “What was that about?”
 
   K said nothing. She continued down the hall, slamming the door to her room closed behind her. “Well, I see your trip went well,” Mikel muttered, watching her before turning back to Jarod.
 
   “They were doing raids in the Full-blood district,” Jarod explained, staring after her. “She saw them tag Rigar’s daughter.”
 
   “They what?” Citera exclaimed. “She is only twelve years old, she has no business going to work in those places.”
 
   “Regardless, they did and Rigar put up a fight.” Jarod walked into the room and began to gather his things into his bag.
 
   “Is he …” Mikel was afraid to ask.
 
   “A little battered but otherwise all right,” Jarod answered, flinging the bag over his shoulder. “He said he would come in the morning, and after what happened tonight, I have no doubt he will.”
 
   “So that’s it, you’re leaving?” Citera almost felt sad. She had become accustomed to the giant being in her house.
 
   “Yes, I need to get out of town tonight so that I can be spotted coming back in the morning.” Staring down at Mikel and Citera he sneered, “Go ahead and say it, good riddance.”
 
   Mikel walked up and held out his hand. “No, thank you. Not for nearly killing me and my daughter of course … actually, now that I think about it, you tried to kill all of us.”
 
   Jarod shrugged. Mikel frowned, “Anyway, what I was going to say was thank you for saving all those people, including Janil and her husband. I know what you do, you do at a great risk to yourself and that you will never get the recognition you deserve for it. So if it is any consolation, I apologize on behalf of myself and my family for having greatly misjudged you.” 
 
   Jarod stared blankly at Mikel, then humbly lowered his gaze. “And I thank you and your family for showing me more hospitality and kindness, than I have experience in over fifty years, even though I didn’t deserve any of it.”
 
   “I’ll say it,” Jaron jested, coming into the room with a smile on his face, “good riddance.”
 
   “I’d expect as much from you.” Jarod and Jaron embraced, then held each other out by their shoulders. “Until we meet again.”
 
   “Hopefully it won’t be as long this time, old friend,” Jaron remarked.
 
   Jarod gave Jaron a friendly slap on the back and made his way into the hall, where Dirik stood waiting, “Ahh, the little thief has come to see me off.”
 
   “I have something for you,” Dirik said, smiling as he held out his hand. Jarod gave him a sideways glance before holding out his hand and allowing Dirik to place the item into his palm. He opened his hand, revealing a tiny metal Reaper. “It’s from me and Citera, to remember us. That way no matter how bad it gets in the Tower, you will always have something to remind you that you have friends out here.” 
 
   Jarod stood staring at the small figure in his palm, unsure of what to say. Noting the tension, Dirik decided to lighten things up, “I know what you are thinking, and yes I did pay for it.”
 
   The whole room burst into laughter. Jarod smiled and placed the small figure in his pocket. “Thank you both,” he said, looking over their faces, wanting to forever embed this moment in his memory. And as his thoughts drifted to the dangers they faced in the morning, sadness began to overwhelm him at the idea of any of them being injured or killed. Despite himself, he had become attached. “Once you hear the messengers announcing I’m here, that is your cue to leave as fast as you can. They won’t be expecting me, so no road blocks should be in place. My presence alone should keep the patrols distracted enough for you to get out of town with little or no interference.” Not wanting to drag the farewells out any longer necessary and feeling the need to cut the ties quickly, he continued on down the hall toward the back door. “Whatever you do, stay away from the side of town where the inn is.”
 
   “We will, travel safe, my friend.” Jaron held open the door.
 
   “Until our paths cross again,” Jarod replied, then without a backwards glance, he disappeared into the darkness outside. 
 
   Citera ran out behind him, surveying the roof line above, but he was long gone. She stood staring into the star lit sky, marveling at his speed, when Mikel came and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go rest, we only have a few hours till daybreak.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
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   Jarod spent the rest of the morning hours on the outskirts of town just off the main road. He was surrounded by miles of nothing but wheat fields, sitting beneath the only tree he had found, and watching the sun rise in the distance. His was body rigid and tense from dread and anxiety, making sleeping impossible and his head hurt. No matter, the nap he had taken thanks to K, not to mention the following day of unwanted rest, should be more than enough to keep him going for at least a month.
 
   He choose instead to spend the rest of the early hours lying in wait beneath the tree, watching the sun climb its way into the sky. It wasn’t until the sun had made it mid-way, when the last of the red and gold patterns had faded from the sky, did he begrudgingly climb to his feet, and begin a slow walk back to town. 
 
   He could be back in town within minutes if he so choose, but he kept it slow, taking the time to enjoy the surrounding countryside, dotted only by an occasional farmhouse, whose occupants quickly scooped up their children and ran back inside at the sight of him. He was several miles outside of town when he spotted an outlook on a hill in the distance. Smirking, he watched amused as a young Terrian took off in a full run toward town to announce his arrival. 
 
   He continued on at his current pace, finally arriving at the edge of town around late morning; there a band of patrols waited to greet him just as he had expected. “Good morning,” the new chief greeted, stepping forward shakily, “we were not aware you would be paying us a visit today.” 
 
   It was apparent by his awkward behavior and nervousness that he had been informed of what happened to the prior chief. “Is that a problem? I was not aware I needed to notify anyone prior to my coming.” He straightened to his full height and spoke in a low tone, further intimidating the already nervous crowd before him.
 
   “No, no, sir. You misunderstand me, I was only saying if we had known, we would have been better prepared for your arrival, to make you more comfortable during your visit.”
 
   “Oh, you mean like the hospitality I was showed on my last visit?”
 
   The paled expression on the chief’s face was actually bringing him a great deal of pleasure. Crossing his arms, he continued to frown down on the young, inexperienced man as he struggled to find a way of justifying the actions of his predecessor. “Sir, I assure you nothing like that will happen on this visit. I will find you a place to stay myself, and will personally ensure you have everything you need.” 
 
   “No need,” Jarod responded, blowing him off. “I am here to complete a task and be on my way. All I need from you is assistance in transporting two prisoners back to the Tower.” He continued walking through the mass of patrols, parting them as he went. The young chief did his best to keep pace with him, but his small stature coupled with Jarod’s now quicker gait, forced him to nearly jog to keep up.
 
   “Of course, not a problem. If you wish I can arrange for the cars to take you back so it won’t take as long.” He hesitated, unsure if he was allowed to ask the next question, but after a few moments of gathering the nerve, he went for it. “May I ask who you are in town to get?”
 
   “The innkeeper and his daughter.” 
 
   He could hear a frenzy of whispering begin amongst the cluster of the patrols following along behind him. Apparently they didn’t like the idea any better than he did. The chief, who seemed to have lost his zeal for conversation, took a moment to process what he had said. “His daughter, too?” was all he managed to muster after a lengthy silence. 
 
   “Of course,” Jarod answered sharply, cutting his eyes toward him. “She is the one who told her father the lie, wasn’t she?”
 
   “Well yes, but she is just a young girl and still very naïve. Perhaps we can talk to them, there has to be a good explanation for what happened.”
 
   “A good explanation,” Jarod growled taking ahold of the chief’s jacket. The squad behind him moved as if they were about to intervene, but a harsh glance quickly stopped them dead in their tracks. “You want to let them give you a good explanation? Their lie cost your chief his life, but if you wish to talk go right on ahead and do it. I, however, am here to do a job and don’t really care to hear excuses.”
 
   A mumble in the ranks of the squad caught his attention. He released the chief and turned on them, scooping up a large officer in the back. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe I caught what you said since I was all the way over there. Would you care to repeat it?” 
 
   The officer shook his head franticly. “No, sir.”
 
   But Jarod wasn’t taking that as an answer, and reached into the liner of his jacket to pull out one of his blades. “No, I’m afraid I must insist,” he said, placing the blade against the officer’s throat. 
 
   The officer swallowed, his brow covered in a cold sweat. “I-I said how do we k-know it was a l-lie.”
 
   His blood boiled as he hoisted the officer into the air, his head so focused on the insult and the man who had welded it, he could hardly hear the chief pleading with him in the background, “Sir, sir, please put him down. Let us continue on with the task at hand. Don’t waste your energy on him, he will be properly reprimanded for his insubordination, I assure you.” 
 
   Darkness clouded his vision and his thoughts. Every bone in his body wanted to snap this man in half. Yet somehow, through the blackness enveloping his mind, an image of Maya pushed through. And with it came the faces of K and the others in the clinic. He could only imagine what they would think of him after hearing the first thing he did once he came back into town was to kill someone. 
 
   Yet his pride would not let the insult go completely unanswered. In a swift, fluid motion he threw the officer across the road, his body slamming into a building on the other side, before crashing to the ground. The lifeless body laid there unmoving as his companions surrounded him, checking for a pulse. “He’s alive,” one of them shouted, “but I think he hit his head pretty hard.”
 
   “Take him to the infirmary,” the chief instructed, motioning to three of the men standing around him. “The rest of you come with us to the inn.”
 
   Silence descended over the squad as they resumed their journey and it wasn’t long before they neared the center of the town. Judging by the fact that the streets ahead were still congested with people, Jarod had to assume the messengers had yet to travel this direction. It was a little girl holding her mother’s hand that spotted him first and immediately began to pull on her mother’s skirt. Her mother tried her best to ignore her, but the little girl remained persistent. 
 
   “What is it?” the mother asked, annoyed at having her conversation interrupted.
 
   “Look at that man, Mommy, he is really tall,” the little girl said innocently as she lifted her hand and pointed down the street to the approaching Enforcer and the band of patrols behind him. 
 
   “Honey, it’s not nice to point at …” The mother began scolding her little girl, then she spotted the subject of her daughter’s interest. “Oh no.”
 
   The rest of the street fell silent as one by one people spotted the group coming up the road. The crowd panicked and people began piling into the various stores and shops. Shopkeepers packed in as many people as they could before locking their doors. In the mayhem of people trying to get away, the little girl became separated from her mother and stood in the middle of the road crying and calling for her. Jarod continued his approach, stopping in front of the crying child as she looked up at him.
 
   “I can’t find my mommy,” she hiccupped between heavy sobs. “Will you help me find her?”
 
   Jarod stared down into her innocent grey eyes, nearly the same shade as Maya’s. She was such a tiny thing, with long dark hair neatly plaited into a braid behind her. And as she looked up at him, asking him for his help, it wasn’t with fear in her eyes, but with hope. This little girl didn’t see him as a monster, she had no idea who he was and therefore didn’t fear him. Behind him, however, he could feel the eyes of the patrols, as well as those of the people hiding in the shops. watching on, anxious to see how he would respond.
 
   “Did you see which way she went?” he asked softly, kneeling down in front of her. 
 
   “No, everyone started pushing and shoving, then I lost her,” she sniffled. “Why did they do that, why did everyone run away?” 
 
   His lips quirked. “Maybe something frightened them, but I bet your mom will be back shortly.” He stood up and looked around; he knew chances were that her mother would not return until he left. “Stay here and I am sure she will find you.” Jarod started around the little girl only to feel a small hand grab his pants. Gasps filled the air surrounding him. 
 
   “Don’t leave me here,” she motioned for him to come back down to her, “I’m scared they will take me away like they did my dad,” she said quietly, pointing at the patrols behind him.
 
   He peered over his shoulder at the nervous squad. “They won’t hurt you, I promise.”
 
   “Can’t you wait here with me until my mommy comes back?” More tears had filled her eyes as she spoke. “I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   The chief, noticing he needed a hand, or perhaps afraid for the little girl, approached from behind him with another officer. “We will take her back to the station; her mother can pick her up there.” He reached down to pick up the little girl, who responded with a fit of panic and latched herself onto Jarod’s neck. 
 
   More gasps could be heard in every direction, one of them might have even been his own. “Please don’t let them take me. If they do I will never see my mom again.” 
 
   Jarod was in a state of shock. No one ever got this close to him, not on purpose anyway. Unsure of what else to do, and afraid of hurting her by trying to remove her, Jarod carefully wrapped one arm underneath her and scooped her up as he stood. 
 
   “Child, I have to go, they won’t hurt you, they will help you find your mother,” Jarod told her as he carefully tried to pull an arm loose. 
 
   “No! I won’t go with them,” she screamed, attaching herself even tighter. 
 
   The chief appeared to be as lost about what to do as Jarod. He was starting to think they were going to have no other option but to force her off, when a desperate voice cried out from down the street catching their attention. 
 
   “Haven, where are you?”
 
   “Mommy!” the little girl cried. “I’m over here.”
 
   Haven’s mother came running into view, but froze when she spotted Jarod with her little girl in his arms, tightly clinging to his neck. “Is that your mom?” Jarod asked, kneeling down to place the child on the ground … but to his dismay she would not let go. 
 
   “Yes, but she is scared of them, too,” Haven answered, scowling at the chief. “Will you take me to her?”
 
   “I don’t think that is a good idea,” Jarod remarked as he continued to try to gently pry her loose, “she might be scared of me, too.”
 
   “Please,” Haven pleaded, giving him her saddest face.
 
   He took a deep breath; shooting a brief glance at the mother, twisting her hands anxiously in front of her. “Wait here,” he demanded turning back to the chief, then headed down the street toward Haven’s mother. Despite the obvious fear she was in, to his surprise she remained fixed where she stood. By the time he reached her the woman was almost in tears. 
 
   Haven, still maintaining her death grip on his neck, tried her best to comfort her mother, “Don’t worry, Mommy, he won’t let them hurt us, will you?”
 
   “No, I won’t,” Jarod replied, lowering Haven down to her mother. She hesitated for a moment, before slowly reaching out and taking her daughter from his hands. “Be more careful with her next time,” he cautioned as she embraced the little girl tightly. 
 
   “Yes, sir, I’m sorry,” she said shakily, “I won’t let it happen again.” The poor woman, terrified to move, looked from him to the patrols behind him. “May we go?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He watched them as they headed back down the road into the distance, Haven smiling and waving from her mother’s grasp. “Thank you, ’bye, ’bye.” 
 
   As they continued to move further away, Jarod could see the mother was lecturing her little girl sternly. He couldn’t make out any of what she was telling her, but as they disappeared in the distance, Haven glanced back at him, with a confused expression on her face. 
 
