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 You can wake up dead. Ren knew. She swore on it. It’s what hangovers did to her.
 “Ren? Hey!”
 Static rolled in her head. Her eyes were like open sores festering on her face. 
 “Open your fucking eyes.”
 Ren wished Itzel wouldn’t.
 “I’m not fucking playing here, open your eyes!”
 Ren groaned. “Fuck off.”
 A hand slapped onto her mouth. Ren’s eyes shot open, her heart thundering in her chest as she thought of all the ways she’d get Itzel back for this.
 Darkness flooded her vision. Slivers of moonlight danced at the edges.
 “Where the fuck—” her voice came out muddled, her words slithering between Itzel’s sweaty fingers. 
 “Sssh!” Ren couldn’t even see her hiding in the dark, but she knew Itzel clamped a finger to her own lips. Knew she was kneeling…somewhere. If Ren could get her hands on her…
 “You’re tied up, idiot. Stop squirming.” A shadow danced across the tiny slivers of moonlight. A man-sized one. Once it disappeared, Itzel turned back to Ren. Though it was dark, Ren could see the crazed glint in Itzel’s dark eyes. “Close your eyes.”
 “Why?” she shot back. “Is this some kind of joke?” something rough—rope?—dug into her wrists, sawing its way down to the bone. Her legs were sprawled out in front of her while her head was hoisted up against slick bars. 
 Itzel’s cruel grin didn’t phase her. “This might get bloody.” She said, slipping a thin knife from her belt. “Close your eyes.”
 Ren obeyed. She grimaced as Itzel sawed at the rope, the sound chipping away at her sanity as Ren watched the fingers of moonlight inch closer and closer toward them. Bamboo bars surrounded them, while outside the cage the ill-fitting planks of a tiny shed kept them hidden from view. From the moon. Ren cursed. Felt fire roll across her forehead just as the ropes snapped.
 “They drugged us.”
 “Us?”
 “Mhm.” Itzel said. Ren took a moment to rub her wrists. “You, me, and Mia.”
 Mia.
 Fuck. Ren blinked. Racked her brains for a face to place with the name but found nothing. “Whose Mia?”
 It was Itzel’s turn to blink. “Damn. Whatever they gave you, it fucked you hard.”
 “I remember you.”
 “But not Mia?”
 Ren shook her head. What the fuck was going on here? “Why are we in here?”
 Itzel rolled her eyes. “Why do you think? Fuckers kidnapped us. Don’t know why, but—” she scooted closer to the bars and shook them, “—we’re going to get out. Don’t panic. I’ve got this.”
 Since when was she panicking? There wasn’t anything to panic about. She just woke up without any recollection of what happened the night before…in a cage…with her arms tied behind her back…shouldn’t she be panicking? Maybe this was what shock was like. You wake up in something that feels like a dream and you feel—well—nothing.
 Yeah, this was pretty much like waking up dead. No biggie.
 Except, it was.
 “Where are we?”
 “Some fucking island.” Itzel said, aiming the heel of her boot at the bars. “You really don’t remember shit, huh?”
 Did she have to tell her twice?
 “You failed your finals—” Itzel grunted as she kicked at the bars. Her heel grazed off. “—so you were like—fuck it. I’m going on vacation—” she kicked again. No use. “Decided to bring us with you—” she kicked again and cursed. Brought her leg in and held it. “Then you fucked us. Long and hard. You know,” she turned to face Ren. “You could have at least brought me dinner first.”
 If Ren weren’t concentrating on swallowing her vomit, she would have laughed. “What now?” How the fuck do we get out of here?
 “We get out.” Itzel almost added—duh.
 “But how?” Another shadow passed over the little bits of light squirming from outside the shed. Itzel went rigid. Pressing a finger to her lips, she listened. They both did. Ren couldn’t make out the language—it was singsongy. Like a mixture of Spanish and Chinese. Weird. Deep voices were murmuring—guards, she assumed. Men posted at the door to their shed. 
 “They’re talking about us.” Itzel hissed. “I think.”
 Ren swallowed at the lump in her throat and strained to listen. Pressing her ear through the bars, the bamboo scratched at her sweaty face. Hair stuck to her. Frizzy and tangled, almost as if she had fought against these people. Whoever they were.
 “We need to find out where Mia is.”
 Ren almost said who but kept it to herself. Mia is your friend. Remember dammit! But she couldn’t. Ren could have punched herself in anger, but her stomach was already destroyed. No use playing captive with vomit sticking to her clothes, so she bottled her anger up and ground her jaw against it.
 “I’ve got a plan. You listening?”
 Ren nodded her head.
 “You’re not gonna like this.”
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 Voices thrummed outside the shed. Mindless chatter.
 Ren chewed her tongue. She was going to hate this.
 “Hey!” she shouted, slamming her arm against the bamboo bars. “Hey—in here!” the voices outside stopped. A chorus of crickets and a collective wailing outside sailed into their little shed. The wailing sounded far away. Ghostly almost. The skin on the back of Ren’s neck prickled.
 She slid her gaze to Itzel.
 Itzel flashed a grin.
 Fuck me.
 “Hey, fuckers!”
 The door to their shed bulged open. Moonlight flooded in and for a moment Ren and Itzel were blinded by the sudden onslaught of light. It blazed daggers into their eyes.
 “I—I need to piss!” Ren stuttered, footfalls landing near her as the man came closer. She ventured a look up and didn’t even find eyes to meet. Not real eyes. Instead, she found little pinpoints inside of a rickety cedarwood mask, its scarlet paint fading to dead ash. His chest was bare, save for crisscrossing markings slathered on by an uncertain hand. His partner peeked in, wearing the same cedarwood mask, the paint brand new. Ren bit her tongue to keep from gasping. Who the fuck were these people? She had come to this island for what—vacation? Fuck.
 Pinpoint eyes peered inside, the masked man ducking as he dug the butt of his spear into the dirt. Ren’s eyes widened—yeah, a fucking spear! Had they been transported back in time? Who in the hell used spears anymore? The guy looked like he’d walked right out of a Flintstones cartoon. Minus the jaguar-hide dress. Unlike Fred, this guy probably meant business. Bloody business.
 Ren’s job was done now, but as she stared into those pinpoint eyes she almost sputtered a laugh. She could have hit herself—she had to be in shock. The masked man huffed and peered at Itzel now. A glint in the darkness prodded him to move his face closer, his eyes squinting as he brought the tip of his spear to rest against the cage. Itzel screamed. Ramming the tip of her knife into the mask’s right eye-hole, she forced the knife forward. A sickening squelch made Ren’s stomach roll. Blood dripped from the incision, and that only made things worse. Ren turned her gaze away just as Itzel snatched the knife back, blood dripping down her thumb and forefinger.
 “Grab the spear!”
 Right. It was closest to Ren, but she was too busy heaving. Swallowing against the flood of vomit that surged up her throat, she crawled across the thatched floor and reached out for the spear just as the masked man wobbled and swayed. Losing his balance, he fell backward as he wailed, his hands cradling his bloody face. He rolled from side to side screaming in that singsong language, calling for his partner. A newly painted mask poked its head into the doorway and seeing his friend on the ground, he charged for the cage—shouting. His eyes bloodshot behind the scarlet mask.
 Ren grabbed the spear and flung it to Itzel. Grasping it in both hands, she angled the tip toward the charging man and he sidestepped it. Coming to Ren’s side, he flung the point of his spear into the cage and hollered. He spiraled it around, forcing Ren to sprint in zigzags like a mouse avoiding a cat with a fucking spear. She looked to Itzel, who held the other spear in one hand now. Her other hand flat against her stomach. Crimson bleeding through her fingers.
 Fuck.
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 They escaped the shed. Just not in the way they’d planned.
 With their arms tied behind their backs and their vision stolen, masked by itchy black fabric, they were shoved forward.
 “Listen.” Itzel coughed, spat, and lurched forward. “If you do nothing right, promise you’ll do this.”
 Ren’s teeth chattered as they moved. Kicking her flats through dust and dirt, she ignored the urge to fall face first into the dirt. “What?” she couldn’t think of anything else to say. This was all her fault—she felt it. Knew it—somehow. But she wouldn’t feel bad—not yet. They still had a chance of getting away. But, first, Itzel had to stop bleeding and the jackass behind them had to stop shoving them forward.
 “Get Mia. Then, go home.”
 Home. Ren could have laughed if her face didn’t burn from the hot tears slipping down her cheeks. Home. “How the fuck do you expect me—” a snap of pain speared through the base of her neck. The jackass behind them had punched her. His way of telling her to shut up. Ren murmured under her breath but got the picture. If she talked loud, she’d get hit. Not hard to follow—even for her. “I don’t know where home is.”
 “Well, figure it out.”
 Ren shook her head. Almost said thanks, but decided against it. This was no time for sarcasm. Where ever this guy was taking them, it certainly wasn’t to freedom. She moved her wrists against the rope and cursed. Bound tighter than a club-goer’s dress. Ren ground her teeth, kept muttering fuck under her breath as if that would stop anything. Maybe she could listen for a way out—maybe she could fall. Turn and run. But she couldn’t leave Itzel. She couldn’t leave Mia. She still had no memory of the name or the girl, but had to keep her promise.
 Ren would get them both home—somehow. 