   “Let’s go,” he commanded.
 
   The chief nodded slightly and they continued down the now empty street toward the inn. The rest of the trip went without any further incidents; even the chatterbox chief remained silent as he followed a few steps behind. Jarod could feel the uneasiness as they trudged along, each one of them struggling to rationalize how the man who had lifted and thrown their comrade against the wall like a small pebble, could turn around a few minutes later and be so gentle with a child as small as Haven. He wasn’t sure he understood either, maybe he just had a soft spot for grey eyes.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” the chief asked. Jarod figured he had stayed quiet for as long as he could stand. 
 
   He wanted to say no, but instead with a sigh replied, “What is it?”
 
   “Do you have a child?” Jarod turned around so quickly the chief jumped backwards. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry, forget I asked.” 
 
   The expression on his face made Jarod certain that there was no malice meant in the question. “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Well I do, a little girl. And watching how well you handled that child back there, it seemed like you had experience.” Jarod remained silent. The chief, seeing that he wasn’t going to continue to talk on the subject any more, continued himself, “Well, if you ever do, I think you might make a good father.”
 
   Jarod scowled down at the young man whose easy going manner made him feel strangely relaxed. “I doubt that will ever happen.” In the back of his mind he was trying to imagine a life in which he would be a father. The world would have to be much different than the one they lived in now, free of tags and forced labor, formula rationing and slums, only then would he entertain such ideas. The very notion seemed impossible and he shook his head in an attempt to clear his mind of such a ridiculous thought. 
 
   They rounded a corner and Jarod found himself on the street that he had been attacked on. Knowing the inn was around the next corner, he couldn’t help but feel a bit of anxiety in the pit of his stomach as the gravity of what was happening began to become all too real. At the end of the street the garden came into view, where the officer and his steed remained frozen in their valiant charge. Jarod could feel his unmoving eyes locked on him as they made their way to the other side of the garden, shaming him for what he was about to do. Forgive me, he apologized silently, continuing past him, while trying to avoid the fixed stare. 
 
   Behind him the chief was muttering something about a tactical plan, how cute. Without missing a step he barged through the door with the pack of them piling in behind him. The few customers inside jumped to their feet, startled by the sudden intrusion. It didn’t take them long to figure out what was about to occur, and like rats from a sinking ship, they scurried out the door behind them.
 
   Behind the counter stood Maya’s mother, her face garnished with a massive black eye as well as several other fresh cuts and bruises. The knot in his stomach wrenched tighter as he scanned the room trying to find Maya, but she was nowhere to be had. All he could think about was what abuse she had been forced to endure during the night because of him sending her back to this place. If the damage done to her mother was any clue, and knowing what she had looked like at the clinic, he could only hope he wasn’t too late. He approached the counter, struggling to keep his temper in check. “Where is your husband?”
 
   She didn’t appear to be either unnerved or surprised by the question. Actually, she was so calm it made him wonder if Maya had not already told her of what was to occur today. She raised a hand and pointed toward the back. “He’s back there, getting ready to go to the factory.”
 
   “Would you go get him for us, Lila?” the chief asked quietly. Silently she turned and disappeared into the back room.
 
   “Is there a back door or any other way he can get out?” Jarod asked, surveying the rest of the room.
 
   “No, this door is the only way in or out from the ground floor, the upper rooms have windows, but he has no way to get to them,” the chief answered, watching the doorway to the apartment.
 
   A crashing sound came from the back followed by a scream, suddenly Sam appeared behind the bar holding Lila in front of him with a knife pressed firmly against her neck. 
 
   “Sam, have you lost your mind? That is your wife!” the chief shouted as he motioned for the patrols to block the door. “You know we can’t let you out of here, so stop this foolishness and drop the knife.”
 
   “So you can hand me over to him?” Sam bellowed and gestured toward Jarod. “We all know what happens to me once I leave here with him, and you’ve lost your minds if you think I am going down without a fight.” He pressed the knife harder against Lila’s throat, causing a trickle of blood to make its way down her neck. Lila made no move to fight him. Instead, she maintained a blank expression, her body relaxed, and her gaze locked on some invisible point. It was the face of a woman who knew her fate and accepted it.
 
   Casually Jarod strolled over to the bar and took a seat. Reaching behind it, he pulled out a bottle of formula. “Kill her,” he remarked airily as he popped the top and took a drink. 
 
   “No, don’t do that!” the chief protested. “What are you doing? Why would you tell him that?”
 
   Jarod remained seated, turning the bottle upside down and taking another drink. “I don’t need her, I am here for him and his daughter. Besides, if he kills her in front of me, by law I can execute him on site and then there won’t be any need to arrange for transport.”
 
   “Shut up you leech,” Sam demanded angrily. “I will do it.”
 
   Jarod set the bottle down on the bar. “Then do it already,” he goaded, “or be a real man and try doing to me what you did to this woman.” 
 
   “I’m no fool,” Sam smirked. “I think I will hold on to her until I am safely outside, then good luck finding me after that.” While Sam talked, Jarod reached into his jacket and drew out a blade. “What are you going to do with that?” Sam challenged smugly, moving further behind his wife. “You can’t hit me without going through her.”
 
   “You’re not as dumb as I thought.” 
 
   Sam’s brow narrowed in confusion then rose in disbelief as Jarod sent the blade flying across the bar. It flew straight and true, hitting its mark in Lila’s thigh just above her knee and causing her to collapse to the ground, leaving a stunned Sam without cover. It was the window of opportunity he had hoped for; immediately he sailed over the bar grabbing ahold of Sam and throwing him against the mirrored wall behind it. The force of the impact brought huge chucks of mirrored glass and several shelves of bottles crashing down around them. 
 
   Sam, despite bleeding all over from multiple small gashes, was otherwise unphased. He quickly regained his footing and knock Jarod away. He then leapt over the bar heading straight for the door, tossing patrols in various directions as he went. But Jarod wasn’t about to let him go that easy; he sailed over the bar behind him, and being much faster than Sam, blocked his path. With one swing of his fist, he knocked Sam flat on his back. 
 
   Sam proved to be more resilient than Jarod would have thought, and again rebounded. He charged at Jarod full strength, knocking him back several feet and ripping up the floorboards as he braced the impact. It had been a long time since Jarod had fought someone that even challenged him in the slightest, and though he hated to admit it, he was really enjoying it. Realizing he wasn’t going to be able to push him out of the way, Sam backed off to gather a new plan. 
 
   Feeling satisfied that he had him where he wanted, Jarod smiled at him arrogantly, infuriating Sam even further. With all the strength he could muster, Sam brought his fist around and landed it squarely against the side of Jarod’s jaw. Blood poured from his mouth as the squad of patrols intervened and attempted to restrain Sam. He easily disbanded them, returning his attention back to Jarod and charging toward him yet again. The two of them locked into each other, crashing into tables and chairs as they continued swinging and attacking relentlessly. The patrols, knowing better than to interfere with the two powerful Full-bloods, reassumed their stations blocking the front door. 
 
   Jarod choose to allow the battle to go on a few more minutes, getting a feel for the way the Full-blood fought and searching for holes in his attacks. For an inn keeper, Sam moved like a man well versed in fighting, possibly even trained in it. Raising the question, why would an inn keeper need to be trained to fight? No matter, he needed to put an in to this dance and quick. He still had no idea where Maya was, and the fact she remained missing even amidst the havoc, was concerning. 
 
   Finally, Sam messed up. Ducking beneath a misaimed swing, Jarod moved behind Sam and wrapped his forearm around his neck, effectively cutting off the flow of blood to his brain. Sam struggled ferociously, but it was useless, in only matter of moments the lack of air and blood got the better of him and he lost consciousness. Jarod allowed his limp body to fall to the floor and gave him a hard kick in the ribs for good measure. 
 
   “Place him in chains,” he barked at the gawking patrols while turning his attention to the chaos surrounding him. Scanning the demolished eating area, he spotted the chief kneeling on the ground next to Lila, pressing a towel against her leg where he had removed the blade. The patrols worked frantically to place shackles on Sam’s arms and legs, and once he was confident Sam was secure, Jarod joined the chief at Lila’s side. Kneeling down beside her he asked, “Now, where is your daughter?” 
 
   She looked up at him with the same calm expression, despite the tears pouring from her eyes, and shook her head. 
 
   “Please, Lila, tell us where she is,” the chief pleaded.
 
   “She didn’t mean to do it, he forced her to say those things, please don’t take her away from me.”
 
   The chief’s face softened, empathizing with the injured woman. Turning his attention to Jarod as he too began to plead, “You hear, he forced her to do it, and anyone of us here can testify to the abuse we have witnessed over the years. Why can’t you just take Sam and leave the girl her with her mother?”
 
   He wanted to; if they only knew how badly he wanted to. And if he knew that it would only be him that would suffer the wrath the Shadows for his disobedience, he would. But that wasn’t how they worked. If he returned without her, they would find a way to bring her anyway and she would suffer exponentially worse than she would have if he had just followed commands. “It’s not up to me,” he answered, running his hands through his hair. “But I will testify on her behalf to what I have witnessed and heard, that’s the best I can do.”
 
   Lila began to sob uncontrollably. “It probably doesn’t matter anyway; she is most likely dead already.”
 
   The chief and Jarod exchanged glances. “Where is she?” Jarod asked, as the knot in his stomach tightened yet again. He was struggling to keep his frustration and anger under control, as he stood and headed behind the bar. “Is she back there?”
 
   Lila nodded, becoming hysterical. “He became so angry last night,” she cried, looking to the chief. “Someone spotted her holding hands with Dirik and told him that she kissed him.” 
 
   She began to recount the events of the evening after Maya had left the clinic, Jarod listened but all he really wanted to do was run into the back to make sure she was all right. Lila continued to tell them of how he had become enraged at her for allowing Maya to roam the streets with a boy, letting her act like—as he called it—a little whore, and saying he was going to kill her. 
 
   Maya walked in on him beating her mother and tried to intervene, but all she succeeded in doing was diverting his anger onto herself. Lila continued to describe in great detail how he had continued to pound on her until she lost consciousness at which time he took her body, tossed it into her room, and locked the door. He had not allowed Lila to go inside to check and see if she was even still alive, not even this morning. 
 
   The silence of the inn was deafening as Lila finished her story. Even the patrols had stopped what they were doing to listen, appalled by the brutality these women had been forced to endure. Jarod wasn’t waiting another second and bolted into the house, knocking open door after door until he arrived at the last one, locked and bolted from the outside. Taking a deep breath, he rammed his shoulder into the door one time, and sent it flying open. His heart stopped beating and his body went rigid at the sight of what lay before him. There, lying motionless, half on and half off the bed was Maya. Badly bruised and covered in her own blood, it appeared from the blood trail going across the floor that she had somehow managed to drag herself to the bed, but then passed out from exhaustion before she could make it all the way onto the mattress. 
 
   “Is she …” a voice asked from behind him
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He stepped into the room and knelt down on the floor beside her. Glancing back toward the chief watching him intensely from the door, he took a deep breath and placed two fingers on the side of her neck. 
 
   Much to his relief, he found a pulse. “She is still alive,” Jarod said, reaching his arms around her and gently lifting her off the floor. He cradled the small body in his arms, half fearing he would cause her more harm by moving her. 
 
   “Where can we take her? The clinic in town is closed, it’s been closed since—” The chief stopped mid-sentence as he stepped out of Jarod’s way so he could come through the door. 
 
   “Since my last visit, I know,” Jarod finished for him. “I am taking her to the Tower.”
 
   “Like this? What if she doesn’t survive the journey?” the chief admonished, following behind him.
 
   “She will. She is a Full-blood. Once we are at the Tower she can be treated by the physicians there, they are the best in the land.” He left out the part about her having to survive the Shadows first. They rounded a corner and passed through the door into the bar area. “But I need you to get those cars here now.” 
 
   “Is she alive?” Lila asked, struggling to get to her feet. But when she got closer and saw what was left of her daughter, she became hysterical and threw herself on the body still embraced in Jarod’s arms. “My daughter, what has he done to you?” she screamed, running her hands over Maya’s face and through her hair. Jarod remained still, allowing the mother her moment to grieve for her daughter. “This is all my fault, I allowed this to happen to her, I did nothing to stop him!” 
 
   The chief waved at one of the patrols closest to the door. “Three of you who can drive run to the office and get the cars, and I mean run.”
 
   Sam, now awake and chained to the metal rail of the bar, laughed. “It would be more merciful to go ahead and kill her, I can only imagine what happens to young women in that Tower.”
 
   Before Jarod had a chance to respond, Lila jumped over the bar, bottle in hand, and proceeded to wail on her abusive husband. She bludgeoned him over and over again, patrols and Jarod alike standing back and watching. “Get her off of me!” Sam shouted between blows. But no one came to his assistance, it wasn’t until she landed one hard enough to knock him out that the chief intervened, “All right, that’s enough, stop her.”
 
   Several officers descended upon her and dragged her away, kicking and screaming. After she had completely exhausted herself struggling against them, Lila dropped to her knees. “I’ve lost everything,” she cried, peering up at Jarod. “Take me with you, let me die with her, I beg you.”
 
   “I have no reason to take you,” Jarod said as he carefully placed Maya’s body on top of the bar. 
 
   “Then I will kill you, you murdering rapist,” Lila shouted jumping up and lunging forward. She managed to almost make it to him before the surprised patrols managed to get her back under control. Fighting against them with all her might, Lila continued to scream insults at Jarod. 
 
   “You, the Shadows, this whole government is nothing but a system of liars, thieves, and murders, and I hope you all burn.”
 
   Jarod closed his eyes and breathed through the fire burning inside. He knew what she was trying to do, and by the law he could have her arrested for any one of the things she had said, but Maya would never forgive him for taking her mother, and honestly he had no desire to do so either. This family had been through enough.
 
   “Sir,” one of the officers addressed him, “what would you like us to do with her?”
 
   “Take her to your holding cell and let her cool off tonight.” 
 