 They stopped so quickly that Ren barreled right into Itzel’s back. The jerk behind them cuffed Ren by the ear and tugged her, ripping her collar in the process. She wanted to yell as she heard the fabric rip, but the shock of everything was slowly fading into panic. Ren’s heart fluttered in her chest as she stood still, an explosion of murmurs wafting all around like errant wasps. A crowd gathered, though not around them. When Ren was pushed, walking right into Itzel’s back, Itzel moaned and lurched forward. She hit another obstacle. Ren smelled salt and sweat. Were they in a line?
 A deep voice boomed over the crowd. That quieted them. Brought complete silence that melted Ren’s veins. She wished she could see through the blindfold. Wished the jerk that had ripped them from the safety of their shed had taken the stupid strip of fabric off. But—no—they just had to up the fear factor, didn’t they? Bunch of fucking drama queens. Ren fought fear by racking her brains for her memories as the line lurched forward. Step by step. Person by person. Itzel said she had come here for vacation. Here. What the fuck had been her major malfunction? Was she some sort of sadist? No—something told her—no. No, she was running from something. If she forced herself to think harder…she’d just getting a splitting headache, ow. A hangover headache. That’s something—right?
 A scream sliced through her thoughts. Blood-curdling, hair-raising, everything you’ve ever thought was wrong with the world was bundled up in that scream. And it just kept going and going. Fuck. Was this why they blindfolded them? So once they got to—where ever—they’d stare death down and scream bloody murder until the scream died like a fucked up speaker? And the scream did die, though it took time. The line lurched three times before the scream finally faded out of existence. Something sizzled and spat and the sickly sweet scent of cooking meat wafted through the air on a breath of stale wind. Burnt hair—it made Ren gag. What in the fuck were these people doing?
 There it went—that voice again—booming. It spoke that singsongy language and the moment he was done speaking to the crowd, the scream came again. Though, this time it was a different voice. A man’s voice.
 The line lurched.
 “Ren.” Itzel’s voice was so weak, Ren almost didn’t hear it over the sizzling. “If you could find my knife…”
 “How?”
 “With your mouth.” She almost added, idiot, Ren could hear it just waiting to slide out.
 Ren sighed. What if those masked jerks were still around? Waiting for her to fuck up somehow? When another scream tore through the air, Ren realized that it didn’t matter. They could do all they wanted to her and she would never scream like that. Whatever was going on at the front of the line was way worse than what any of those jackasses could do to her. 
 So, she bent down.
 Ren snapped her teeth when she smelt leather. Her nose brushed against Itzel’s upper back.
 “Left pocket.”
 The metallic scent of blood climbed into Ren’s nostrils. She ignored the urge to gag.
 “Other left.” Itzel hissed.
 The line lurched forward. Itzel moved with it, causing Ren to fall face first into the dirt. She fell with her teeth bared, smacking her face into sharp pebbles and rotten earth. She moaned there for a while. Tentative feet poked at her and stepped over her listless body. Itzel was moving forward—moving away. Yet again, Ren had fucked up.
 She wondered how long it would take for one of the masked men to pick her up. Ren didn’t have to wait long. When a fist grabbed her by the back of her head and threw her onto her back, she squirmed. Used her tied wrists to push herself up to her knees. But the hand pushed her back down.
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 A thunder of panic rolled through the gathered crowd. The hand that had forced Ren down took her by the blindfold and ripped at it, stretching it. The fabric slid down her face and collected at her mouth. Good thing too, because she was about ready to scream.
 Fire. It was everywhere—dancing behind her eyes. Burning up her temples. Orange light fought against midnight as a woman crouched before Ren and yanked others from the line. The two hid behind a thick bush that obscured most of the crowd. But didn’t hide the wide platform that stood at the back of the arena. Nor the black vat that sizzled and spat at the center of the platform.
 “Girl.” 
 Ren blinked. Something told her she should take offense to that. But before she could give her savior a piece of her mind, the woman locked her fiery eyes with Rens and narrowed them. “Watch.” she barked, her high-pitched voice obscured by a long, blue, bandanna. She pointed at the bush, snapping her head toward it as if to say—quickly, numbskull.
 Ren bit at her bottom lip just as another scream rolled off the platform above. Scooting to the bush, she poked her head above it. Her jaw dropped, her eyes widened. Some skull-faced jackass was throwing people into the vat. And when they fell in, white steam sizzled off of the top. Ren’s stomach churned as she came to the realization that these people were boiling others alive. And that would have been her fate. That would be Itzel’s fate.
 Ren turned to the fiery-eyed woman, “My friend’s in the line!”
 Crouching still, she ignored Ren. Jerked out her hand to save more people from a boiling fate. When Ren found her way to the fiery-eyed woman, the lady stopped her with a flat palm to the gut. Ren puked.
 The lady bit back a retort, screeching in that singsong language before she quieted herself. She’s one of them. Ren backed away. Unable to wipe her mouth because of the rope around her wrists, she almost fell backward into the pile of bodies that the woman was quickly collecting behind their bush.
 “Watch, Outsider.” She said the last word like it was a scathing insult. And maybe it was but it only confused Ren. “Stay away.” And she turned again, crouching as she watched the line and started pulling again.
 What. The. Fuck.
 Ren went back to the bush and watched. Searching the thinning line for Itzel. She counted five people before her eyes finally fell on Itzel’s slumped form. No. She was so close to the platform—too close for the fiery-eyed woman to help her out. And what was this lady planning on doing afterward? It wasn’t like she was cutting their binds so that they could fight for themselves. Throwing her gaze over her shoulder, Ren spotted a jagged sword hanging from the woman’s belt. Just how did she get in the compound? She wasn’t a captive and the workers around here didn’t seem so keen on mercy.
 A high-pitched whistle answered her questions. As did multiple grunts and screams as soaring arrows ripped through the nearby tree line and found their targets, embedding themselves in breastbones and necks. Masked men went down. People in the lurching line of death tumbled to the ground. The gathered crowd before the platform took their foreheads from the dirt and turned their eyes to the blue-tinged forest of trees scattered around the perimeter to their right. If the moon weren’t out, Ren’s eyes wouldn’t have been able to see them. A group of warriors sprang from the trees, some diving from the treetops. Arrows whirred down in a storm of black hail as the crowd exploded into a wailing frenzy.
 The vat kept sizzling. The jackass on the stage started throwing people in quicker now, almost as if his life depended on it. Fiery Eyes jolted up from her position and screamed in that singsong language at the people in line. Some ran to her. Others sprinted in different directions, a gaggle of captives rushing for the tree line or going the opposite way. 
 “Itzel!” Ren screamed. “Mia!”
 No one in line turned. The platform began to move and bend as wood lurched up like a curling cobra and twisted around those closest to Skull Face on the stage. Even from this distance, Ren could see his fingers contort and curl, tiny bones snapping like tree branches. The first six in line going up with the wooden cobra before it dropped its gangly body into the vat.
 Itzel. Itzel screamed.
 “Itzel!”
 The line vanished. Any sense of normalcy vanished—as if there was any to begin with. Everything fell away as Ren watched magic—magic move the fucking stage—work for a murderer who barked a lethal chant in island gibberish. Ren couldn’t help but scream. Couldn’t help but cry as Itzel’s voice rose to the sky and crashed with the clouds, the moon. If Mia were there, Ren would never know now because only Itzel remembered. Only Itzel knew.
 And it was just her now. Ren. The fuck up.
 Steel and wood clashed. Arrows pierced through bone and sung high over her head. Fiery Eyes disappeared into the brush at Ren’s right, but she continued to stand. Continued to cry and scream. She’d commit Itzel’s scream to memory as she boiled alive. She’d hear that scream in her dreams and know—know that this was no nightmare.
 This was real.
 And it was all because of that skull-faced jerk. He still stood on the stage, using his vantage point as a weapon as he moved his arms slowly as if pulling them through molasses. His men cried a cacophonous war cry that broke Ren from her trance. Still standing there with her hands tied behind her back, she ran. Ran as fast as her legs would take her.
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 Ren hit the tree line and tripped. Tumbling over a gnarled tree root, she rolled. Slammed her back into another vicious root and lay there. Her breath caught in her throat, sweat oozed down her neck and collarbone. The t-shirt she wore, torn and soiled with blood and tears; was destroyed now. Slick with sweat, dirt, and leaves. Wet bit through her back. Black hair stuck to her face and neck and—dammit, she felt like crying.
 What was stopping her?
 The stars. The sounds of war. Footfalls ripping through the thicket. Barely masked murmurs. People ran to meet the camp and all she could think about was that Itzel was dead. Her friend—her only tie to the memories that were stolen from her—was gone. Mia was all that was left and, knowing Ren’s luck, she had probably died too. Boiled alive in that damned vat.
 White light tore through the canopy, sprinkling the forest, her face. With her hands still tied behind her back and her thighs aching, Ren had no way of getting back up. She was stuck. Useless. Worthless. 
 You know what? Go. I don’t fucking care. Go have fun. 
 You can’t run from your problems, Ren. You’re not fast enough.
 You’re not smart enough.
 Another memory? It was a man’s voice. Scratchy and low. It made her heart sputter and choke. The guy sounded pissed. Angry enough to actually hold a grudge. And begrudgingly maintain it.
 She had done something to deserve this. Something. If she could just fucking remember then maybe she could—what? Apologize? Yeah, like that would do much good. Her friends were dead. Who was she going to apologize to? Their parents? Ren shook her head but forced herself to keep her eyes open as the crashing footsteps faded. Was she safe? Were the masked men from the compound going to come for her? Come for all the captives who had escaped?
 Ren held her breath. Here I am, going into shock again. She did her best to push Itzel from her mind. Mia. Damn. And as the thicket around her cleared, she held her breath and rolled up to sitting. Grimacing at the floating feeling in her head, she bowed her forehead and stood. One leg at a time.
 I could have saved her.
 She couldn’t break down. Not now. Not when she was so close to freedom. She surveyed the thicket, scanning around her for silhouettes. People. When she saw and heard nothing, she pressed forward—slower this time. Minding every step. She tiptoed through the brush and tried hard not to think about Itzel’s frantic screams as she boiled in the vat. Did Itzel call her name? A hand had sprung from the vat—and she saw it. Dammit, she saw it. White bones melding with flesh and muscle and—
 Keeling over, she puked. All over her fucking jeans. Again.
 I’m not cut out for this. Whoever she had been, not only was she a lightweight but she was soft. Soft as hell. But who was she to tell herself it was bad to feel guilty over the death of her friend? It had been her fault. She could have saved Itzel. But she had been too afraid to sprint down there and yank her from the line. She had been too afraid to beg Fiery Eyes to do it. And now…
 She was gone.
 Itzel was gone.
 Footsteps. They made her freeze. The sounds of battle died as she realized how far she had walked into the brush. Orange tinted the trees, fighting with the deep blue of midnight. Someone was tending a fire. A lot of someones.
 The language—what were they speaking? She listened. Strained hard to hear.
 Dammit—she couldn’t understand. It was that singsongy language again. It seemed like that was all everyone ever spoke on this godforsaken island. They seemed to be arguing though. Maybe they were a part of the people who were fighting down at the compound? Those ones who were freeing people from the vat of death while dying in the process. She wondered if she’d see Fiery Eyes among them—that bitch. No—she had saved her. If anything, Ren owed the woman her life—and maybe a fist. Ren shook the idea from her head—she wouldn’t be going anywhere near that fire. In fact, she’d be going the opposite way. Not back toward the compound, but to the right. Toward the sky and the moon above.
 She broke a branch.
 Fuck.
 The voices quieted, shushing each other. Then, broke into an argumentative roar before they quieted once more. A louder authoritative voice silenced them with one word. Heavy footfalls rushed behind Ren and she widened her eyes. Throwing caution to the wind, she ran.
 But the air itself was against her. It roared from the sky like a tumult of rain, rushing down to stand in front of her as a thick barrier of upward rushing wind.
 What the fuck?
 It stopped her. The wind itself stopped her.
 “Mesh?” a male voice. Mesh. She didn’t know what that meant.
 She turned on her heel, meeting her pursuer head on. A blue crystal blazed in the night. 
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 The bright blue glow alighted on a handsome face. Kind eyes scanned her own in the darkness. The man kept striding forward, the barrier of wind behind Ren howling as it thickened, holding her in place with invisible fingers. Ren could drown in those eyes, rest her head on that chest. Be cradled in the muscles of his brawny arms and feel safe. Secure. For once in her life.
 “I don’t know.” Ren blurted, trying to back away but unable to. Right, the wind. “I don’t know what Mesh means.”
 The man grazed his fingers along the strong line of his chin. He had to be a man who knew he was handsome, Ren knew his type. Somehow. From her memories. From that male voice in her head. She knew a guy just like this. Could almost place a name against the attitude. “I’m Ren.”
 “Are you from the north shore?”
 He could speak English!
 North Shore? Ren shook her head, speechless and as he stood almost nose to nose with her. Staring down. He was even larger up close. A musky scent caught her, something wild and passionate floated around him. An aura that spoke of raw wilderness. “I’m from…” well, fuck. She didn’t know.
 “You’re an Outsider.”
 “Sure?” she shrugged. There was that word again—that insult. “You can speak English?”
 “Sure.” He said, his voice a husky baritone. “We know your kind.” 
 Your kind. That sounded like an insult too. Still, he held out his hand. Calloused fingers stretched toward her. “You’re not from the north shore?”
 “No.” She said, firmly. She placed her hand in his and his fingers snaked up to her forearm. They were rough, almost engulfed her forearm.
 “Kato.” He said, giving her forearm a quick shake.
 “Ren.” She grimaced, the forearm shake weirded her out. “Are you going to kill me?” A stupid question. She knew. But as the barrier behind her gasped out of existence, she could still feel the harsh tendrils of solid air creeping over her throat. The cold air only reminded her of her fever and the burning sensation creeping over her forehead and neck.
 Kato was taken aback. “Why? You escaped.” and he flung his thumb behind him, indicating the compound.
 “Yes—but my friends—” she swallowed. Corrected herself, “friend. She’s still in there.” Why was she telling him any of this? For all she knew he was one of them. Ren took a step back and he followed her. Intent on helping. Why?
 “You won’t survive long out here. Alone.”
 Was that a threat? “Thanks for the advice, but…” what would Itzel do? 
 Simple. She’d tell this guy to fuck off and go find her friends. But Itzel died. Itzel is dead. And Ren, no matter how hard she tried, would never be an Itzel. She just wasn’t smart enough. Nor tough enough. Hell, Itzel had been a Marine Corps reservist. While Ren—wait. Was she remembering now? Ren, she had been a…failure. The word just waltzed right on the tip of her tongue, teasing her. Failure.
 What should I do?
 “You should come with us. We are against them. If your friend is captive, we will get her back.” He spoke as if he were explaining addition to a nine-year-old. Did he think she was stupid?
 “I’m alright by myself, really.” She really wanted to get away. Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she could feel eyes on her. Human? Animal? Something else altogether? There was no telling in this godforsaken place.
 Kato shrugged. “Seble, come out. She means no harm.”
 Thicket sang in the distance. Footfalls broke through the brush and Fiery Eyes emerged from Ren’s right. She shouted in that singsongy language, pointing frantically toward the compound before stabbing an accusatory finger at Ren.
 This was her chance. She could run. Take her chances out here in the wild. Maybe she’d get her memories back and she could find a way home. Or, maybe that skull-faced creep would catch her again. Throw her into that vat and watch her boil. Mia’s life was riding on Ren’s survival. If she wanted a chance at saving her friend—at not letting Itzel down…
 She would need help. That much was obvious. But could she trust these people?
 Kato turned and shouted toward the fire. A reply vaulted back and smoke replaced the tender orange light as their fire was snuffed out. Ren assumed that it was now or never. They were packing up. Probably preparing to run.
 “What are you waiting for, Outsider? Do you wish to die?” Seble sneered, her fiery eyes turning into feral slits. She said more, but she switched to island gibberish. Ren tried to block it out of her ears as she turned her attention to Kato. He stood calmly, waiting for a reply, his arms crossed over his broad chest.
 “Okay.” Ren said. “I just want to save my friend. So, I’ll go.”
 He sighed, the relief on his features plain.
 Just as a tremor exploded through the forest, the earth ripping apart in a roar of grinding rocks and moaning trees. The ground rising up like rolling waves.
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 Ren could have screamed. Two orbs of molten gold burned in the distance. Attached was a wavering silhouette, its arms rigid as they rose high by its sides.
 “Mafioso.” Seble hissed. “Outsider, come.”
 What the fuck did she mean—come? There it was again, the shock. It planted her in place as she watched Kato lunge to the right. Every powerful step sent grass blades fluttering like flower petals riding the wind. He shoved a fist forward and cut his hand through the air like a scythe. A sharp explosion of curved air erupted from his flat hand, the hook foggy white as it lacerated a path through the trees. Heading for the figure drenched in molten gold.
 The air scythe snapped, dissipating into little fingers of mist that rolled off the molten gold silhouette. The figure cackled—a sound that tore through the earth, wrenching a rocky roar from its tectonic plates. The ground continued to tremble, continue to rock and wave like the sea.
 Ren almost snorted. Okay. She had to be high. Whatever drugs her kidnappers had inserted into her had certainly not worn off yet. For all she knew they were poking around at her body while she lay sprawled in one of those bamboo cages with froth bubbling off of her cracked lips. Or—you know—this could be real.
 For some reason, she’d rather have the latter.
 Seven bodies ripped through the trees, the group coming from the direction of the snuffed out fire. They were dressed like Kato and Seble in strange clothes. Harem pants or leather skirts. The women wore swirling white paint over their naked arms, the men black. Some looked disheveled and defeated, almost as if they had stood in that line of death and watched their comrades boil alive in that damned vat. These people looked nothing like Ren’s kidnappers, but just like her, they looked shocked. 
 The crystal hanging from Kato’s neck gleamed.
 Seble threw a hand into the air, “Follow.” She said, staring pointedly at Ren before repeating the same word in island-speak. The group didn’t have to hear Seble’s command twice. When she lowered her finger and pointed to the right, they went without incident. Ren was another story. “You’re just going to leave him?”
 “It is you who will be left.” Seble gutted out before following the group at a sprint. 
 Taking another lunging step forward, Kato spewed a blast of air from his adjacent fist. Going red with effort, the crystal at his throat glowed brightly, mirroring a supernova right before it explodes. The molten gold figure swayed, its cadence wavering as it kept striding forward. Ren fought to keep her balance as she watched, slack-jawed. What was she supposed to do again?