   “No, no you take me with you, you take me with my daughter!” Lila shouted as the patrols struggled to hold her. She was still shouting profanities at Jarod as they dragged her out the door. With the room finally quiet, Jarod had a chance to survey the damage done by Sam. Maya’s small body was riddled with bruises, her dress saturated in blood, and her face so badly swollen that the beautiful girl he had spoken to the night he first came to the inn was no longer recognizable. He wanted to kill her father for what he had done, but his orders were clear, and if didn’t come back with them alive, it was he who would pay the price. 
 
   “The cars are here,” the chief shouted from the doorway. Scooping up Maya, he carried her outside and groaned with disappointment at the sight of the small vehicles. “You two load him up in that one, you two take the lead car, and I will ride with the Enforcer and the girl in this one,” the chief instructed, holding open the door to the middle car for Jarod. Gently he set her down in the backseat, then for the second time in a month, squeezed himself inside the tiny car. 
 
   The chief took his seat on the driver’s side. “They really aren’t designed for you, are they?” Chief asked, watching Jarod struggle to get both legs inside.
 
   “I hate these damn things. If it wasn’t for the girl being in such bad shape I would prefer to travel by horse and cart,” he snapped angrily, attempting to shut the door. 
 
   Once he managed to squeeze the mass of himself inside they began their travel back to the Tower. The drive to the Capital only took a few hours by car, most of which was passed in silence. By about halfway through the journey, Jarod himself grew tired of the silence and decided to find out what he could about this new chief. “How did you get to become chief?” 
 
   “Not by choice, I assure you,” the chief chuckled. “As you can imagine after what happened to the last chief, there was a shortage of volunteers for the job. So the upper officials decided to put the names of the highest ranking officers in a hat, of course the names of those who they are paying to do their dirty work got left out conveniently, and well, my name was drawn.” He paused for a moment, and glanced out the side window. “My wife cried all day and night for a week straight after I told her, then when she stopped, she left me, fearing if I screwed up the Shadows would come for her and my daughter as punishment.” 
 
   Jarod listened soundlessly, sympathizing with the man sitting beside him. He too knew what it was like to sacrifice everything you hold dear to you for a job you never wanted. “If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t exactly volunteer for my job either. But a word of advice,” he turned and stared at the chief, “trust no one and tell nobody else what you just told me. From here on out you are a single man who proudly serves the Shadows and their cause. Everything you just told me was nothing more than a sweet dream, a fantasy, and a life that is impossible for you to have now. It’s time to wake up. Do you understand?”
 
   The chief faced him, and though he said nothing, but it was clear the message had hit its mark. They arrived at the gates of the city an hour later. The guards stopped the caravan, and spotting Jarod inside, welcomed him back, “Did you enjoy your time away, sir?” they asked. 
 
   “Will you send message to the Tower we are coming with the prisoners the Shadows requested?” he responded, ignoring their question.
 
   “Prisoners? Not much of a vacation was it?” the guard mumbled to another as he waved them through.
 
   They continued to make their way through the city, and Jarod could see the nervousness building on the young chief’s face as they came closer and closer to the Tower. “I have never seen the Tower before,” he gawked, looking up the hill as little by little the full expanse of it came into view, “it’s huge.”
 
   “You have no idea.” 
 
   Jarod followed his gaze to the massive structure looming over the city. They pulled through the gate and stopped in front of the iron doors that marked the entrance. Exiting the car, Jarod stretched the stiffness from his cramped muscles before carefully lifting Maya from the back seat and holding her out to the chief. “I need you to carry her to the Throne room.” 
 
   “What? I can’t go in there, the last chief that went in there didn’t come out.”
 
   “The last chief also accused me of raping this girl,” Jarod said, placing her in his arms. “I can’t carry her and her father both, or would you rather deal with him?” The chief looked over as Sam struggled against the patrols unloading him from the car. He managed to knock several of them out before the Tower guards were forced to join in to help regain control. 
 
   “No, I would rather not go at all,” he continued to protest, looking around at the crowd of guards, “can’t one of them go with you?”
 
   “Only high ranking officials and officers are allowed to set foot in the Throne Room, Chief.” 
 
   Jarod turned his back on him before he could protest any further. Focusing his attention on Sam and the mass of guards struggling to get control over him, “Enough of this. Can the lot of you not gain control over one cowardly man?”
 
   “You stay the hell away from me,” Sam shouted, seeing Jarod advancing on him. “I’m not going in there with those blood sucking demons!”
 
   “Sure you are,” Jarod laughed, pulling his fist back and landing it squarely upside Sam’s jaw, knocking him out cold. “That was for earlier.” He lifted him up by the back of his shirt and proceeded to drag him toward the Tower doors. “Come on, Chief.”
 
   Once inside, together they wound their way through the halls and stairs arriving at last to their destination. Jarod paused outside the Throne room doors to address the chief, “If you want to live through this then you need to listen to me.”
 
   “Live through this? I thought you said I would be safe, I did nothing wrong,” the chief paled noticeably as panic swept over him.
 
   “I never said you would be safe, no one that goes in there is safe, not even me. So stay behind me, keep your mouth shut unless spoken to, and whatever you do don’t look them in the eyes.” And before the chief had a chance to protest any further, he turned to the guards posted by the doors, “Open it.”
 
   Obediently they pushed open the doors and stepped aside as Jarod and the chief entered. The chief looked around the expanse of the room, momentarily captivated by its marvels and beauty. It wasn’t until the doors behind them shut with a loud thud that the chief remembered where he was and why he was there, and a thin sheen of perspiration appeared on his brow. At the end of the court, high above them sat the Shadows in all their deathly beauty waiting and watching as they approached. In the silence of the hall Jarod could hear the chief’s breathing become faster and faster the closer they came to the Shadows, but despite all his fear, he remained quiet and in control following closely behind Jarod as he had been instructed.
 
   “Our Enforcer has returned to us,” Gaia said as they neared, “and he has brought us presents.”
 
   “My lady, the innkeeper as requested,” Jarod answered, throwing Sam down at the foot of the stairs and bowing before them. 
 
   “And is that the daughter?” Aziel asked, rising from his throne and descending the stairs. “I believe my brother asked you to bring them back alive, did he not? What good did it do us to send you on a trip to clear your mind only to have you return to us with one dead prisoner and the other one half dead?”
 
   “My lord, forgive me but the girl isn’t dead,” Jarod stated keeping his head down and knee on the floor.
 
   “Isn’t she?” Aziel asked, approaching the chief. “And who are you?”
 
   “He is the new Chief of Viracas, my lords,” Jarod answered for the chief.
 
   Aziel glared down at Jarod. “And can the new chief not speak for himself?”
 
   Chief, taking note of Aziel’s angst toward Jarod, joined in, “Yes, my lord, I can. Forgive me for not bowing, but,” he motioned to Maya in his arms, “is there somewhere you would like me to place the girl?”
 
   “No, I want you to stand there and hold her,” Aziel replied, smirking, “until I tell you to do otherwise.”
 
   “As you wish, my lord.”
 
   Jarod couldn’t see him, but had no doubt he had to be exhausted after carrying her through the halls and up the stairs to the Throne room. He could hear the stress in his voice, but there was nothing he could do to help him; they were testing him and if he failed they would most likely kill him. He hated having to bring him up here—he seemed to be an honorable man—but he needed him in here to testify about what he had seen take place at the inn … if he lived long enough to do so.
 
   “Aziel don’t be so rude to our guest,” Gaia scolded her husband. “And you stand up and explain why both your charges are in such horrific condition, especially such a young girl.” Gaia walked to where the chief stood and studied the lifeless body, “It makes me suspect that you are trying to keep them quiet.”
 
   Carefully Jarod stood. “My lady, I will take full responsibility for the condition the innkeeper is in, but the girl was not my doing. The innkeeper makes it a regular practice to beat his wife and his daughter.”
 
   Kai joined the others at the foot of the stairs. “Does he?” he mused, lifting Sam up off the floor. 
 
   At that moment Sam’s eyes jumped open, and realizing where he was and who had ahold of him, began to plead with Kai, “Please, my lords, everything they have said about me, it’s a lie. The Enforcer is the one who hit her, just look what he did to me.” Sam paused, glowering at the Enforcer as he continued, “I’m sure he didn’t mean to harm her so badly, but he was so angry about her accusing him of rape that he beat her unconscious.”
 
   Jarod closed his eyes and breathed through the rage, knowing his best defense would be to remain silent. 
 
   Kai approached the chief with Sam in hand. “And you, what do you have to say about all this?”
 
   “My lord, forgive me but Sam is the liar. When we arrived at the inn the girl was already in the condition you see now, and her mother is in a similar shape. There is no way the Enforcer did this to her.”
 
   “He paid him to say that,” Sam shouted from Kai’s grasp. “They are setting me up.”
 
   Before Kai could respond, Maya moved in the chief’s arms, catching all of their attention. Gaia walked over and brushed her hair from her bloodied face. “Child, do you hear me?”
 
   Maya opened her eyes and slowly scanned from the chief, to the Enforcer, before settling on Gaia and nodding. 
 
   “And do you know who I am?” Gaia asked gently.
 
   Maya nodded again, but she was struggling to keep her eyes open. She attempted to speak, but she was far too weak and all she could muster was a cough, which produced a stream of blood that trickled from the corner of her mouth. 
 
   “Did our Enforcer do this to you?” Gaia asked, persistent in her questioning of the barely conscious girl. Jarod held his breath and prayed she was at herself enough to remember what had happened and wouldn’t endanger them all by revealing more than necessary. Much to his relief, Maya weakly shook her head no. 
 
   “Very good. Did the innkeeper, your father do this to you?” 
 
   Without hesitation Maya nodded in agreement as a single tear rolled down her check, hitting the floor below. 
 
   “Thank you, child, now rest.” 
 
   “Why you dirty little slut,” Sam shouted, trying to get loose from Kai’s grasp. Kai responded by grabbing ahold of Sam’s head and in one swift motion snapped his neck like a twig. “Guards, come get this piece of crap and burn him on one of the stakes by the front gate, let him be an example of what happens when you lie to the Shadows.” He then turned his attention to the chief, who cringed visibly as he realized he was surrounded by the three of them. “Are you tired, would you like to put her down?”
 
   Jarod, who was standing behind the three of them, tried to signal him a warning. It was a set up. “No, my lord, not until he is ready for me to,” he answered, motioning toward Aziel. “Until then I will be content to stand here and hold her.”
 
   Jarod thanked the stars that the chief was a smart man.
 
   “I like him.” Gaia smiled, waving Jarod over. “Come and relive our Terrian friend of his burden, I think he has done a sufficient job in proving his obedience.”
 
   Jarod obeyed, and as he lifted Maya slowly from the chief’s arms he mouthed the word “bow” while his back was turned to the Shadows. The chief got the message, and as soon as Maya was cleared from his grasp he dropped down on one knee, with his head lowered. “My Lords.”
 
   “Rise,” Gaia commanded. “As I said, I like you, your town did a great job in choosing you as their chief. Do you have a family?”
 
   “You honor me, my lady, but sadly, no I do not have a family, perhaps it is better that way, as I have nothing to distract me from my duties to my lords and their cause.” 
 
   Jarod took it back, the man was a genius.
 
   Aziel placed an arm around the chief’s shoulder, who struggled to control an instinctual flinch from the unexpected contact. “My wife is right, I think you will serve us well in Vicaris, you can’t do any worse than the last one anyway. Do you wish to rest here after your travel? We would be glad to put you and your men up for the night, especially after you did such a great job in assisting our Enforcer.”
 
   “If it pleases my lords, I need to return to Vicaris. We are in the midst of housing inspections and are short of officers, but I do appreciate the offer.” 
 
   “How very disappointing, but I suppose it’s for the best, we wouldn’t want to keep you from your duties,” Gaia sighed. “However, do come back soon and keep us informed of what is going on in that area.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure, my lady.”
 
   “Off with you then,” Aziel demanded, waving him away. “We have other matters to attend to.”
 
   “Of course,” the chief said, bowing and backing his way out. Jarod watched him all the way to the door. Before he exited the chief paused and looked back at Jarod, then with the slightest nod of his head, he disappeared into the hall, the doors closing safely behind him. It gave him great pleasure knowing the chief had managed to get out alive, he liked the new chief and it would have disappointed him to know he had brought him to his end. 
 
   “Now, for you,” Aziel said, standing beside him. He had become so wrapped up in watching the chief that he had made a classic mistake, he had taken his eyes off the Shadows. Now the three of them had him encircled and the knot in his stomach returned. Normally, in this situation, he would bow when they moved in so close, but he still had Maya cradled in his arms. “My lords,” Jarod said, dropping his head and gazing to the floor, “how can I be of service to you?”
 
   “Explain something to us,” Gaia accused moving forward. “Why didn’t you give her red formula before bringing her to us? Did you not want her capable of standing before us and telling her story?”
 
   “Forgive me, my lords, but I was out,” Jarod answered, without taking his eyes off the floor.
 
   “Out? I was told you took two vials with you,” Aziel remarked, moving in a circle around him, studying every inch. “And I don’t see any signs of significant damage to your clothes, so I can’t imagine why you would have gone through both vials.”
 
   Jarod was in trouble; he had never considered the implications of giving away the other vial. But as the three of them continued to walk around him like wolves surrounding their prey, all he could think about was how he was going to get Maya out of this room and to safety. 
 
   “No, my lords, I didn’t use both. I did use one, but the second was broke in a confrontation while I was traveling, much like the one before in Vicaris.”
 
   “They are getting braver about attacking you,” Gaia mused as she continued to pace around him. “Perhaps they no longer fear you.”
 
   “And if they no longer fear you, what use are you to us?” Kai asked. 
 
   The Shadows stopped moving and the three of them stood in a line blocking the way to the door. He had nowhere to run, the only way into and out of this room was directly behind them, not that running would do him any good, all three of them were ten times faster than he was. His only choice was to talk his way out the best he could and hope they would be lenient.
 
   “I took care of them easily and will have no more problems in that area, my lords. They just needed a friendly reminder of who I am and what I am capable of.”
 
   “And who are you exactly?” Kai asked accusingly, his body rigid with fury. The air in the room thickened with intensity and he needed to do something quick. In desperation, he shifted his weight, adjusted his grasp on Maya, and dropped to his knee before them. 
 
   “I am your loyal servant, my lords, everything that I am today is because of you.”
 