 Oh, right.
 A splitting clap echoed through the woods as Kato smashed his hands together only to bring them out slowly, molding them into the shape of an orb. The figure wavering toward him would not stop. Even when branches fell and grassland became sour dirt, it still moved. Still caused the earth to rock and roll with what seemed like no effort. These were gods, something told Ren, controlling the air. Shaping the earth. She had no place here, standing like a confused puppy. Watching—waiting to die if the slightest thing went wrong. Was she seriously waiting for this guy? Kato—the man she had only just met? She couldn’t save him—she could barely save herself. Itzel…Mia…she had to survive for them.
 That’s when she decided to throw a rock. A pretty sharp one too.
 Kato shot her a puzzled look, his eyebrows knotting together as if to say—you’re insane, aren’t you? But as he turned his gaze back to the wavering figure, Ren noticed it had stopped. And the rock she threw hovered in the air, other rocks and pebbles flying to it almost as if it were a magnet. A growing one.
 Kato cursed. Crossing his arms, he flung them. Interlocking waves of sharp air flung themselves through the brush, decapitating what was left of the trees in its path while kicking up leaves and grass. Hitting the floating rock, the air-scythes crumbled to mist and floated toward the rigid figure controlling the growing tornado of black sediment. Twisting on his heel, Kato snatched up Ren’s wrist, threw her a playful glare, and bolted. 
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 White sand dug into Ren’s flats. Shrugging, she bent and scooped them off. 
 “You swear you are not from the north shore?”
 “Yes!” Ren snapped. Holding her flats in one hand, she choked them. “I mean—yeah. I don’t even know what that is.”
 Fording a beach, the rest of his crew came into view at its farthest end. The moon hung heavy in the sky, cresting the ocean like a giant’s crystal. 
 “Then, how did you end up here?” he asked, looking down at her quizzically. “They will ask the same questions. It is important that you decide now how you’ll answer them.”
 “What?” were his constant questions supposed to help her? “What do you mean?”
 Kato brought his eyes back to the beach. “Outsiders come from the Northern Shore. That is where your kind is planted.” The last word ended in a grunt. “The Mesh will see you and they will think snake. It is instinct to us.”
 Ren pursed her lips, close to saying—speak English, please! But she couldn’t be rude, not to a man who could control air. Instead, she tried rephrasing it. “Can you be any more cryptic?” Oops. Sarcasm. Ren face-palmed. Damn, she was awful at being diplomatic.
 Cocking his head at her, he squinted his eyes for a moment. Thinking. “I’ll put it this way, okay? Your friend is with the Kirabo. You want help getting them back. To get help, you must earn trust. Outsiders are not welcome. The Mesh are very wary.” He leaned in close, stopping suddenly. “Do you understand? Be careful how much you say.”
 It was her turn to cock her head. “I—I’m not sure how I got here. I think those assholes—the Kirabo—took my memories. I don’t know…”
 Kato shook his head. “I don’t know will make it worse. Do not say that.”
 Who was he talking about? “To the Mesh?”
 “To the woman who will decide your fate.”
 What?
 “I thought you were going to help me!”
 Kato pulled back, rolled his shoulders, and started walking toward the group at the end of the beach. “I am. But we cannot act alone.” Waves smacked up against the sand. Ren almost forgot she had to follow as his words rang hollow in her ears. “To do so would be suicide. Mafioso would make sure.”
 Mafioso—that word. Seble had said the same thing. Did he mean that molten figure controlling the earth? Ren picked up her pace, fighting to stay alongside him. “You mean that guy you were throwing shit at?”
 Without a word, he nodded his head. Dammit. If Ren had to fight that to get her friend back…she had never picked up a gun in her life. These people used spears, bows, and arrows. She had no idea how to use weapons like that—who in the hell used old-ass weapons like that anymore anyway?! Why weren’t these people using guns? Better yet—why were these people dressed like they’ve walked right out of 10,000 B.C.? It made no sense. Had she been transported back in time? Fuck—here I go. What a dumb question. No! But she got here somehow. And there were others on the beach like her—the Northern Shore. Maybe she had come to the island to be with them? Mia would know—Mia would know the answer! But Ren had to get to her first. And to get the help she needed, she would need to speak to the Mesh—Kato’s people. Then be judged by some woman.
 Be careful how much you say.
 Great. Just great. 
 They met the group and stopped. Two men were heaved over, panting with their fingers digging into their knees. Some stood at the edge of the beach, letting the water guzzle their toes and the salty spray fill their nostrils. Of the seven men and women here, only one looked ready to continue on. Seble stood with her back to the beach, her eyes following a grass scattered trail that eventually turned to midnight-tinged prairie as the path wove up a rolling knoll. Higher still, a thick clay wall separated the grassland from the fledgling forest inside. Though, unlike the lavish forest surrounding the Kirabo compound, this forest was skeletal. Where there should have been brown bark, the trees were ashen gray. Their thin branches tipping over the high clay wall to touch the fresh grass on the other. 
 Seble shot her hand to the sky. Calling the others to her before charging off. 
 Ren blinked. Was she heading for that wall?
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 Orange flame ran along the top of the thirty-foot clay wall. It converged on them. Called down to them in island-speak. Seble screamed her reply up.
 An earthen door opened. Small enough for them to pass through single file. Ren followed behind Seble, careful not to trip her way through the tunnel’s murky darkness. When she came out on the other side, it was hard not to gasp. The tunnel was like a portal to another world. A dying one. Thin ashen trees scattered their skeletal branches across the hay-like grass. It crunched underfoot like sand, but bit her feet like rough paper. If she looked to the left, she could see strings of cracked riverbeds that were white with thirst. The strings ran far, looping into a yawning bowl at one end. A pond. Dead now. How come? 
 With the entire party through, Seble called out to the group. At her command, they hoisted rags up to their faces. Those who had just been freed were given linen, courtesy of Kato. Ren muttered her thanks as he dropped a ragged piece of cloth into her hand. “What’s this for?” he averted his eyes. Almost like he shouldn’t answer her. Or couldn’t. Explanations hurt too much. She followed the crowd, holding it up to her nose and mouth. 
 Following the threads of dried riverbeds, the farther they traveled along the wall, the thicker the air became. When Ren let her rag go, wanting to breathe in fresh air, her eyes immediately watered. Her throat constricted like air being sucked from a paper bag.
 “The air is bad here.” Kato said, his voice muffled as he stalked near her right. “Use the rag. Don’t breathe it in.”
 He didn’t have to tell her twice.
 Why was there such a difference? On the other side of the wall, everything was beautiful. Wild and tropical. The air didn’t hurt her over there. But here, why were things so…different? Ren’s stomach flipped. She rubbed her forehead, her fever reminding her that it was still there, burning the skin from her face. For a moment, everything went blurry as if she were walking in slow motion and the group began striding faster. Faster. Others were coughing, gagging into their rags as they passed two pockmarked pits belching pure white steam. The steam burned everything, from her eyeballs to her throat. The rag as useless as a thin strip of paper covering her nostrils against a sandstorm. As they passed, some faltered. Some dropped to the ground and vomited. Seble screamed, commanding them and they obliged. Ren imagined she was telling them to keep going—to ignore the pain for home. Which was, hopefully, close.
 Three riverbeds merged into one. The pockmarked pits dwindled until Ren saw shoots of grass and fledgling bamboo. With a collective sigh of relief, the group breathed in fresh air. In the distance, a skinny village sat on stilts. A dry gorge depressed down into a gaping mouth that Ren assumed once held water. Once. What was going on here? Had the Kirabo forced the village into this hostile territory? Or had something happened to the land and they had simply refused to leave it? A wave of rock rose up into a skyward arm over the village, overshadowing every hut and thatched roof. It hung like a cloud of sediment, heavy and hungry. White and cracked.
 Seble was the first to thump onto the gangplank, entering the village almost at a run. The group followed, wheezing and coughing at the stale air but still running. Still ecstatic to finally be home again. As Ren tiptoed onto the gangplank, she stopped to slip her flats back on. Rough wood bit at her feet and she was no fan of splinters. Kato stood near, four other members of the group panted behind him as he waited patiently for her to find her way up. 
 Once on the boardwalk, sallow faces gaped at her. Wide saucer-like eyes followed her every movement as tribespeople meandered from the village’s woodwork, crawling out of their lopsided shanties like cockroaches. Ren shivered, but pushed herself to stop staring. She told herself that they have never seen anyone like her—but she knew that wasn’t true. According to Kato, people like her lived right on the Northern Shore. Maybe if she found a way there, she could get help with Mia? Maybe she didn’t have to depend on these people. In fact, she was beginning to realize she shouldn’t. Sunken faces resembled leather stretched over bone, hanging there as if it didn’t belong. Like a Van Gogh in a public outhouse. They crowded down the boardwalk like zombies, lurching after them. Ren spotted some healthy looking people lurching along in the horde, but even they looked like marionettes minus a puppetmaster and string. 
 Why did everyone look so sick?
 Ren almost tumbled down three rows of stairs as she blindly followed after Seble. Another crowd gathered here, swarming around a single hut that sat at the village’s heart.