   “You know what I think my brother and husband? I think maybe it is time we find someone new to represent us outside the Tower.” As Gaia continued to speak, Jarod kept his eyes focused on the floor in front of him, preparing himself for the worst. “You remember when he first began as the Enforcer, his presence alone was enough to strike fear into the hearts of the people, but now, it seems he has lost his hold over them. Why, they are attacking him on a routine basis, and … well, the inspectors they are useless.” Gaia walked over and placed a hand on Jarod’s shoulder and whispered into his ear, “Were useless, I should say, we have already taken care of that problem.” The tone of her voice sent a chill down his spine. He never liked the inspectors, a bunch of blabbering idiots that had no idea really what they were doing, but he never would have thought the Shadows would do away with them so suddenly. 
 
   “I agree.” Looking down at him, Kai demanded with a tone of utter disgust, “Stand up.”
 
   Jarod obeyed, slowly rising to his feet, bracing for the blow he was sure was about to come. He started to speak, to plead for mercy, but was instantaneously waved silent by Aziel. “We all know you are skilled in flattery. But we aren’t interested in flattery at the moment. Instead we are going to give you a choice.”
 
   “A choice, my lords?” Jarod stood motionless, cradling Maya tightly in his arms.
 
   Kai, still tense with anger, spoke first, “As we said the inspectors are no more, and it seems you can’t be sent out alone. So we have decided the girl will be your partner.”
 
   Jarod took a moment to process what he had heard. “My lord?”
 
   “You heard him, we can clearly see the girl has a gift and she certainly has proved her resilience,” Aziel replied with his usual smug look. “Or do you plan to tell us that you know nothing about this as well?”
 
   “It is also very apparent that you have formed a bond of some kind with her,” Gaia added teasingly, as an evil grin spread across her face.
 
   They were all staring at him, their darkness filling the room with a suffocating level of dread and hopelessness. He took a step back, attempting to put even the slightest of distances between himself and them. “My lords, I am aware of the girl’s talent, I would be foolish to pretend I didn’t. Yet I assure you I have no ‘bond’ with her whatsoever. I would never let anything come between me and my service to you, I swear.”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes,” Aziel said moving toward him, closing the tiny gap he had created. “Like I said, skilled at flattery, but that isn’t what we are asking you for, is it? So here are your choices. You can change her into a predator like yourself and make her your partner, in which case you will be liable for her and her training. Or you can kill her and we will try to find another suitable candidate.”
 
   Jarod gazed down at the lifeless body in his arms and sighed, she was so young to have been through so much, and now her fate rested in his hands. It was a big decision to make and it affected him as much as it did her. If he decided to keep her alive and change her into a creature like himself, he would be admitting to them that he had feelings for her and they would be set to use that against them until they grew tired of one or both of them. 
 
   But as he studied her badly beaten face and thought of how much she had already endured, how hard she had fought to stay alive, he couldn’t help but wonder what right was it of his to take her life. She had already told him that she would choose life in the Tower with him if that was what it came to. 
 
   “Well, what will it be?” Aziel questioned, the three of them drilling holes into him with their eyes.
 
   “Do it,” Gaia said, smiling, “we know you know how. Drain her down and then feed her your own blood. It will heal her and give her some of your strength.”
 
   “You better make a decision quick or we will make it for you,” Kai demanded, growing ever more impatient with each second.
 
   But all he could do was stand and stare at her. How could he make a decision like this for her? He had no right to condemn someone else to a life of misery for his own selfish reasons, as much as he would love her company. 
 
   Aziel moved toward him again. “I am growing tired of waiting, drain her now or so help me you will spend the next two weeks staked out in the yard with her body suspended over you as the birds pick away at her flesh.”
 
   Jarod cringed, knowing Aziel wouldn’t hesitate to do exactly what he said. He lifted her body and whispered, “Forgive me,” before sinking his teeth deep into her neck, and sending a river of warm blood flowing into his mouth. She let out a small moan, but her body remained limp in his arms. 
 
   It didn’t take him long to drain her of what little blood remained in her body, taking her to that point right on the edge of death, but not far enough to send her over, before releasing his bite. 
 
   The Shadows remained around him, watching intently to see what he would do next. Slowly he raised his wrist to his mouth. Glaring daggers at the three of them, he sank his teeth deep into his own wrist and watched as the smiles of victory spread across each of their faces. They had him, he knew it and so did they, but there was no way he was about to let this girl die, not like this, not after all she had survived already. He placed his wrist to her mouth and grimaced as she latched ahold and began to drink, taking his poisoned blood into her frail body.
 
   The blood did its work and he watched as one by one each of her wounds began to heal, returning to him the beauty he had met the first night at the inn. When he felt she had drank enough to heal her sufficiently and to satisfy her thirst, he pulled his wrist loose from her grasp and stood. The loss of blood made him dizzy, but he held it together, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of knowing he was weakened by the process. 
 
   “What do you want me to do with her?” he asked, his voice void of any and all emotion. He felt as if he had died inside, that what little good he had left in him had been completely obliterated by what he had done to this sweet, innocent girl with whom he had doomed to live under the thumb of the Shadows, craving the blood of others, and helpless to do anything about it.
 
   The evil smirks were still smeared across their faces as they glanced at each other, then Gaia instructed, “Take her to your room, she is your responsibility.”
 
   “Train her well, for whatever she does is a reflection on you, and her mistakes will be yours as well,” Kai added as the three of them turned and headed out of the Throne room.
 
   Aziel, laughing as they walked away, called out behind him, “Perhaps you can even make good on her prior accusation.”
 
   He glared at the three of them as they continued to chuckle amongst themselves with their backs turned to him. He wanted to kill each one of them for everything they had put him through and all they would do to her. And it infuriated him to know he couldn’t. But the day would come when he would get his revenge; he just had to remain patient. So instead he obediently bowed his head. “As you wish, my lords.”
 
   Jarod waited until he was sure they were gone, then followed them out the doors of the Throne room and exited into the hall. He carried Maya through the halls and up the winding steps, ignoring the glances and whispers of the servants and guards he passed until he finally reached his room. 
 
   Once inside, he laid her gently down onto the sofa and collapsed on the floor beside it holding his head in his hands. There he sat as minutes turned into hours, the hours turned into night, but it wasn’t until the sun crept through his window again the next morning that he began to doubt whether or not he had taken her too far, or perhaps his blood wasn’t strong enough to bring her back. 
 
   He looked over his shoulder at her as she continued to lay motionless. By now there should have already been some sort of outwardly sign of the painful transformation her body was going through as the poison in his blood invaded every cell of her being, but she hadn’t moved a muscle, not even a whimper or a moan to let him know she was going through the process. He stared at her as she lay there peacefully. Perhaps it is better this way, he thought to himself, thankful at least she wouldn’t be forced to suffer through the misery of being trapped here with him. 
 
   With a sigh he began to pick himself off the floor, but as he went to stand, he felt a hand land on his shoulder. He looked around to see her laying there awake and smiling at him through the mess of dried blood that still covered her face.
 
   “I’m alive,” she murmured, reaching to touch his face.
 
   “If that is what you want to call it,” he remarked, brushing away her hand and standing as a combination of happiness and loathing consumed him. “Now you are a prisoner, no a slave as Citera would call it, like me. Trapped here to do their bidding and craving the blood of others.”
 
   “I’m with you,” she stated happily, as if she hadn’t heard anything he had said.
 
   “Didn’t you hear me? I have turned you into a monster like myself. In a few days the thirst will take ahold and you will have to kill someone in order to satisfy it, I have made you their slave.”
 
   “I don’t care,” she said as she sat up and looked deep into his eyes. “I was already a slave to my own father, I can’t imagine they will do any worse to me than what he has already done. Besides, at least I have you to help me get through it, I’m not alone anymore and neither are you.”
 
   “That may be the worst part of it,” Jarod countered, walking toward the window. “They will use that against us, holding the head of one over the other to force us to do unspeakable things.”
 
   Maya stood shakily at first, but recovered quickly and joined him at the window overlooking the city. “They can try,” she said as she took his hand into her own. He could feel himself relax as her peaceful energy traveled into him. 
 
   But that was not the only thing he felt, this time there was something different. A confidence and strength that she had been lacking before now flowed freely through her body. He gazed down into her eyes, which were glowing with an ignorant sense of happiness. “Don’t you see? They may think they have found a weakness in you through me, but they are wrong.” She smiled, and he watched as her eyes glowed red. “I am not your weakness, Jarod. We complete each other. I give you the patience you need to control the anger, just as you give me the confidence I need to fight back. Together we will only grow stronger, together we will be unstoppable.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   The Unknown Road
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning came like every other, except that this day was destined to be like none before. Mikel rose early, unsure if it was anxiety or excitement that had denied him sleep during the night, and he wasn’t alone. He could hear the movement of his uninvited guests below as they moved and shuffled things around in preparation for their departure. But he wasn’t ready to get up just yet, choosing instead to nestle himself deeper into the blankets and mattress, knowing it was the last time he would sleep in this bed that he and his wife had shared for so many years. He had made himself good and comfortable when a knock came to his door.
 
   “Dad, are you awake?”
 
   “Yes,” he called back at her through the closed door.
 
   “No you’re not. Get up lazy, we have things to do,” she giggled through the door, before running off, yelling at Dirik about something.
 
   Mikel dragged himself out of the bed and headed straight to the shower, his normal start to an abnormal day. Since the day Rigar showed up at the back door with K in his cart, Mikel couldn’t help but feel as if he had stepped foot into a dream, or at times it seemed a nightmare. Everything felt as if it were moving in slow motion, even the water cascading off of him in the shower appeared to be swirling around the drain in an unusually slow pattern before it disappeared into the darkness below. And as he watched the spiral continue to suck more water into its void, never to return again, he couldn’t help but hope that he and his family were not blindly allowing themselves to fall into the same fate. 
 
   After he finished he returned to his room and sat on the side of the bed, pulling on the clothes he had left unpacked in preparation for this morning. Tugging on the last boot, he looked up and found himself face-to-face with the ornate wardrobe that held what was left of his wife’s belongings. 
 
   Walking to it, he ran his fingers over the fine grain of the wood that had made this particular article of furniture so valuable. Trees used to make furniture like this were rare and illegal to cut down without having the proper paperwork; an offense punishable by a lengthy jail sentence and hefty fines. It was a law that had been enacted way before the rule of the Shadows. The only reason it existed was because of his wife’s family diligence in passing it down over the years from family member to family member. It was her most cherished possession and she had hoped to pass it down to Citera when the time had come, a dream now impossible. Carefully he opened the doors and ran his hands through the various articles of clothing it still held. He could still feel her presence in each and every item, as a flood of memories of days long passed rushed into his mind.
 
   “My dear, I miss you so much,” he sighed as he held onto the sleeve of a dress she often wore while working side by side with him in the clinic. “We built a wonderful thing here, didn’t we? And we did many good things for so many people.” 
 
   He released the sleeve and moved to the next article of clothing, a formal dinner dress hardly ever worn except on certain holidays and special occasions. “And I know I said that we would stay here and grow old together in this place, this place where our daughter was born.” As he spoke tears began to trickle down his face, but he didn’t care. “But, Lilith, you left me, you left me alone, and I was so angry at you that I shut down and locked everyone else out for a long time, even Citera. Luckily she is tough, like her mother, and while I rolled around in my own self-pity, she and Janil managed to keep it all together. They gave me the time I needed, but I fear in the process I may have robbed our daughter of what was left of her childhood.” 
 
   He paused, wiping some of the tears away, and taking a moment to think. “That’s why I … we need to leave, Lilith, we need to start over, go somewhere where we can build a new life for ourselves. Somewhere where there aren’t Enforcers, Shadows, and inspectors, somewhere hopefully we can find some sort of peace. Somewhere she can be happy again.” 
 
   A noise behind him caught his attention, and when he turned around, what he saw through the tears took his breath away. “Lilith?” Standing in the doorway with her long dark hair and dressed in his wife’s clothes was a fleeting image of his deceased wife.
 
   “No,” K answered softly, “I apologize, I should have knocked.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry,” Mikel murmured, rubbing his face, “I forgot about your makeover last night. It’s just for a moment …”
 
   “We should all gather down stairs, it’s about time.”
 
   “All right, I’ll be there in a minute.” Mikel returned his attention to the wardrobe as K headed down the hall toward the stairs.
 
   One last time he ran his hands through the items inside the wardrobe then closed the doors, sealing them and the memories they held behind the engraved doors. He made his way down the stairs to the clinic where the group had gathered in the front waiting area. 
 
   “So what now?” Citera asked, barely able to contain her excitement.
 
   “Now we wait,” Jaron answered, taking a seat in one of the lobby chairs, “and hope your friend comes.”
 
   “If he said he will come then he will,” Mikel replied, catching ahold of Citera and giving her a hug. “Are you hungry? I can go upstairs and cook us something while we wait, who knows when we will get to eat a real meal again.”
 
   “Or I can run to the—” Dirik started, then his face drooped as the reality of what was happening came back to him. “I almost forgot.”
 
   “It’s all right. Come on, you two can help me,” Mikel said leading them back up to the apartment,  Jaron and K watched as they disappeared down the hall.
 
   “Do you still think we are doing the right thing?” Jaron asked, turning to K once they were gone. “They will slow us down.”
 
   “It is a better option than the alternative,” K retorted, sitting down next to him. “You know like I do that if they were ever taken by the Shadows they wouldn’t be able to keep our secret. They gave me a chance and I will do the same for them.”
 
   “And what if they had refused to come?” Jaron asked, glancing over at her.
 
   She leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs. “They didn’t.”
 
   He knew it wouldn’t do him any good to push the issue, so he sat back and relaxed as well. The aroma of food being cooked upstairs filled the clinic and sent a crushing pain into Jaron’s stomach. 
 
   “How long has it been?” K asked, noticing his discomfort.
 
   “A while,” he answered, wanting to avoid the question.
 
   “How long?” K asked again with a sharp edge to her tone.
 
   Jaron took a deep breath. “About three weeks, I think. It was back at the camp, I have a donor there.”
 
   “You should have come last night, why didn’t you say something?” He could hear the disapproval in her voice. It was a conversation they had many times before, but he couldn’t care less.
 