 In the silence, Ren could make out murmured words of reverence tumbling from sleepy lips before the entire crowd bowed in a wave of fluid motion. Ren was left standing, staring, as a rush of skirts glided from the hut, attached to the body of a woman. A staff topped by a dream-catcher was secured in the hook of the woman’s tanned arm. The blue crystal at her neck glinted when she met Ren’s eyes. The woman stared back. Eyes glowing, as she watched Ren kneel. 
 Fingers of pounding pressure drove stakes into Ren’s back as she thumped her forehead to the boardwalk.
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 Everything trembled. Ren tried to move her hands—her fingers—but there was a weight pressing down on her. A black aura swirled around her, its inky presence pressing her down with slimy tentacles. 
 What. The. Fuck.
 Ren fought against it. Forced her elbows out and tried to break it. It wasn’t real—but she felt it. Slime slipping up and down her back, meddling its way into her t-shirt. Slipping its way into her jeans, down her thighs, her legs. Ren shivered. Her eyes went wide as she tried to open her mouth—say something. Say something! But all that slipped out was saliva. Followed by puke.
 What do they say about first impressions?
 There was a bark of poorly kept laughter. The horde of people shouldered away until it was only Ren and the swishing brown skirts. She saw feet, ankles. Tried to look up, but the slimy aura pinned her back down.
 “Plucked from the Northern Shore like a flower from a grave.” The woman spat. “Why save this one?” 
 “She’s not from the north.” Kato’s voice. He was standing up for her. “We would have seen a castle-ship bringing more Outsiders in, Shamaness. Yet, we haven’t seen one in three months.”
 Was this the woman Ren would have to prove herself to? The aura slid away from Ren and she dropped her face to the planks. The Shamaness harrumphed, gliding to Ren’s right. The rough fabric of her bell-shaped skirts scratched Ren on the cheek. She flinched.
 “It is not of us.” A death sentence. “You should have left it to die, Air Scion.”
 Boards creaked as Kato knelt. 
 It was now or never.
 Ren shot to standing. She wasn’t sure what she would say or what she would do. She didn’t know these people’s customs, but she was sure one thing rang true in every society—confidence. All she had to do was exude confidence and maybe the Shamaness would help her out. Or kill her. Or drop her off at the Kirabo compound. Ren rubbed her hands together. How should she put this? 
 “I saw many die at the Kirabo compound,”
 The boards creaked in the Shamaness’s direction. Something told Ren not to look at her directly. In fact—don’t look at her at all.
 “I’ve seen the horrible ways they kill people—er,” 
 Ren didn’t even hear the woman move, let alone breathe. Ren blinked once, saw nothing, and opened her eyes. She stumbled backward as a woman appeared before her, towering like the reaching limb of a dead tree. Keen eyes drank her in vacantly, almost absentmindedly. While golden nail-guards tapped at the Shamaness’s sharp face. For a moment, Ren saw molten talons stretching from the Shamaness’s hands instead of nail-guards. Ren sighed—almost relieved that the lady wasn’t part-eagle part-human. She half-expected a hair-raising caw to fly out of the Shamaness’s mouth. It didn’t.
 Ren swallowed at the lump growing in her throat. “Okay—I—I’ve seen the horrible ways they murder your people and I—I want to help.”
 The crystal at the Shamaness’s throat glinted blue. That’s when the aura struck—silencing Ren with a slimy slap to the face. “I don’t want it here.” The Shamaness said. “Send it back, or kill it.”
 Pivoting on her heel like air twisting around a tornado funnel, the Shamaness gave Ren her back. A wave of her staff sent the black aura crashing down on Ren again, forcing her face to the deck before she could scream after the Shamaness. It planted her feet in place and smacked her palms to the rough wood of the boardwalk. The crowd gasped, inhaling so suddenly that the dust of the riverbeds seemed to move. Ren’s fever flared—anger. Rage welled up in her belly and she snapped her face up—up as far as it would go before the Shamaness’s invisible aura slapped her back down. Ren wouldn’t take this lying down—hell no. This lady and her freaky magic wouldn’t keep her from saving her friend. Ren wouldn’t be going back to the Kirabo camp alone. If the Shamaness and her people wouldn’t help her, then Ren would find another way. She wouldn’t let them kill her. She wouldn’t let them deposit her back at that fucking compound. Not again. Not again. Ren was stronger than this—she had to be. For Itzel. For Mia. Fire rolled on her tongue, turning it to paper.
 Sucking in a breath, Ren broke through the aura, “Please! I’ll do anything—my friend is stuck there! I’ll do anything to get her back—to help you, Shamaness! Please.”
 That earned her a stab from the aura, right at the base of her neck. She winced, but broke through it. Stood as tall as the pinpricks of pain spiking through her neck would allow her. “Please!”
 The Shamaness offered her a glare tossed carelessly over her tattooed shoulder. “Anything.” The woman deadpanned. “Careful with your choice of words, Outsider.”
 “Anything.” Ren repeated. “I fucking mean it!”
 A smile, a snort. Suddenly, the Shamaness was ripping the blue crystal from her throat and hoisting it toward Ren. It sparkled blue in Ren’s hands. It kissed her fingertips and cooled the burning sensation prickling up and down her arms. “We are searching for something too. Drink and perhaps the elixir will guide you to what has been lost. Stolen.” The Shamaness took a step forward, grinning expectantly. Smirking. “Drink.” A command. Her voice reminded Ren of Itzel. 
 Kato peeled from the crowd, “Shamaness—please!” he thumped to the boardwalk, the Shamaness’s fingers flicking, contorting into spider’s legs. “Don’t do this.”
 “And if I find…whatever you’re talking about,” the Shamaness reached and uncorked the glass crystal. Ren watched swirls of mist escape from its top. “You’ll help me.”
 “Assuming you survive.” A threat. A challenge.
 Ren drank.
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 When she closed her eyes, Ren opened them to another world.
 Ren couldn’t hear a damn thing. Air screamed in her ears. Her entire world shook like a pinball in a blender set to crush. Outside, a churning storm shrieked as lightning struck its way across a curtain of pitch-black clouds.
 “What’s that mean?” a cry from her left. Ren met teary eyes. Heart shaped lips quivered.
 Up in front, the helicopter pilot shouted back: “Nothing good.”
 The helicopter cabin screamed. Red light stained the steel as Ren’s stomach plummeted. 
 “How high are we?”
 “Don’t answer that!” Ren shouted at the pilot. Mia’s hand wove into hers and squeezed. Behind Ren, fingernails dug into the fabric of her t-shirt.
 “I hate you.” Itzel hissed into her ear.
 Had they come all this way to die? The helicopter pilot swore he had been given coordinates. Knew exactly where the compound was and had orders to drop them—explicitly—there and nowhere else. After they left the States, traveling over the Pacific had been a blast. It helped her forget. A booze-filled cruise. Parties that thumped to the beat of the moon. Anything to forget finals week—anything to forget Saul, double-crossing jackass. Anything to forget all the hurtful words spat in the heat of the moment, right when he told her no. Right when he told her—we should take a break. She kept drinking until they hit their mark in the Pacific. Then, a private helicopter came to whisk them away to the real party. Everything had been going fine until they hit this blanket of mist that refused to let up. Pilot said it was normal—yeah, right. Dude changed his tune the moment they entered the mist and got hit with booms of thunder and shrieks of lightning. They entered the swirling arms of an island-wide storm. And they couldn’t have waited on the ship until it disappeared?
 The pilot had told them—no. This is normal.
 Bastard.
 He was a liar. A good one. And now they’d die for it. Did it really matter to her though? She could have died happy—she had had the time of her life on the way here. If the helicopter fell out of the sky and they all drowned, then so be it. At least she wouldn’t be forced to go back to school—to go back to Saul. Ren grimaced. Selfish, much? What had her grandfather taught her about running away from her problems? Oh, right—sprint. 
 The cabin quaked, the floor dropping from under them as the helicopter lost altitude and dipped nose first. Choking her seatbelt and Mia’s hand, Ren bit her tongue so hard her teeth almost chomped straight through it. Her stomach flew, nosediving and rising before her body could recalibrate and hold her organs in place. Tumultuous wind battered them, smacking them from side to side with so much force that rain splattered their faces from the helicopter’s gaping sides. The pilot whooped, tapping blinking buttons and flickering apparatuses that surrounded him in a colorful sea of flashing lights. Lightning glinted off of his helmet’s black visor as he stole a look at the girls and smiled. One gold tooth gleamed. 
 Itzel breathed mechanically in Ren’s ear as she tried to control her panic. Itzel hated flying—this only made it worse.
 The engine was failing. Ren knew. But the pilot had it under control—right? 
 Oily clouds swam around them as if they were in a child’s shaken snow globe. The lightning, slivers of the sun outside. The rain, powdered snow. Hail. Ren’s neck twisted as the cabin was battered again, thrown to the left like a whip. Mia tumbled, her seatbelt saving her from dropping fifty feet into the churning clouds below—or farther.
 Rippling pain burned through the right side of Ren’s neck. She stiffened, her muscles somehow aching from holding her still. Thunder clapped, booming across the sky. Smacking her hands to her ears, Ren stuck her head between her knees, held her breath and shut her eyes. 
 The darkness outside broke. The rain, the thunder, the lightning—gone. Disappearing behind them as if it were a monster kept to one point in the sky. Out of the swirling storm’s territory, everything brightened. Peace rained down, sunlight blasted them from above.
 “Look at that view!”
 Ren opened her eyes.