   “The same reason you didn’t ask, I don’t hunt and you know that already.” 
 
   “You can’t deny what you are your whole existence.” She was talking to him, but staring out the windows of the clinic, her new look providing her with a level of comfort she normally could not afford. Not once during the entire conversation had either one of them bothered to make eye contact with the other.
 
   “Where have I heard that before?” Jarod huffed. K sent a sharp glance his direction as he continued. “I don’t deny who I am or what I am, I just won’t allow it to change me into something I don’t want to be. I have made it this long doing things my way and will continue to do so until I have no other choice.” 
 
   Much to Jaron’s delight their conversation was interrupted by a commotion in the street, followed by the sounds of a messenger sounding the news they had been waiting on.
 
   “The Enforcer is coming, the Enforcer is coming,” the young boy yelled as he ran up the street toward the clinic. Jaron hurried to the door and watched as the people on the streets scattered in every direction, closing their shops and rushing their loved ones inside before bolting the doors and windows behind them. In a matter of minutes the once bustling street fell silent, no signs of a living creature to be had anywhere, including Rigar. 
 
   “No sign of him yet?” The voice beside him caused him to startle. He looked over to find Mikel standing beside him chewing on a piece of bread cover with jam. 
 
   He sighed and shook his head. “No, and Jarod is on his way into town. He really can clear a street.”
 
   “Yeah, no one wants to be found in the street when the Enforcer comes to town.” Mikel glanced back at K still lounging in the chair, as calm and relaxed as ever. 
 
   He heard Jaron sigh, “I really don’t like hearing him called that.” Returning his attention to the window he questioned, “Are you certain this friend of yours will come?”
 
   Mikel followed his gaze to the deserted street. “He said he would come and he will.”
 
   In the back Mikel could hear Dirik and Citera rustling around as they gathered the last of their things by the back door. The two of them were laughing and joking as if they didn’t have a care in the world. What if he doesn’t come? The question had weighed on Mikel’s mind all night, but he had managed to push the thought away until now.
 
   “Has he ever let you down before?” K asked from behind them.
 
   “No, but what if?” Mikel hadn’t realized he had asked the question out loud … no, he was fairly confident he hadn’t. “How do we do this, if he doesn’t show?”
 
   “We will deal with that when and if the time comes,” K answered, as Citera and Dirik joined the rest of them in the lobby, each eating pieces of sweet bread.
 
   “Deal with what?” she asked as she plopped down next to K, offering her one of the pieces of bread. 
 
   “We were discussing the best way to deal with all your energy during the travel.” K smiled, waving away the offer. “There was mention of some sedatives your father keeps in a cabinet somewhere.”
 
   “Ha, ha, ha,” Citera laughed sarcastically nudging K’s shoulder. 
 
   Mikel had begun taking notice of a strange bond between the two of them, though he didn’t quite understand it. Unlike the rest of them, Jaron included, Citera didn’t seem to have a fear of K at all, it was as if she trusted her completely and would do anything she asked of her. He personally found K’s emotionless behavior frightening as hell, but Citera seemed unphased by it. Ever since he had left her home alone with them to heal the boy, he had noticed she had been spending quite a bit of the free time around K, even sneaking into her room a couple of times alone. Jaron also seemed to be noticing the extra attention K was paying to her, and though he hadn’t said anything, Mikel had noticed several displeased glances in their direction when no one was looking.
 
   Returning his attention to the window, he continued to watch the street as time ticked by, allowing another fifteen minutes to pass; all the while he grew more and more nervous. It wasn’t until a second messenger came running down the street that Mikel truly began to worry this old friend might not come. 
 
   “Boy, come here,” Mikel called to the messenger as he stepped out the front door onto the stoop.
 
   “What are you doing?” Jaron protested, as the boy ascended the stairs.
 
   “Trying to get an idea of where he is in town,” Mikel answered, before turning his attention back to the boy. “What is going on, where is the Enforcer?”
 
   “He is in the market area,” the boy answered, trying to peek around Mikel into the clinic. “He has the patrols with him, he injured one of them already and they don’t know if he will recover.” The boy was trying desperately to sneak a peek and see who else was inside. Jaron, growing annoyed at the boy’s continued attempts, stepped outside behind Mikel; the sight of him being enough to discourage further nosing as he continued with his account of the events. “Rumors are he is heading to the inn to get Sam and Maya.” 
 
   Mikel thanked the boy, tossed him some change, and watched as he descended the stairs, but before he took off he turned around and called to Mikel. “Oh, you should talk to Rigar; he is driving this way with his family, while the Enforcer is out. I tried to warn him but he waved me off and told me he would be fine, he must be losing his mind.”
 
   “Will do, thanks.” A relief rushed over Mikel and Jaron both as he relocked the door of the clinic. “It won’t take him long to get here, we are only a few minutes from his house.”
 
   Citera who had been sitting quietly by K taking it all in, asked the question Mikel himself had been wondering about, “How are we going to explain having so many people in the cart? Normally when Dad goes to take supplies to another town it’s just me, him, and Rigar.”
 
   “And that is all that will be in there this time,” K answered as she stood and made her way down the hall to the back door. Mikel followed, wanting to clarify exactly what it was she meant, but she placed a hand on the back door at the same moment a faint knock sounded on the wood. Pulling the door open, there stood Rigar waiting on the other side. “Come in,” Mikel waved at him through the door, “where is Mirna and Sara?” 
 
   “We’re here,” Mirna said, stepping through the door, and embracing Mikel, Sara following close behind. 
 
   “Sara!” Citera cried, running up the hall and grabbing ahold of her friend. “Are you all right?”
 
   Sara held up her arm, revealing the band she had been shackled with during the night. “They came for me,” she said, fighting back the tears. 
 
   A sense of despair overtook the room at the sight of the band tightly encasing the child’s wrist. Rigar, still sporting the bruises from his scuffle with the guards, couldn’t bear to look at it. Mirna, wanting to change the subject, turned to K. “We came; so how do we get everyone out of town without being noticed.”
 
   “Let’s get all the supplies loaded into the cart then we will discuss the details,” K said as she lifted one of the large crates and headed out the door. Watching her Mikel couldn’t help but wonder who the poor soul was that had been sacrificed last night to give her back her strength. Preferring not to harp on such thoughts, Mikel along with the rest followed along, and within minutes the cart was loaded down with all of their belongings. As Rigar placed the last crate in the cart, the group turned their attention back to Jaron and K. 
 
   “So how are we going to pull this off?” Mirna asked again, looking at the fully loaded cart. “There isn’t even room in there for us all.”
 
   “That’s because we aren’t all going to be in the cart,” Jaron answered, glancing back at K who was pulling on her jacket. “The only way this will work is if the four of you take the cart like you normally would, and the rest of us will go on foot and meet you on the outside of town.”
 
   “No, absolutely not,” Rigar interjected angrily. “I am not allowing my wife and daughter to go out there alone and on foot with the two of you.” 
 
   “Rigar,” Mikel interrupted, attempting to calm his friend, but Rigar wasn’t having any part of it.
 
   “No, Mikel,” he snapped back at him, “I have had enough of them, the patrols, of everyone telling me what I have to do. This is my family, I will not ride away and leave them in the hands of these two and hope for the best.” His frustration and pent up anger was surging through his every pore as the events of the last week all complied into this moment. “You are my friend and I owe you, I know, but I can’t keep putting my family on the line to help you and yours.”
 
   “Rigar, I would never ask you to,” Mikel responded, somewhat shocked and offended by the implication, but remained calm not wanting to evoke any more anger from his friend, “and if I ever made you feel as if you had to, I sincerely apologize, as it was never my intention.” 
 
   As he continued, Mikel could see K and Jaron having a serious discussion several feet away, one in which K seemed to be trying to reassure Jaron that their plan would succeed. “If you don’t want to do this then you don’t have to. It’s just, Rigar, you know what happens if you stay here, it’s as clear as the tag on your daughter’s wrist. Are you ready to send Sara off to work in the factory day after day, hour after hour, only to have her end up in the same shape as the Hurders’ boy?”
 
    Rigar appeared defeated as he turned around and looked at his young daughter standing beside his wife, the two of them watching him and Mikel. “Of course not, but can you honestly tell me you trust the two of them?”
 
   The alley went silent as all eyes fell on Mikel; even Jaron and K had stopped their debate and were waiting to see how he answered. Mikel scanned over the small group before settling on his daughter. Then a flash of her sitting in the lobby, laughing and talking with K, brought him the confidence he needed to answer. 
 
   “No,” Mikel said, but he wasn’t looking at Rigar as he answered, instead he looked directly at K, “I don’t trust them at all. I think, no, I know there is something they still aren’t telling us.”
 
   “So, how do you expect—” Rigar started only to be stopped by Mikel.
 
   “Let me finish,” Mikel continued, his attention still focused on K. “But Citera does. I don’t know why she does, but I know my daughter and she has always been an excellent judge of character, just like her mother before her. If it hadn’t been for Lilith believing in and trusting when no one else would, I would have never come to know you or Dirik, who have become such an important part of my family.”
 
   Rigar took a deep breath and sat down on the back of the cart, Mirna joined her husband at his side, laying a comforting hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her, uncertain of what to do. “What do you think?”
 
   Mirna looked over her shoulder at K and Jaron, and then embraced him tightly. “We don’t have a choice, Rigar, they are right. There is no way we will make it out of town with us all together. We will go with them and we will be fine.”
 
   Citera turned to K suddenly, after watching all the drama unfold. “How do you plan to get out of town on foot anyway?”
 
   “Using the rooftops,” K answered flatly, seemingly perturbed by the mistrust but said nothing as she twisted her black locks back into a bun then threaded the blades through it. “Everyone is so concerned with what is happening on the ground, no one will be looking up.” 
 
   “Sara can’t—” Rigar began, only to be cut off sharply by K.
 
   “Of course she can,” K scowled at him. “She is a Full-blood, and therefore she was born with the capability of doing anything a Full-blood can do. The only problem is that the Shadows have managed to brainwash the lot of you into thinking you are no better than Terrians.” K walked toward Sara, and Rigar rose as if to intercept, but Mirna placed a hand on his shoulder and he settled back into the cart. K, who was watching the two of them, seemed to be growing angrier with him, but for whatever reason still said nothing. When she turned her attention back to Sara, her demeanor softened slightly as she instructed, “Close your eyes for a moment.”
 
   Sara nervously looked to her mother for reassurance before slowly closing both eyes. K knelt down beside the girl and placed the tips of her fingers against Sara’s temples. “I want you to picture yourself in front of a wall, on the other side of that wall is your mother and father. This wall stretches in both directions as far as the eye can see and there is no way to get around it, the only way to get to your mom and dad is to jump over it. Can you see it?” 
 
   The melodic tone and manner in which K spoke seemed to have a hypnotizing effect on Sara, who nodded slowly in agreement. “Good, now imagine that wall is no higher than the stairs to the clinic, do you think you could jump to the top of the stairs to get to your parents?” Sara, grinning, nodded again.
 
   “Now open your eyes,” K instructed, lowering her hands. Sara opened them, looking at K still kneeling in front of her. “Do you see that wall?” K asked, pointing to the clinic wall behind her. 
 
   Sara turned around. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
   “You and I are going to jump to the top.” 
 
   “But it’s so tall,” Sara whispered, looking up toward the roof.
 
   “No its not, it is only as tall as you imagine it, it’s all a matter of perspective,” K said, gently patting Sara on the back. “Remember, it’s as easy as jumping to the top of the stairs.” With that said, in one swift motion K leapt from flat on the ground, to the roof of the clinic. “Now you, come on, you can do it,” K called down to Sara.
 
   “I can’t,” Sara called back to her, “I’m scared.”
 
   “Sure you can,” K encouraged the young girl. “Don’t be afraid, I will be here to catch you and Jaron will watch you from below, we won’t let you get hurt.” 
 
   Sara paced around for a moment, building her courage, before finally bracing herself and with a deep breath, went for it. She bounded into the air, making it about halfway up before plummeting back down toward the ground. Jaron was underneath her in a flash, just as promised, catching her in the nick of time. “Thanks,” she said, as he lowered her gently to the ground. Rigar and Mirna dashed to her side looking her over, “I’m okay,” she told them, brushing herself off. “Let me try again.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Mirna asked, concerned for her daughter’s safety. She looked to Jaron. “Perhaps there is another way.”
 
   “I’m afraid not, if we stay on the ground we are sure to be caught,” he replied, glancing back up at K, then kneeling down in front of Sara. “Just visualize yourself up there, soaring through the air like a bird as you jump from roof to roof.” He grinned. “It is one of the best feelings in the world, a true sense of freedom.” 
 
   Sara nodded and looked back up at K, before closing her eyes and then leaping. As ungraceful as it was, she managed to clear the edge of the roof, but her aim was off and she found herself teetering on the edge, having not expected to make it that far. True to her word, K grabbed ahold of her jacket and pulled her the rest of the way onto the roof. Sara began jumping up and down with excitement, calling off the roof to her mother and father below, “Did you see that? I did it!” Both of them stood staring up after her, clearly in shock. 
 
   “We saw, you did great,” Mirna was finally able to call back to her daughter after taking a moment to absorb what had happened.
 
   “Now you,” Jaron said, coming up beside her. “Just remember what K told your daughter. Concentrate and visualize yourself doing it, allow your body to show you what it is capable of.”
 
   Mirna looked up at her daughter who was calling down to her, “Come on, Mom, it’s fun!” 
 
   “Here goes nothing.” And in a swift, effortless move, Mirna leapt up and joined her daughter and K on the roof, leaving Rigar on the ground staring up after them both in disbelief. 
 
   “The rest of you go as you normally would,” Jaron said, throwing a bag on his back. “We will meet you on the outskirts. Stay on the main road once you get out of town and you will come across an abandoned farm silo, we will wait for you there.” And with that Jaron leapt to the roof and joined the rest.
 
   “Let’s go,” K directed the trio. 
 
   “Hold on.” Mirna leapt down off the roof and embraced Rigar. “I love you, please be safe.” 
 
   He held her tightly in his arms, not wanting to release her. “As well as you, be careful of those two and watch out for our daughter.”
 