 She was lying on her back, fingers digging into dirt. Feet naked and bare. T-shirt ripped and soiled with blood, sweat, tears. 
 But she was just flying—getting out of a storm. Flying in a fucking helicopter to—
 The Island. She had been flying to the island. Why? 
 A lush canopy tracked leaf-shaped shadows over her face. Rain plopped between fat leaves, tapping her nose. Her bare skin. Had everything else been a dream? Had they crashed and she was the only survivor? A squawking parrot made her flinch. Made her pull her fingers from the dirt. Why was she here?
 The Shamaness. The Shamaness must have done this to her. Was she even fucking real? The Kirabo—the drugs—that could have done this to her. But were they real?
 She saw a man control the damned air! The air! This is probably all just a really fucked up coma dream. Nothing’s real. Nothing’s real.
 Ren ground her teeth. Sat up in the dirt and hugged her knees into her chest. Her hands were on fire, her tongue cotton in her mouth as she chewed at it. Heart thumping like a hummingbird’s wings, her mind went blank. A parade of curses strung through her mind, looping. Going on forever. You ran. You ran from your failure.
  A low growl escaped through the brush, a warning. A challenge.
 She ran. 
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 Monstrous vines hung like thick spider webs threading through the verdant canopy above. Everything closed in on her like a cotton blanket, humidity thickening the air, causing sweat to bead just about everywhere. Hugging her arms against her chest, Ren crashed through the dense brush. Tripping over tree roots so fat and gnarled that they slunk along the jungle floor like wreathing tentacles. Ren knocked her ankle on one such tree root and didn’t care. Didn’t give a flying fuck. Something in that vision from earlier—her in the helicopter. Mia and Itzel hanging onto her for dear life—made her realize why she had come to this deathtrap of an island, dragging her friends along with her. She was running from something. Saul. The name stampeded through her mind as she wandered. Cool rain drops pitter-pattered overhead, dropping into her frizzy hair but never getting to her steaming scalp. Saul was someone important—someone important enough for Ren to run away from, but why?
 Why, why, why?
 There were so many whys. There were so many questions that she began to even doubt the significance of them. Why should she care? If she came here to run away—well, then, hadn’t she succeeded? For once in your life, you’ve won. Why were these doubts here? Had she planned to get captured by the Kirabo? Had she planned for Itzel and Mia to get captured as well? The thought made her shiver. Only an awful fucking person would plan for their friends to suffer alongside them. You’re supposed to suffer alone, not bring in the people you care about. Something told her she hadn’t come to the island to be captured. Ren remembered parties. Flashing strobe lights, tight sexy dresses. The bitter taste of alcohol on her tongue made her stick it out, hoping to catch a few drops of rain. But the stinging bite of bugs and other multiple-legged critters made her abruptly close her mouth.
 How in the hell was she going to survive out here?
 Stopping, Ren lowered her head and stared at her feet. They were beginning to blister as wet pieces of dead leaves stuck to the bottoms. She had instincts—everybody had instincts, right? Okay—water. That’s the most important thing. How long can a person survive without water? Was it three days?
 Fuck if she knew. The only instinct she had was knowing when to run and apparently, it’s something she did quite well. 
 Water. It’s a jungle. Water’s got to be everywhere. Maybe she could find a stream or a pond or something. Maybe follow some animals to a nearby water source? She had heard something utter a growl earlier. Whatever it was hadn’t shown its face and could very well be some sort of big cat that could kill her with one swipe of its paw. She couldn’t search for that—no. Ren turned in a slow circle, looking for monkeys—maybe birds. Anything that would think twice about trying to fuck with her. Of all the squawks and wavering songs she heard swerving through the packed jungle, her eyes couldn’t catch a damned thing. Tiny squirrel monkeys either moved too fast, or rainbow colored wings fluttered and were gone in a blink. Ren sighed, dropping her head again. What could she do?
 Standing still wasn’t right. She had to move. But what was the point of exerting energy if she wasn’t using it to find food or water? Fuck.
 Pivoting on her heel, she made a sharp right and moved. Moving was better than standing—than waiting to fucking die. Ren may not have instincts, but she did have a will to live. Even if it was a tiny sliver of will—she still had it. She’d hold on.
 Still hugging herself, she moved. Couldn’t see a damned thing, but as the humidity thickened and her eyeballs turned to sandpaper in their sockets, the jungle thrummed in hushed silence. Was it because of her? The failure? Was it because she didn’t belong? Because she felt like she didn’t belong damn near anywhere. The ground depressed and she slowed to avoid tumbling into whatever the jungle was leading her to.
 A splash. Water soaked through her bell-bottom jeans, but she didn’t care. Ren choked up. She could have cried as she waded deeper into the sliver of a stream and cupped her hands. Washing her face. Her hands came away murky, sticky. Plastered with water that just wouldn’t move. What the hell?
 All at once, the water vanished. Leaves. Dense, wet, leaves. Dirt and broken twigs dirtied her face and arms. Mud pulled at the bottoms of her jeans and she gasped, jumping out of the brown puddle as if it were made of fat skittering roaches. Was she seeing things? Duh—but hadn’t it just been a stream of water? What the fuck? Someone’s gotta be fucking with her—or she’s just so dehydrated she’s seeing things. Just my luck. Ren shook her head, swiped the dirt from her face and imagined deep barrels of laughter wheezing from a nearby bush. 
 It wasn’t her imagination. 
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 There wasn’t a glimmer of eyes or a huff of breath waiting in the bat-winged bushes. Instead, Ren saw black eyes sunken like a depressed pit. One massive horn prodded its way out of the bush. Then, another.
 “Moira seeks her twelve. The network is finite. She cannot be renewed.” A voice like gravel. A face like death.
 Ren ran.
 Stretching her arms out before herself, Ren tumbled through low lying branches topped with spikes and brambles. The creature crashed after her, the jungle howling its descent as the thick skull of a bull wove after her through the overgrown brush. 
 “Purpose. The cockatrice comes home.”
 What in the fuck was this thing talking about? Ren’s eyes widened as she shook her head in disbelief. One thing after another—something told her her life had always been like this. Minus the magic, of course. And the strange nightmare-beast-things. She didn’t even bother looking behind her as her path split into three. She stopped, catching her breath. Panting as the thing’s crashing footfalls rocketed through the foliage behind her. Which way? Fuck—did it matter? It wasn’t like she knew where she was going. Ren took a sharp right. 
 The thing wheezed behind her, catching up as she slid past thick trunks and below hanging vines. She vaulted forward and slammed into the ground, skidding on her shins, avoiding a monstrous tree root in the process. She could only hope it would trip that thing up.
 Ren crouched. Listening.
 “You run from it. But, everything dies. Everything dies—”
 Fuck. She sprinted forward. Running with her fists clenched, her thighs crying out—burning her just like her fever. With lungs turning to sandpaper, she scanned the jungle—slowing to a jog. She couldn’t keep this up. At least she learned one thing: she hadn’t been a runner in the past life. Great. As the ground dipped sharply, Ren came to a skidding halt. A black gorge stared back at her. Might have been a riverbed at some point, but now it was just a deep dark line that cut through the jungle. Ren didn’t know how deep it went and wasn’t pressed to figure it out. She tossed out the idea of hiding inside it. Crouching low, she stared into the abyss. It seemed to go on forever.
 Thudding footsteps pounded through the spidery thicket, the creature almost right on her heels. It was now or never. She could jump or fall in—something told her it didn’t matter. She was probably going to die here anyway. Standing, she vaulted back. Murmured a prayer and sprinted forward. Jumped. Soaring. Kicked her legs through the air like she was riding a bicycle and stretched her arms wide. 
 She landed on her forearms, rolling forward before she stopped herself. “Yes!” that meant to stay inside her head. 
 The creature heard it.
 It stood on the opposite side of the gorge. Staring. Though, could a thing without eyes really stare? Ren was transfixed. Laying sideways on her forearms, she stared back. The thing was human from the legs up, but past the torso hidden by animal skins and yellowed bones…black talons sprouted from each of its fingers. The gargantuan skull of a bull yawned over its head. Horns the size of a chimney funnel dangled on either side of its bleached white head. Talismans hung from its horns, threaded there or knotted near the sharp ends. Its black stare pinned her to the ground, fear snaking around her limbs like territorial anacondas. Her fingers dug into the earth as she tried to stop the shaking that was clattering her teeth. She had never—ever—seen anything like this. A creature that just stepped out of some poor kid’s nightmare. Or, maybe from her own.
 “Water.” It said, taking a step toward the gorge. “Food. Fire. Flame.” Spittle dribbled from the beast’s skeletal jawline, dropping into the blood-matted furs on its chest. “Shelter from the acid. It isn’t natural—” its next step fell on nothing but air. It stepped forward and slipped.
 Ren didn’t even hear a body drop. With the creature gone, she pressed herself up and shook her head again. The thing she drank—the elixir, that’s what the Shamaness had called it—was it causing her to see things? Running her fingers through her damp, frizzy, hair, Ren let out a sigh.
 Talons dug into the mud at the opposite side of the gorge. Her side.
 “Oh, shit!” she jumped up, ready to sprint again. But her entire body screamed. Okay—she’d need to hide. It doesn’t have eyes, so how hard could it be to hide from it?
 Ren turned and ran. She was getting pretty damn tired of this.
 “Hollow ground quakes. Moira wanes. She cannot be reset.”
 “Shut up!” she shouted, throwing her gaze over her shoulder. It lumbered after her, somehow able to overtake her strides even though it moved like both sides of its body were working in opposition of the other. Weird-ass thing.
 Turning her gaze—she squeaked as a castle-sized tree trunk met her. Face first. 
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 Ren’s palms slammed into the tree trunk, her nose knocking against rough bark. Panting, she turned. Gritted her teeth. Whatever comes next.
 The creature stopped. Began to pace around her, prowling like a starving tiger. “She has called you here. Reset the network. Reset the network. Renew and replenish. Outsider. Cannot be from Moira. Then where are you? Where are you from?”
 Was it…talking to her?
 Ren planted her feet into the muck. She chanced a look around her. The tree was just so damned big. It could have easily taken up half a city block. Its branches hung over her like thin, pulsing, veins of spider webs threaded through the jungle canopy and foliage along the ground. Ren closed her eyes and racked her brains for a plan, but all that came back was static. Fuck. She was going to die here.
 Maybe she could confuse it. “The sky.” She said. “I’m—I’m from the sky.”
 Could it even hear her? Ren didn’t see ears, or holes drilled into the sides of its bleached bull-skull. But it still cocked its head, the trinkets attached to its horns clamoring. “The sky. An Old One? Creator of the network—Black Sun. Humble soul.” It dipped its large head into a bow, then took a step toward her. “A soul the Sun has never tasted. Fresh, humble, clean.”
 What in the fuck was it talking about? Old ones? Black Sun? Humble soul?
 Was it talking about her? Even the soul part?
 Keeping her back flat against the tree, Ren began moving to her left. Slowly, slowly; keeping her eyes on the creature as it glowered at her. “Yeah, sure—whatever. I’m an Old One. Humble soul—all that. Just—yeah.” Keep talking fucker.
 “The core requires a new host. The core.” It lifted its taloned hand and pointed, arching its finger past the tree. “Smell of rash. Smell of pain.” It snorted, hissing like a frustrated bull. “Smell of deceit.”
 Fuck. At least she knew what that meant. She scrambled—done talking to it, egging it on. Sliding around the left side of the tree, she came to its rounded edge and poked her head out along its side. Stealing a look in the direction of the bull-headed creature, she saw nothing.
 A gnarled hand punched into her left shoulder. Talons broke skin, hissing through to muscle. Ren yelped as steam surfaced from her skin. Was her fever doing that? No—it was all in her mind. All in her head.
 “The network cannot be renewed. Moira cannot be reset. It will die.” Its breath stunk of decay and death. The thing was too close, its black eyes sinking into her soul. Up this close, she could see little slivers of starlight crouched in those dark pits. Ren smacked her hand to its fingers and tried prying the thing off her, ripping its fingers away one by one. But that only made the creature more adamant—digging its nails into her skin further. Blood bubbled, dripping down her shoulder. Her hands burned like hot coals.
 It leaned into her. “I have never tasted the soul of an Outsider before.”
 Ren’s jaw dropped, her eyes widened. Her being was being pulled—her soul. From the incision on her shoulder, everything was being ripped from her and escaping from those five broken points along her skin.
 Overhead, tree branches groaned. Wood splintering and breaking as it reached lower and lower, cascading down like a frozen waterfall. Ren watched with wild eyes as the bull-headed creature kept its sunken eyes glued to her shoulder. With every breath it wheezed from holes drilled into its face, sulfur spewed. Making Ren’s stomach roll and jump. Steam wafted from her hands as the tree trunk behind her sighed.
 It fucking sighed.
 What was going on in this jungle?!
 “Hello? Human girl?” A branch reached to tap the top of her head. “Have I got your attention? Good. This creature is hungry, dear. Why are you standing so still?”
 Was the tree…talking to her?
 Fuck it—so much weird shit had happened to her already. Why not? Why the fuck not? “Because it’s got me pinned.”
 “I see you aren’t a native, so I’ll give you advice—free of any blood price. It’s going to swallow your soul if you don’t move.”
 That explained the tugging feeling ripping at her internal organs and escaping through the gaping wound in her shoulder—or did it? Ren squirmed beneath the creature’s weight. It simply froze there, like a statue on a pedestal. “What can I do? How long do I have?”
 “Your question should be: what can I do for you?”
 She was talking to a tree. Bargaining now, with a tree. “What? Tell me!”
 “Take care of something for me. I’d tell you more, but it seems like you may die very soon.”
 Ren felt her heart hiccup. “I’ll do it—whatever you want! Anything!”
 A deep chuckle rippled through the tree bark. “You should be careful of what you promise.” Thicker branches unwound themselves from the lush canopy above. Groaning as they lowered, they wrapped themselves underneath the bull-headed creature’s armpits. Snaking around its arms like big brown vipers, it wrenched the creature away from her. Fuck—it was flying. The tree wrenched it up into the air and held it there. The creature simply dangled, arms and legs not even moving. Just hanging there. Like a Christmas tree ornament.
 Ren’s mouth was agape.
 “You can’t go hunting without this.” The tree chuckled. Sliding a particularly pointy branch toward her, the branch slid from the tree’s grip and dropped to the ground.
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 A stick. The creepy talking tree had given her a six-foot-long stick.
 “Spear.” It had corrected her. “Hunt the creature with spiraled horns. It has been hounding me for centuries.” 
 Ren almost asked—what creature? But decided against it. She wanted to be surprised. Have a little fun before she died out here.
 As she stalked away, stick—sorry—spear clenched between her sweaty hands, the tree had teasingly warned her: “Kill it, or be killed. My skeleton friend here can’t stay strung up for too long.”
 Ren rolled her eyes. Her left shoulder ached like—well, like a handful of bloody talons had pierced through muscle and bone. Blood matted on her skin, her t-shirt sliding down her arm. It was just a useless rag now, but all she had beneath it was a bra. Much help a bra would be against the smattering of insects and blanket of humidity this godforsaken place offered. If the creature with the spiraled horns didn’t kill her, that bull-headed—thing—certainly would. She had to find the creature with the spiraled horns—and fast. Maybe she could get it to go farther into the jungle, running after her. An easier treat to snack on versus a freaking tree.
 Either way, she was fucked. If Itzel were here, she would have killed that bull-headed thing. But Ren was not Itzel. Ren was Ren, a useless failure good at running away from her problems. Oh, and on fire. She was on fire. The stupid fever still hadn’t subsided.
 Awesome.
 Sticking the spear into the dirt, Ren reached and dragged her fingers alongside its tip. It opened like the mouth of a needle, its mouth sucking and pulling at her fingertips. Drawing blood from a few. Ren bit back, muttering to herself as she hoisted the weapon up and began moving forward again. The sun was falling, the sky poking between the high canopy of leaves resembling the color of a melted orange popsicle. Soon, it would be dark. And with the dark escaped any chance of Ren surviving the spiraled horn creature—whatever it was. For all she knew, it could be a person. Another one of those half-human half-animal-skull creatures. Hey—and maybe this one would be nice. Wouldn’t speak in strange riddles.
 Ren didn’t have such luck.
 The tree had directed her—she knew where to go. Things had gotten insanely easy—at least, up until the part where she had to kill whatever this thing was. But as darkness rained over the jungle, Ren’s skin crawled like a million fire ants stampeded over her. Things began to glow in the gloom, wide heart-shaped leaves flashed blue overhead. Floating fireflies danced around her in a funnel of winking fire. Stopping, she tried grabbing a few. Her heart sank as they disappeared, her tongue like cotton running over her lips when she licked them. She was dehydrated. Severely. She still hadn’t found water and now she had a task to do—or die trying.
 Ren prowled further, keeping low against the brush. Using the darkness against whatever beast slunk around out there. Steamed seemed to lift from her scalp as she dropped to her butt in a twisted fountain of ferns and peered out into the jungle beyond. Snapping a couple of fern leafs from the bush, she chewed on them. Savoring what water they collected between their strands. Damn, this is good. But it only made her hungry. Didn’t quench her thirst. I’ll find more—I’ll find a stream. But first, she’d have to get past that.
 Something prowled along the jungle floor, creeping along like a cat. The fronds froze when the creature snorted, smelling her—no doubt. It wouldn’t have been easy to pass up her sweaty stench. Ren grasped the spear—it was like everything in the jungle was coming for her. Searching her out. No—that’s not true. That was all in her head—there was no telling how large, or small, this place was. Maybe it was just heavily populated. 
 Fire glowed in the distance, shaped like almonds. Eyes.
 Here we go.
 Jolting up, she sprinted—screaming. Waving her arms and the spear. The creature let out a low growl that exploded into the ear-splitting spike of a lion’s roar. She saw the glint of eyes, fireflies jumped and skidded along low hanging horns swirling near the lion’s face like the horns of a ram. Damn. Ren sprinted past it, putting as much distance between herself and the beast. The thirst was coming back now, but adrenaline won out as she panted and heaved. Her stomach could have crawled up through her throat—she was in so much pain. Muscles she didn’t even know existed cried out in stifling exhaustion—but if she wanted to keep living, keep breathing, she would have to ignore it. She would have to bang up her body to survive out here. Ren was finally getting it.
 It pounded through the ferns, through the bushes and gnarled tree roots. There wasn’t a gorge ripping the jungle in two this far out, and even if there was—a lion would easily be able to jump it. Paws outstretched. It would take her down before she even made it across.