   “I will,” she answered as the two of them embraced in a passionate kiss, then as if she had done it a million times, Mirna leapt into the air and rejoined the group waiting on the roof. 
 
   Mikel and the rest watched as they sailed with ease from one roof to the next until they had disappeared into the distance. “We should go, too.” Mikel loaded himself into the cart. Dirik and Citera quickly followed behind, but Rigar was still watching, hoping to get one last look at his wife and daughter. “Rigar, they will be okay,” Mikel called to him.
 
   “I know.” Rigar climbed into the cart next to Mikel and took the reins. There was a look of confidence on his face that Mikel hadn’t seen in many years, and as he continued to stare into the distance, he added, “They will be all right.” 
 
   He snapped the reins, and with a jolt the four of them began their journey. The streets were still empty, everyone waiting for the messengers to return, spreading the word that the Enforcer had left town. Mikel had hoped to bump into at least one more as they traveled so that he could find out where Jarod was and what was going on, but it seemed as if even they had abandoned their quest for tips. They continued to wind their way through the streets avoiding the main road, while Mikel occasionally would scan the rooftops to see if he could catch a glance of the rest of their pack, but to no avail. The only signs of life on the destitute streets were those of an occasional snooper peeking through a crack in the front door or a window to get a glimpse of the fools traveling while the Enforcer was in town. But even they quickly retreated back behind their curtains and doors. 
 
   They managed to make it to the edge of town without incident, but were now forced to travel the main road, it being the only method of getting in and out of town. Unfortunately, they ran across the very thing that they were hoping to avoid, a road block.
 
   “Good day, Mikel,” one of the guards said, approaching the cart as they pulled to a stop. “Where are you traveling to this fine day?”
 
   Rigar kept his head low, as Mikel addressed the approaching guards, “We are going to Lanka to deliver some medical supplies.”
 
   “Really,” the guard replied, waving one of colleagues over, “I don’t suppose you mind if we check and see what is inside the boxes.”
 
   “Of course not,” Mikel answered, trying to keep his voice steady as one if the guards climbed into the cart and started opening the crates. “Just be careful, some of the items are breakable.” 
 
   “Why would you pick today to make this trip, don’t you know the Enforcer is in town?” The guard continued to question him as another of his men joined in the search, the two of them steadily ripping open more crates. Mikel held his breath as one of them began to dig deeper into one of the crates, praying he wouldn’t go down far enough to find their personal belonging buried deep within. “Wasn’t he at your clinic?”
 
   “Who?” Mikel asked, obviously distracted.
 
   “Who?” the guard asked, annoyed. “The Enforcer, wasn’t he just at your clinic?”
 
   “Oh yes, about two weeks ago.”
 
   “That’s what I heard.” The guard, seeming pleased with himself, turned his attention to Rigar who continued to sit quietly with his eyes on the ground. “Rigar, you look a little banged up, have a rough night last night?” He was smirking as the others searching through the supplies laughed behind them. Rigar’s knuckles turned white as he tightened his grip around the reins.
 
   “Are we done?” Mikel asked, trying to deter the conversation.
 
   But to his dismay, the guard continued his prodding, “What of it, Rigar, did your daughter go to work this morning like a good little girl?” 
 
   Rigar turned to lunge at the arrogant officer, but Mikel grabbed his arm and whispered under his breath, “Rigar don’t, please, it’s what they want.”
 
   “Listen to your boss,” the officer continued to coax. “Maybe while you’re out of town we should stop by your house and check on your wife and daughter for you.”
 
   Mikel stood up in the cart, hand still tightly gripping Rigar; there was only so much one person could tolerate, and he was not about to lose his good friend so close to them being free of this kind of torment. “I heard the Enforcer left you guys a little short staffed today,” Mikel said, glaring down at the officer, “so surely you have something better to do than to stand around here harassing us all day.”
 
   The officer’s smirk turned to a frown. “All right, men, that’s good enough.” The guards descended from the cart. “You can go for now,” the officer said, moving his men out of the way, “but, Mikel, you best remember who it is that allows you to keep that clinic open and your family off the street, as it is you already house a known criminal.” He eyeballed Dirik. “And we would hate for something to happen one night while you were sleeping, and it would be terrible to waste such a valuable clinic.”
 
   Mikel could feel his face turning red with anger as he bit his tongue so as not to say anything that would endanger them all. Had it not been for his kids being in the cart he would have gladly taken the risk for the opportunity of pummeling this arrogant ass where he stood. But instead, he breathed through the anger, relaxed his grip on Rigar, and sat back down in the cart. 
 
   “Let’s go, Rigar, we have a long way to travel before dark.” 
 
   With a flick of his wrist, they resumed their travel, leaving the town and its patrols behind them. It wasn’t until they were well out of sight of the patrols that Mikel could finally relax. 
 
   “Dad, what do you think he meant by something happening to the clinic, do you think they would really do something to it with us still inside?” Citera asked quietly.
 
   Mikel turned and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter, we don’t have to worry about them anymore.” He was trying to comfort her, but the honest truth was that he was also rattled. He had heard them threaten Full-bloods many times, but he himself had never been on the receiving end of those threats. He turned and looked at Rigar. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   “I will be,” Rigar said, turning to Mikel, “thank you.”
 
   Mikel was puzzled. “For what?”
 
   “For making me do this,” he replied. “It’s like you said, I don’t know what waits for us down this road, but I know what we are leaving behind.” He sighed, eyes locked on the road ahead. “But I still don’t trust them.” Mikel reached up and patted him on the shoulder and they continued their journey in silence.
 
   They continued to travel down the road, and after a few hours Mikel spotted something rising up in the distance. A giant tower, half destroyed by its long years of solitude, forced to face the elements beating down on it year after year. Mikel could tell by Rigar’s expression that he had also spotted it, and he popped the reins to get the horses to pick up the speed. When they pulled up to the silo Rigar leapt from the cart and quietly called to his wife, “Mirna, where are you? We are here.”
 
   The rest of them joined him on the ground and began walking around the silo trying to find a way inside. But it was of no use, the only door had been sealed up with rocks and mortar long ago. 
 
   Rigar, becoming more desperate, began to call louder, “Mirna, Sara, where are you?” Panic was setting in as he turned to Mikel. “I swear, if anything has happened to them, if those two did anything to harm them …” 
 
   A giggle caught all his attention. “Sara?” Rigar called.
 
   “Up here, Dad,” Sara replied. Rigar looked up. He was both delighted and horrified to see his daughter sitting on the top of the silo tower.
 
   “Sara, how did you get up there?” Citera called up to her. “Be careful.”
 
   Sara, who was obviously enjoying her newfound skill, giggled again. “I climbed,” she answered, standing up. “Watch this.” Without hesitation she jumped from the roof. Citera covered her mouth so as not to scream, while Mikel and Rigar gaped in disbelief as they watched her land safely on the ground beside them.
 
   Rigar grabbed ahold of her and held her tightly as Mirna, followed by K and Jaron, jumped down to join them as well. Still excited, Sara laughed, “Dad, she showed me all kinds of tricks, did you know we can run so fast that Terrians can’t even see us?”
 
   “Did she?” Rigar asked, embracing his wife. “Did your travel go well?”
 
   Mirna held him close. “Better than yours, we watched to be sure you made it through the check point. I heard what they were saying to you. I know that couldn’t have been easy.”
 
   Rigar held her out at arm’s length. “It was, because I knew you were safe.” He then turned to K. Slowly he walked across to her until he was standing face-to-face with her, and held out his hand. She glanced at his hand then at him, hands still folded across her chest, Jaron behind her seeming just as displeased. Rigar figured the two of them had most likely heard his comments earlier and were none too pleased about it, but he remained hand outstretched to her as he spoke.
 
   “I want to extend to you my deepest apologies. I have said and done some awful things to you since I brought you to the clinic, even now I was about to accuse you of bringing harm to my family and for that I am truly sorry.” 
 
   K continued to stare at him, her eyes boring into him, and for a moment he thought that perhaps he had offended her once too often. However, as he was about to give up hope, to his surprise, she reached out and took his hand. 
 
   But it was soon clear she didn’t intend to shake; K clutched his hand tight and continued to hold on. He quickly got the impression that she was evaluating exactly what it was she wanted to do with him as her grip tighten to the point he felt she might break the bones in his hand. 
 
   “I have allowed myself to endure repeated insults and abuse from you since my awakening, despite the fact that I feel I have done nothing to you or them that would warrant such mistrust.” Mikel—fearing the direction of this conversation and sensing the tenseness in both her and Jaron—moved to intervene, but Jaron raised a hand, signaling him to stay back. 
 
   K continued to keep her eyes locked on Rigar. “I have tolerated this purely based on the fact that you alone are the one who pulled me from the cave and brought me to Mikel and his family.” She glanced behind him at Mirna and Sara tightly gripping each other and watching the scene unfolding before them anxiously. “That being said, I consider us even. You have saved my life and in exchange we have helped you get your family out of that town. But if you wish to continue traveling with us to the camp then I need to know that from this moment forward you will treat both me and Jaron with respect, if not then you and your family are free to continue your travels on your own and I wish you the best of luck.” 
 
   “K, no,” Citera called from behind her. “You can’t send them out there alone, they won’t last a week.”
 
   “It’s okay, Citera.” Looking K dead in the eye, Rigar responded, “Since the day I carried you through the doors of the clinic I have done nothing but regret my decision to do so.” He paused, grimacing under the pain of her tightening grip. “That is, until today. I know you have no reason to trust me or believe me, but I am truly sorry for everything that I have said and done to you since you awakened. Please don’t take it out on my family, I beg of you. I will understand completely if you don’t want me with you, but take them at least, I don’t care what happens to me as long as I know they are safe.”
 
   “Rigar,” Mirna rushed to her husband’s side, Sara close behind, “we won’t go anywhere without you,” then to K, “Please, don’t do this, not after you have already taken us this far.”
 
   “I have no desire to leave anyone behind,” K stated, releasing his hand, “but I also don’t want to be surrounded by people who view me as a monster. So if you can accept me and Jaron for what we are then you are welcome, otherwise …”
 
   “But we don’t know what you are.” It was Citera who interrupted her, Mikel saw her attention snap around to his daughter, but soften immediately upon realizing it was her.
 
   K paused, looking over to Jaron, “I suppose if we are to all stay around each other, then you have a right to know the truth.” Jaron came to her side as she let her mask fade away. “I am a member of an ancient group of beings known as the Council, sworn to protect and watch the people of this realm.”
 
   “And what Jaron said before, about you not dying, is that true?” Mikel asked.
 
   “Yes, all members of the Council are immortal.”
 
   “So you’re an immortal Full-blood?” Dirik asked quietly.
 
   “No, I am neither a Full-blood nor a Terrian, the time in which I was born, neither existed. I am the last surviving member of a race of beings that both Terrians and Full-bloods alike descend from.”
 
   “Where are the other Immortals?” Mikel inquired, taking a seat on a stump nearby with Citera and Dirik joining him on either side.
 
   “We each watch over our own, one Immortal for each race that survived.” K glanced around at all their faces and sighed. “Our main goal is to watch over and prevent you from making the same mistakes that brought about the downfall of the ones that lived before.”
 
   Mikel looked over at Jaron. “And you, are you immortal like her?”
 
   Jaron shook his head. “I am only immortal until she chooses to end my life or I ask her to,” He paused, turning his gaze to K, “just like the other Shadows.”
 
   Mikel shook his head trying to comprehend what Jaron had said, while the others listened in silence. “Are you telling us that you are …”
 
   “I am a Shadow,” Jaron finished for him.
 
   “He is the first,” K interrupted, “and he has been with me for nearly two centuries serving as my advisor. He even warned me about the others but I didn’t listen. At the time I was being selfish and had no desire to take on the responsibility that was laid upon me. I wanted to do my own thing, live my own life, and I created them to rule in my stead.” She sighed and returned her saddened gaze to Jaron. “I was a fool.”
 
   Everyone was silent, trying to grasp the information that had been revealed to them. The silence was broken when suddenly Jaron dropped to his knee clutching the side of his head. 
 
   K quickly knelt beside him, but did not touch him. “What is it?”
 
   Jaron remained bent over holding his head, then as suddenly as it started, it stopped. K helped him back to his feet but he had an air of hopelessness when he looked over at her.
 
   “What happened?” K asked again.
 
   Jaron shook his head in despair. “They made him do it,” he said as a single tear rolled down his cheek. “They knew it would destroy him, so they made him do it.”
 
   “Made who do what?” Citera questioned, unable to stand the suspense.
 
   “They gave him a choice, to kill her or to change her,” Jaron continued, seemingly unaware of Citera’s question, “so he changed her.”
 
   “Who changed who?” It was Mikel who had asked this time, but no sooner did the words come out of his mouth then the conversation he had overheard between Jaron and Jarod played back in his mind. 
 
   “Oh.” The realization hit him like a brick between the eyes. He slumped down, bracing his own head.
 
   Citera, seeing her father’s distress and still being confused, was beginning to get angry. “Dad, what is going on?”
 
   “The Enforcer, I mean Jarod, they made him do something to Maya, didn’t they?” Dirik asked, catching up on what was happening.
 
   Jaron nodded, but said nothing else as he turned and walked away, leaving K behind to fill in the blanks. “Jarod has been forced to change Maya. She is now like him, dependent on the blood of the living to survive,” she answered calmly.
 
   “Why would he do that?” Rigar asked. “And what does that mean for Maya?”
 
   “It means she is trapped like him,” Citera murmured, holding on to Dirik, “forced to do their bidding, their slave like Jarod.”
 
   “It is much worse than that I am afraid,” K said, leaning against a tree and watching Jaron continue to walk away. “By not killing her he revealed to them that he cared. In their eyes she is his weakness, so they will use her to manipulate him and make him suffer like never before.”
 
   Silence befell them as the impact of what K said sank in. Suffer like he never has before. The statement played over and over again in their heads, as they all visualized Jarod and the scars covering every inch of his body. None of them wanted to imagine what manner of tortures the two of them would be forced to endure inside that Tower. 
 
   “Is there anything we can do to help them?” Dirik asked, finally breaking the silence.
 
   K shook her head. “No, but one day, one day they will pay for all the suffering they have dealt out, not just to him, but to everyone. But for moment we are forced to sit back and wait.” She stood up and headed toward the cart. “Let us go, there is nothing more we can do here, and the sooner we get to camp the better for us all.”
 
   “And me?” Rigar asked quietly.
 
   “Even you,” K said, pausing in front of him and holding out her hand. “To trust.”
 
   Rigar took her hand tightly. “To friendship.”
 
   K smiled and nodded, then silently resumed her mask. Everyone loaded into the cart, with the exception of Jaron and K who scouted the road ahead on foot. As they traveled, Mikel studied the faces of his family and friends. Citera, Dirik, and Sara were laughing and talking with each other, while Rigar and Mirna snuggled in the front seat of the cart. He then focused his attention on the road as it extended endlessly in front of them. And despite whatever it was they faced ahead of them, he knew they were doing the right thing, for as Rigar had said, one would do anything for the happiness and safety of their family, even if it meant venturing blindly into the unknown.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   It was late in the afternoon on the fourth day of their journey to the borderlands. K was taking a moment to relax while Jaron had run off into the orchard behind her to scout for a place to camp for the evening. She had made herself comfortable on the branch of an apple tree just off the road, awaiting the arrival of the others and Jaron’s return while she peeled an apple and watched the sun slowly begin to make its way below the horizon. From off in the distance the sound of voices caught her attention. A couple of patrol officers were coming up the road in the opposite direction and she could hear the pair chatting idly about upcoming promotions, arrests they had made, and their overwhelming dislike of their chief. As they came closer, she waited patiently. She let the peel fall to the ground below her, before cutting a large piece from the apple and beginning to eat. It was one of the best things she had tasted in a long while, the sweet juice of the fruit relaxing her whole body as she continued to consume bite after bite. 
 
   “Hey there, girl,” one of the patrols called out having finally spotted her.
 
   She remained seated comfortably with one leg dangling off the branch as they detoured from the path to approach her.
 
   “What is a pretty girl like you doing out here all alone?” a middle-aged officer missing several teeth asked as they came nearer.
 
   He was as rough looking as they come and quite disgusting. K remained silent, continuing to enjoy each bite of the apple as she tried to block the vulgar thoughts coming at her from his mind, which were unusually loud and very vivid.
 
   She finished off her last bite and smiled down at the pair while wiping the blade off on her pants leg. “Why I was waiting for a couple of fine officers such as yourselves to pass by and help a lady out.” Carefully she weaved the blade back through her hair and swung both legs over the edge of the branch, continuing to stare down at them.
 
   “Well it appears this is your lucky day. How can we be helping you?” the partner asked. He was much younger than the other, but not much better to look at, and his thoughts were equally as disturbing.
 
   “I seem to be lost. I was told there was a patrol camp out this way where a lady such as myself might be able to earn a few coins.”
 
   The two officers looked at each other, eyes gleaming with excitement and forcing K to once again struggle to keep their overly obnoxious thoughts from running rampant in her mind.
 
   “Someone led you astray, young lady,” the toothless man said, smiling. “There isn’t a camp within miles of here, and all that is down there is a lot of nothing.” He pointed over his shoulder down the path they had just come from. “Your best bet would be to go back to town, which just so happens to be where we are heading.”
 
   K swung her legs back and forth over the edge of the branch like a small child. “Are you sure?” She gave them her most disappointed look.
 
   “Positive,” the younger partner answered. “We walked a long way and there is no one out there except maybe a few animals and I don’t figure they pay very well.”
 
   “We would be happy to escort you back to town,” toothless said, smiling again, “for a discount of course.”
 
   She jumped down from her branch. “How much of a discount? I did after all make it all the way out here on my lonesome.” Slowly she walked around the pair, looking them over like a cat sizing up its prey, then gently brushed her hand through the younger man’s hair.
 
   The toothless man reached to grab her but she ducked from under his arm and moved away, smiling and shaking her finger at him. “No, no. Business first.”
 
   Angrily he moved toward her again. “Well, seeing as we are here and you are alone, I was thinking free.”
 
   K stood her ground. “My, that is quite a discount, I’m not sure my advisor would agree to that.”
 
   The two officers surrounded her, pulling their swords from their scabbards. “Advisor? Is that what you call him?” the younger one jested. “Well he isn’t here, is he?” Suddenly, his face became much more serious, moving the tip of his sword slowly down her cheek. “Now hand over the knives or we will mess up that pretty face of yours and you won’t be able to make more than a couple of dinar on a good night.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” K murmured, pulling the blades from her hair and allowing the long black strands to fall down her back past her waist. She then threw the knives on the ground a few feet away. “The two of you do drive a hard bargain.”
 
   Satisfied she was no longer a threat, they replaced their swords. Toothless approached aggressively; running his hand into her hair and grabbing ahold of a fistful, he pulled her head back and held it there. “Now you will do exactly as we tell you, and once we have had our fill of you we will be on our way.” 
 
   K nodded obediently as the younger officer grabbed ahold of her wrist then hesitated. “What is this?” he asked, pulling up her shirt sleeve. When he caught sight of the tag encircling her wrist he jumped back like she had the plague. “She’s a damn Full-blood!”
 
   His older companion was unaffected by the revelation as he continued to grip tightly to her hair. “What does that matter? A woman is still a woman.”
 
   “Don’t you remember? She was eating an apple when we walked up. Full-bloods don’t eat apples.” The younger one continued to protest, “I have a bad feeling about this, I think we should just go.”
 
   “You can go if you like, but I’m going to have some fun,” the older man responded, leaning in close and sniffing K’s hair. “Honestly, when do you think either of us will have a chance to bed something so stunning ever again?”
 
   His partner still appeared unsure, but his desire trumped his reason and he rejoined his partner. “So who goes first?” he asked, brushing his hand down her face. Slowly he brought it down to the buttons of her shirt and began to undo them one by one. 
 
   “I do of course, I am the senior here,” the older man snapped, shoving the younger one away. He ran his hand under her shirt and over the bare skin of her waist, still maintaining his tight grip on her hair. 
 
   K flinched at the contact but remained still. “My advisor isn’t going to be happy about this.”
 
   “If he was that concerned about it he wouldn’t have left something as pretty as you all alone out here,” the older officer countered, moving his rough hand up her waist and coming to rest on her breast.
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” a voice said, catching the two men by surprise. The older man found himself suddenly lifted off K and hurled across the path, landing hard onto the ground. Jaron then turned to the younger one, only to be stopped by K. 
 
   “That one is mine.”
 
   Once again Jaron turned his attention back to the toothless man, who begged and pleaded for mercy. However, it was too late; the image of him pulling K’s hair and running his filthy hands over her body was all Jaron’s mind could see, and in a fit of blind rage he sank his teeth deep into the officer’s neck.
 
   The younger man turned to run only to find K standing directly in front of him. Frightened, he pulled his sword and pointed it at her. “Lady, please. I’m sorry, I really wasn’t going to do it, I swear.”
 
   “Oh sure you were,” K replied calmly, allowing her mask to fade away. The boy turned white as a ghost as she continued to approach. “You’re not the first man to threaten to cut my pretty face, as you can see someone else has beaten you to it.” In a flash she was on top of him, pinning him to the ground as he screamed like the coward he was. “And now I will have my fill of you and be on my way.”
 
   Within seconds the deed was done. Jaron carried over the body of the toothless officer and laid it down beside his companion. 
 
   “I know what you did,” Jaron stated quietly after a few silent moments. “And I don’t appreciate being tricked into doing something I don’t want to do.”
 
   “You needed to feed,” K replied nonchalantly, as she picked up her blades and resumed her mask. “We have a long journey ahead and I need you in top form.”
 
   He watched as she casually weaved the blades into her black hair, then returning his attention to the two bodies he sighed. K joined him at his side and ran her hand under his arm. “They were not good people, what they were going to do to me they have done many times before, and would have continued to do to others if we hadn’t stopped them.”
 
   Jaron looked down at her as she peered up at him without a shred of emotion. “When are you going to be honest with me again? I’m tired of feeling like a puppet with you pulling the strings. I want the relationship we had before back, the one where you told me everything and trusted me to do the right thing.”
 
   K gazed off into the distance, and while her face remained blank, her eyes revealed a glimpse of the pain and despair that lived deep within. “Jaron, things happened that will take me a while to come to terms with, things that have nothing to do with the Shadows, and I need you to give me time to work it out on my own.”
 
   “And there is nothing I can do to help you?”
 
   Silently she shook her head as she continued to tightly grip his arm.
 
   “At least answer one question for me,” Jaron pleaded, following her gaze to the fields. “Can you hear her thoughts?”
 
   K leaned her head onto his arm and closed her eyes. “No.”
 
   Anger fueled by his love for her ignited like a fire. He struggled to control his tone as he continued to try and figure out what she was thinking. “So why are we bringing them with us, K? If she is the Link then you have restarted the cycle and we both know how this ends.”
 
   “Her and her father helped me and I owe her at least a chance.”
 
   “Yes, because that has worked out so well in the past. Every single time it has been a Link who led you to your downfall.” Jaron ran his hand through his hair trying his best to remain as calm as possible. “K, you haven’t even been awake a month and you have already restarted the cycle.”
 
   “It will be all right, Jaron,” K said sharply, letting go of his arm; her signal that she was done discussing this matter. She reached down, lifted up the body of the young officer, and tossed him over her shoulder. “Let’s get rid of these before the others arrive.”
 
   He silently watched as she headed into the orchard toward the light of the setting sun. And though he knew there was no way to change destiny, he hated knowing that so soon after awakening, K’s eventual demise had once again been set into motion. 
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Nina and her family stood at the edge of the border staring at a massive expanse of trees; the final barricade between them and their hope for a new life.  It was an awe inspiring sight to behold with miles upon miles of towering pines continuing on in both directions for as far as the eye could see.  Trees packed so tightly together that their lush branches denied even the slightest ray of sunlight access to the ground below; leaving the floor of the forest perpetually cloaked in darkness.  And it was from within this darkness haunting moans and growls emanated, discouraging Nina and about a dozen other families from proceeding any further.
 
   Nina and her family, like everyone else here, had left everything they had ever known behind to reach these lands.  Now everything they possessed consisted of what few personal items they could fit inside two small bags, along with some necessities needed to make this journey.  And after nearly a week of traveling, including several close calls in which they were nearly captured by the Patrols, they had somehow managed to make it here safely, only to have the forest itself try to frighten them away.
 
   Feeling a pull on her skirt, Nina looked down into the big brown eyes of her six year old son.
 
   “Mommy, what is making those noises?” he asked, his face pleading with her to give him a comforting answer.
 
   “It’s just the wind Kajol, nothing to be frightened of,” she reassured him with a weak smile, trying her best to mask her own fears and doubts.
 
   “Does anyone know how we reach the people in the forest?” A man shouted from the back of the crowd, “or how we let them know we are here?”
 
   The crowd came alive with people anxious to share their versions of the rumors they had all heard.  And while they all varied greatly as to what the interior of the dark forest held and how you went about getting there.  One common theme did remain consistent in all the stories, once you found your way into this ‘Oasis’ you would finally be free of the Shadows tyranny once and for all.  
 
   It was rumored that anyone who was brave enough to make the perilous journey to the border lands would be welcomed and that, within the safety of the forest walls, both races lived together in peace and equality.  However, it was nothing more than rumor and speculation, because no one who went in search of the Oasis was ever heard from again.  Meaning there was really no evidence at all that such a place actually existed.  
 
   And then, of course, there were the stories of the forest being haunted.  Tales of frightening creatures with long jagged teeth that stalked the darkness of the forest floor waiting for a meal.  All it took was a single step off the narrow path for an unfortunate soul to become lost in the darkness and become the victim of one of these blood thirsty monsters.  And while most would prefer to pass such stories off as nothing more than a child’s fairy tale, the lack of people returning from the forest, coupled with the eerie sounds filling the air around them, had this particular group of travelers considering the validity of the tales.
 
   However, despite all the dangers and unknowns, for Nina and her husband Lucas, the decision to come here had been a simple one.  For years they had been watching, noting the growing trend of the patrols going after younger and younger children.  In the last year alone they had attended funerals for four of their closest friend’s children.  And it was after one such funeral, they had sat up an entire night planning their escape.
 
   But as the group continued to argue amongst themselves as how to proceed further, it rapidly became clear that none of them actually had any idea what to do beyond this point.  A few claimed there was a whistle you could use to summon them, although no one had a whistle.  A few others suggested lighting a bon fire to attract their attention.  But when it was swiftly noted that they would be attracting the attention of more than just the people inside the forest that theory was swiftly dismissed.  One gentleman even went as far as to claim there was a magical tree you rubbed to call them out, but no one paid him a bit of mind.  In the end, after over an hour of debating, they were no closer to having an idea on how to proceed than they had been when they began.
 
   “Listen everyone,” Lucas called out over the frustrated group, “it’s getting dark and I for one do not want to go wandering around in there while the sun is down.  Let’s make camp here tonight and together we can work on coming up with a plan of some kind for in the morning.”  
 
   No one argued with his logic and soon the mumbling crowd had dispersed themselves across the field to begin setting up their camps.  Feeling quite satisfied with himself, Lucas turned and gave Nina a wink.  She smiled back and together they searched out a good spot to settle for the night.  After finding a nice flat area next to a fallen tree, they laid down their few thin blankets on the ground beneath the clear evening sky and then Lucas left Nina to rest while he wandered the field helping others with whatever he could.  
 
   As she watched him move from camp to camp doing what he could to get everyone settled, Nina thanked the stars again for bringing him into her life.  He knew everything about her dark past, things that many other men would not have been accepting of, and yet he stayed.  He understood why she woke up many nights sweating and screaming in terror, and none of it mattered to him. He loved her and she loved him, and without him, Nina had no idea where she would have ended up, or even if she would still be alive.  
 
   “Mom, can I go play with the other kids?” Kajol asked excitedly, disrupting her thoughts.  She followed his gaze across the field and spotted a group of children kicking around a ball.
 
   “Of course, just stay where I can see you.”  
 
   “Yes, mam.” He yelled, darting across the field to join the others.  She watched him play for a few minutes before turning her attention to the bag lying by her feet.  Digging inside, she pulled out a bottle, and took inventory of what little formula remained inside.  
 
   “It’s going to be alright,” Lucas said startling her from behind.  Taking a seat beside her, he kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “How can you be so sure,” she asked still focused on the nearly empty bottle, “We barely have enough for one, much less the three of us.  And neither of us have had more than a sip in the last two days.”  Nina argued swirling the liquid inside the bottle, as if that would somehow create more.  “What are we going to do if this is all a trick?  That none of it is true?”  She spotted Kajol across the field and watched as he kicked the ball past the children trying to block it.  Together they all celebrated his victory by jumping up and down and giving each other high fives.  “We can’t go back Lucas, you know that as well as I do. As soon as we step foot back in Lidas they will arrest us.”
 
   Lucas sat quietly beside her.  Following her gaze to where the children were playing, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in close. “We are never going back.  We will do whatever it takes to give him the life he deserves, even if it means going into that forest and starting our own camp.”
 
   Nina sighed. He was trying to be encouraging, however as she continued to stare at the near empty bottle, she was finding it very difficult not to be concerned.  Even Lucas couldn’t change the fact that they were Full-bloods and in being so needed the formula to survive.  And the only way to get formula was through the government.  Slowly she pushed the bottle back into the bag and leaned over.  Resting her head on her husband’s shoulder, Nina closed her eyes.  She needed to trust in him, to believe that somehow he would find a way to get them to the paradise in the forest … she had to.
 
   It wasn’t long before darkness fell over the camp and not wanting to risk attracting too much attention, the group decided to build one fire for all of them to use.  Sitting huddled together, Nina watched as several of the families pulled out fruits, bread, and cheese from their bags to sate their children’s hunger.  Disheartened, Nina produced a small piece of dry bread from her bag and passed it to Kajol, who scarfed it down in only two bites.  
 
   “Mom, I’m still hungry,” he whined, looking up at her with wanting eyes.
 
   She rooted around in the bag, searching for anything she might be able to give him to satisfy his hunger, knowing it was futile.  That small piece of bread had been the last of their supplies.  They had traveled further than most of the others, and though they had rationed as best they could, they were now down to nothing.  “I’m sorry Kajol, but that was all we had left.  Once we find the camp in the morning you will have all the food you can eat.”
 
   “You can have this,” a Terrian lady offered, producing a large ripe pear from her satchel.
 
   “Oh no, we couldn’t,” Nina protested waving her hands.
 
   “Of course you can.” 
 
   She took a seat on the ground next to Nina, pulling a knife from the same satchel. She then cut a large slice from the pear and held it out to Kajol.  “And what is your name?”
 
   Nina watched her cautiously.  Such generosity, especially between the races wasn’t something she was accustomed to.  However, the lady was an older woman, possibly in her early sixties, which meant she might have been raised in the times before the races became divided.  And she sensed no malice in the way the lady acted, actually quite the opposite.  Everything about her, from the way she sliced the pear, to the way her eyes lit up when she smiled at Kajol, gave Nina the distinct impression that this was a woman who was accustomed to and took great pleasure in taking care of others.
 
   “My name is Kajol,” he answered inspecting the fruit carefully.
 
   Her brow creased, “Unique name, where does it come from?”
 
   “I’m named after someone my mommy used to know.”  Kajol replied, still studying the piece of pear.  Finally getting brave, he took a small bite and smiled, “This is good!”
 
   Lucas, who had been off talking to some of the others, joined them and seeing his son inhaling the pear laughed, “Where did that come from?”
 
   “She gave it to me,” Kajol answered. His mouth crammed full of the fruit, he pointed at the grey haired lady sitting beside his mother.
 
   “Thank you so much, but we have no way to repay you for this,” Lucas said offering her his hand, “My name is Lucas and this is my wife Nina, and … well you have met Kajol.”  
 
   “Janil,” she greeted, shaking each of their hands before standing to leave, “and don’t worry about it, it was my pleasure.”
 
   “You don’t have to leave.  Do you have someone here with you?  If so we would love for them to join us,” Nina offered, finding it strange that someone her age would have traveled this far alone.  She remembered seeing the older lady join the group earlier that day as they passed through the last town, but she didn’t recall seeing anyone with her.
 
   “No, I’m alone.  The Enforcer took my husband from me some many years ago and I have no children.  I traveled here hoping to find a place where I can spend what years I have left, hopefully in peace.” She smiled a warm smile and bowed her head slightly, “But for now, I’m going to sleep.”
 
   Lucas and Nina watched as she slowly walked away and settled into some blankets a few feet away.  Surveying the rest of the group, they realized that many others, especially the Terrians, were all beginning to bed down for the night.  Thinking it best they too rested, the three of them made their way back to their camp.  Once settled, Nina pulled out the bottle of formula and allowed Kajol to drink enough to hold him over until the next evening.  Then, after carefully tucking him into the blankets, she and Lucas split what little formula was left then nestled in beside him.
 
   The night passed without incident and they awoke the next morning to the sounds of people busily gathering and packing their things.  Not wanting to get behind, they gathered and folded their belongings, stuffed them back into the bags, then joined the others at the edge of the forest.  Once again they found themselves staring into the dark depths at a loss as to what to do next.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” a voice called from the back, “There is no way I am going in there.  We are going back and if the rest of you have any sense you will do the same.”
 
   Nina and Lucas watched as a family of Terrians turned and headed back down the road in the opposite direction.  It didn’t take long for many others to follow suit, especially the Terrians who had risked less in coming.  When everyone who wished to leave had left, all that remained of the once large group was three families, themselves, and Janil standing quietly off to one side.
 
   “So what do we do?”  Nina asked Lucas after a few silent moments.
 
   “I say we follow that trail and see where it leads us,” Lucas answered pointing towards the trees.
 
   “What trail?”  Narrowing her eyes Nina spotted a dirt path leading into the darkness.  It was so small and well hidden that Nina wondered if it was really a trail at all.  “That?”
 
   “Yeah, unless anyone else has a better suggestion.” 
 
   Nina thought hard for a minute, looking first to her left then to her right at the expanse of trees that went on endlessly in both directions.  “What if we get lost in there?”
 
   Lucas smiled and ruffled Kajol’s hair, “Lost, did you hear that son?  Your mother has forgotten who she is dealing with here.  Why, she has the best two explorers in Vanteria leading her and yet she doubts us.”
 
   Kajol spun around in front of them, placing his hands on his hips and striking his most heroic pose, “Never fear mom!  Master explorer Kajol, at your service!”
 
   “Well Master explorer, lead the way then.”  Nina laughed throwing her bag over her shoulder.  Together the three of them made for the trail.
 
   “Mind if we join you?”  One of the other families asked running up behind them.
 
   “Me too,” Janil said catching up to the group.
 
   “Of course not, we would love the company,” Lucas welcomed them.  
 
   By the time they made it across the field to the trail, all but one of the families had joined them.  The group stopped at the edge as Lucas yelled back to them, “Do you want to come?”
 
   The family looked to one another, had a short heated discussion, then turned back and waved, signaling they would not be joining them.  “I guess we are it.  Who else has a charged solar lamp?” He asked pulling his own out of the bag he was carrying and turning it on.  
 
   “We have one,” a family answered producing another lamp from their own supplies.  
 
   “Good, leave yours off that way when this one runs out we have a backup.  Now, everyone stay close together and whatever you do, don’t wander off the trail.”
 
   Forming a single file line, each person sticking to the one in front of them and keeping the children in the middle, they walked into the darkness of the forest.  Janil got in line behind Nina and Kajol.  They traveled for hours, twisting and turning in the darkness without any signs of life, much less people.  Surprisingly enough, the deeper they went into the forest, the less the moans and other noises could be heard.
 
   “Why is it so quiet?  Where did the sounds go?”  Nina whispered.
 
   “Not sure, maybe it’s a scare tactic to keep people from coming inside.  It’s either that or whatever was making the sounds before is now too busy stalking us.”  Lucas whispered back, eyes still locked on the trail in front of him.
 
   “Lucas!”  Nina scolded as Kajol looked up at her terrified.  “It’s alright, dear, he didn’t mean it.”
 
   Suddenly the lamp Lucas was carrying began to flicker and in seconds it went dark.  Someone in the back screamed, then panic filled voices started calling to one another in the pitch black void.  
 
   “Mommy!”  Kajol yelled.
 
   “I’m here,” Nina called back, trying to sound as calm as possible.  Reaching out she grabbed ahold of something in the darkness, “Is that you Kajol?” 
 
   “No that’s me,” Lucas answered, “But I have Kajol.”
 
   A moment later a light flickered on in the distance behind them.  “Is everyone alright?” a man asked holding the light above his head and shining it over the petrified faces.  
 
   “We should head back,” the man’s wife spoke up beside him, “we haven’t seen any signs of people in here and if this light burns out we are going to be lost in here forever.”  
 
   A mumble of agreement rose from the others and one by one they all agreed they had no other option but to turn around and head back, praying that they were able to find the exit.  Feeling saddened by their lack of success, Nina and Lucas turned to follow the others when Nina noticed that Janil was missing.
 
   “Wait everyone,” she shouted, “has anyone seen Janil?”
 
   “The Terrian lady?  No she was right behind you.”  The young man beside her answered, “Is she back there?” he called to the others.
 
   “No,” yelled the man in the far back, “She isn’t here either.”
 
   Collectively they began calling her name into the darkness, “Janil!  Where are you?  Janil, answer us, please!”
 
   They continued to call and plead with the void surrounding them to no avail and after a few minutes hope for finding her began to fade.
 
   “Let’s go,” the man holding the light called to the others.
 
   “We can’t leave her out there,” Nina yelled toward the other end of the line, “She will die.”
 
   “If we continue to look for her and this light burns out then we will all die as well.”  He shouted back angrily, “You can stay if you want, but me and my family are taking the lamp and leaving.”
 
   “Lucas, we can’t leave her.”  Nina pleaded clutching the front of Lucas’s shirt.
 
   Lucas looked down to the end of the line as the others began to head away from them into the darkness.  “I don’t think we have a choice.  They have the light and we can’t stay here alone in the darkness, we would never find our way out.”
 
   Nina scanned the void once more.  Guilt knotted her stomach at the thought of the older lady being alone out there.  Defeated, she turned to follow the others when the sound of a branch snapping caught her and Lucas’s attention. 
 
   Frozen with fear Nina pulled Lucas and Kajol in close, “Did you hear that?”
 
   Before they could answer, a rustling sound came from the branches of the trees above them, followed by shouting at the front of the line.  Looking down past the man with the light, another light, much brighter than the one he was holding, could be seen approaching them from the distance.  More sounds came from behind Nina.  She clung tighter to Lucas squeezing his arm as they turned and saw a second light approaching them from the opposite direction.
 
   “There’s more, out in the woods.” Someone shouted.  
 
   Nina scanned the darkness, spotting several more lights approaching them from every direction.  
 
   “Move in together and put the women and children in the middle.”  Lucas shouted as he pushed Nina and Kajol behind him, he then faced down the light coming up the trail.  The others followed, pressing their bodies as close together as they could, forming a circle with the three men on the outside to protect their wives and children.  
 
   Nina’s heart pounded in her chest as she clutched tightly to Kajol and peered over Lucas’s shoulder.  But as the light continued to approach, a familiar form began to take shape behind the lantern.
 
   “Janil?”  Nina shouted, her voice trembling nervously.  “What … but how?  Oh my stars you scared us!”
 
   Janil smiled, coming to a stop just a few feet away.  Soon each of the other lights and the friendly faces of the people attached to them appeared from the darkness surrounding them.
 
   “Sorry about that.  We have to be very careful.  Occasionally we have spies try to sneak their way into the camp.”  Janil looked over the group of terrified faces, as she continued, “Consider it a test and you passed.  We figure if you’re brave enough to come this far into the forest despite the darkness and the noises then you are most likely sincere in your search for a new life.”
 
   As she spoke an older gentleman came up beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders.  Janil smiled and leaned into his embrace, “I would like you to meet my husband, Gabriel.”
 
   Watching the Terrian couple embrace and not sensing any malice from any of the others in their group, Nina and Lucas began to relax.  “I thought you said the Enforcer took your husband away.”
 
   “He did.  What I left out was that about seven months ago he returned for me.”  She smiled up at her husband, the two of them clearly happy to be back in each other’s company.
 
   “I don’t understand, I thought this camp was safe from the Enforcer and the Shadows forces.”
 
   “It’s a lot to explain and once we get to the camp we will do our best to help you understand.  However before we take you there, we have to make one thing very clear.”  Janil paused, her expression becoming much more serious, “Once you enter into the camp you will not be permitted to leave, it is the only way to keep it hidden and everyone that lives there safe.”
 
   “It sounds more like a prison, than a safe haven.” The man with the lamp said from behind them, “What if we don’t want to agree to that?”
 
   “Then you are free to go back where you came from,” a broad Full-blood with jet black hair and thick beard answered.  “Don’t get me wrong, I understand your hesitation.  If it hadn’t been for them tagging my twelve year old daughter, I don’t know if I would have gone through with it myself.  But I promise you, what waits for you in there,” he paused scanning the faces of the children, “or should I say for them.  Is a lot better than what they will ever have back out there.”
 
   Having heard what the group of strangers had to say, Lucas looked down at Nina, “What do you think?”
 
   She pulled Kajol in tighter, scrutinizing the faces surrounding her, “I think we should go.  We didn’t come all this way just to go back.”
 
   “And the rest of you?”  Gabriel asked, “And don’t worry.  If you do wish to go back then one of us will help you get out of the forest, either way the decision is yours.”
 
   The other two families turned to one another.  The first to speak up was a young lady cradling her toddler son, “We will go,” she answered leaning into the arms of the young man traveling with her, “I don’t want to go back.”
 
   “Us as well,” the man with the lantern said, “My daughter will be thirteen this year and I won’t have her working the road day in and day out as I and her mother have been forced to do.”
 
   “Then follow us,” Janil said as she and her husband turned and headed off the trail leading them into the darkness.  Smiling back at them over her shoulder she added, “I promise you’re not going to regret your decision.”
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