 Where could she go? Where could she take it? Her palms and thighs burned. When she exhaled, a hand of steam escaped from her mouth. Damn, she was hot.
 A copse of trees forded her vision. A long wooded barrier stood between her and safety. Listening for the snorting run of the beast, she wheezed her way forward. Slipping between two closely woven trees, she flattened her back against the one to her left and listened as the lion broke through the copse.
 Ren smiled. It thought she was still running. She had a chance. Biting her tongue, she turned and hugged the tree. Shimming up—hey, at least she knew how to do that—she hooked her leg over a slender branch large enough to support her weight and stashed the spear under her armpit.
 The beast vanished, prowling along in the thicket. Ren caught tribal markings marching up and down the lion’s golden body. She caught glimmering eyes, a burst of flowing mane touching the foliage as it moved.
 It was majestic. Deadly. Fast enough to disappear in a blink.
 No longer following the beast’s movements, Ren’s eyes frantically scanned the foliage below. She had no idea if lions could climb trees—hell, this was no ordinary lion anyway. With her luck, the damned thing could fly. Or maybe it was just large enough to hook its claws into the bark and clamber its way up. Hey—anything for easy food, right?
 Ren ground her teeth. She couldn’t just count on the lion not being able to climb. She had to come up with a plan. Taking the spear from her armpit, she rubbed her fingertips along the spear’s open mouth. It sucked at her again, trying to draw her blood. If it could do that at the slightest touch, what could it do if she rammed the damned thing into the lion’s face? Would it suck the things blood? Would it even make a dent in its hide? 
 A roar made her flinch. It was close, hissing and spitting at her as it made eye contact from down below. A burning sensation ripped and bit at Ren’s palms as she watched the creature run head first at the tree, only to halt. Only to stare up at her and take a swipe at her legs.
 Claw marks tore through her shins and feet. Blood dribbled down her legs and she cried out—almost losing her balance before swiveling her legs up and out of reach. The lion jumped again—adamant. Hungry. Adrenaline pumped through Ren’s veins as she angled the spear mouth first at the lion’s face and jabbed.
 The creature cried. Blood smeared its face. The branch beneath Ren cackled at the sudden shift in weight, bending toward the ground. Ren tipped over. Hit the ground and grimaced as her left ankle bent inward. She was face to face with it now, a crazed glinted littering its molten eyes. Bucking its head, the lion took a step backward and plunged toward her, diving with its head lowered.
 Ren pivoted out of the way, ignoring the spikes of pain that clawed up her ankle and shins. She held the spear at a tilt as the lion smacked into the tree trunk at her left. A primal scream poured from Ren’s mouth as she straightened the spear and ran.
 She missed. Missed by an inch. The thing was just too damn fast.
 It rounded on her, bowing before pouncing. Dropping to her knees, she scuttled away from it. Monstrous claws bit into her left ankle and she screamed. Fell flat to the wet leaves and broken branches below, getting a mouthful of dirt, debris, and tears. The spear rolled from her hands. Dancing away, clinking against another tree in the copse. It was too far—too far for her to crawl with this damned lion attached to her ankle.
 It wouldn’t let her go. 
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 They say that when you’re about to die you’ll see your life flash before your eyes.
 Ren saw nothing but fire.
 She rounded on the lion, flat palm aimed toward its face. Her fingers reaching for its huge molten eyes.
 Tongues of fire bled through her skin, flowing through the lines of her palm. Reaching, the tendrils blasted themselves across the distance. Bathing the lion’s face in an explosion of fire.
 The creature backed off.
 Huffing, Ren dropped her face into the foliage. It was cool and damp beneath her burning skin. Her eyes rolled up into her head and she let the night take her. Smoke billowed off of her body, eating away at her t-shirt and jeans. Leaving scorches of black marks on her forearms. Ren opened her eyes.
 The ram-headed lion prowled into her field of vision. It surveyed her absently, coming close enough to press its triangular nose against her face. Backing away, it dropped down into a kneel.
 Laughter burst from Ren’s lips. Dribbling from them like vomit. “Seriously?” she croaked. “What—what kind of game is this? I’m ready to wake up now.” She said. The lion cocked its head, done assaulting her for now, she assumed. “What’s going on?” she asked it, feeling dumb for even trying to talk to a fucking lion. Well—that tree had talked to her. Did this hurt? Ren rolled her eyes, sandpaper and rocks rubbed at her eye sockets. Damn—she really needed some water. Some food. Shelter—maybe new clothes.
 She needed to go home. She needed to find Mia. If she could find her way out of this damned jungle, then maybe she could find her way to the north shore. There were people like her, Kato had told her, and maybe they would be more willing to help. The Shamaness had fucking poisoned her. Told her to go find “what was lost”. Maybe even stolen.
 Well, in the jungle, Ren found nothing but pain and decay. Whatever the Shamaness was looking for—it wasn’t out here.
 Ren dragged her arms along the jungle floor and painstakingly sat up. The lion moved away, sauntering toward her spear. Cradling it in its mouth, it dropped it into her lap.
 “Thanks?”
 The creature simply nodded.
 “I need to go back.” Her job was done here. The lion wouldn’t annoy that weird tree any further. It was under her command now—she assumed.
 Turning its gaze away from Ren, the creature sauntered alongside the copse of trees. It was leaving her. Or, maybe guiding her? Back to the village—maybe even toward the north shore! Ren shoved herself up and hobbled after the lion. It cast a gaze backward, eying her, before glancing around before itself. Scanning the path before them.
 With the spear in her left hand, Ren opened and closed the fingers of her right hand. Little wisps of flame grew from her fingertips. Only to extinguish themselves, smoke wafting up from her blackened nails. Wait. She did it again—making sure to keep following the lion. Fire. It grew from her palms, from her fingertips. Though it scorched her skin, it hurt no worse than the fever that choked her neck and forehead. Ren blinked—even that was gone. The fever. Now, all she had to worry about was her dehydration and bleeding out from the claw-marks scissoring around her skin. Limping through the jungle after the lion, she winced every time weight shifted to her left ankle. 
 She couldn’t have made it this far to die—right? Where was the lion-thing taking her? She spotted stars winking through the canopy. The moon vanished behind gossamer clouds when she got a good look at it.
 Why had it kneeled to her? Why did the Shamaness make her drink from that blue crystal thing? Ren realized—only Kato and the Shamaness wore the blue crystal. Seble’s throat was bare. Everyone else’s throats were bare. Why were the Shamaness and Kato so special?
 One held a disgusting aura, while the other controlled air. And the guy who had made the earth rock and roll? Mafioso. Ren had yet to see him. Something told her that if she wanted Mia back, she would have to face him. Fuck.
 Would the Shamaness help her now? Ren didn’t feel as useless anymore. She could control fire! Imagine that. Whatever she had been running from—maybe this Island was a godsend? Maybe it wasn’t as bad as she had believed it to be. Maybe she was…meant to be here?
 What had that bull-skull thing said? Purpose? Ren bumped into the lion’s tail. It swished from side to side, agitated. The lion struck her with a glare. A growl reverberated through its throat.
 In the darkness, a branch snapped. 
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 Fire lit up Ren’s palm, extinguishing the darkness.
 “Whoever’s out there—I’m seriously not looking for a fight.” Not another one, at least. Ren had done enough fighting for today. She was pretty sure she didn’t have another one in her.
 “You did it.” The voice came from the thinning copse of trees. Ren swiveled around and almost dropped her head to her knees. “You’re alive.”
 “Kato.”
 He rushed to her. Planting his hands on her shoulders, his grin flashed in her firelight. “She will have no choice.” He said, eyes dancing with her flame. “She must help you now.”
 “Yay.” Ren muttered. She fucking better.
 With a guide, the jungle’s paths were ridiculously easy to follow. 
 “You were moving toward the Great River.” Kato told her as they walked, the lion-beast bringing up the rear. “Right now, it is dangerous to venture so far into the Wilds. The animals have become extremely aggressive.”
 Ren sighed, “You don’t say.”
 The Wilds. So that’s what they called this place. And the river? Must have been another part of the island—a place she had come pretty damn close to stumbling into. Oops. 
 “And the river is farther from your village?”
 “Yes.” He nodded. “It is at the island’s heart.”
 Noted. 
 It made sense to call this place the Wilds. It was so lavish and overgrown, like a garden whose caretaker had given himself to the trees. With the mixture of strange and magical creatures calling this place home, Ren was not surprised Kato’s people believed this place was dangerous. 
 But he had said—right now. Not—it’s always been dangerous. Something had changed things around here. But what?
 When the trees began to thin, giving Ren a panoramic view of the starlit sky above, the green began to vanish. Grass as gray as freshly fallen ash began to meld with the green. Stick thin trees whiter than a gossamer veil took root near trees heavy with five-pointed leaves. The change was staggering, almost breath-taking for Ren. And as the Wilds backtracked, it gave way to a land as dead as the bull-headed creature’s depressing eyes. The village loomed up ahead.
 “Why are things so different here?” Ren asked, slowing her pace as she tried to take it all in. She recognized the towering earthen wall that hugged the village in its shadow. She saw the Shamaness’s hut and the overarching lip of dried sediment that crested over the village. Her eyes caught a figure standing idly near the village’s entrance. Right on the gangplank.
 “Where you are from, this does not happen?” his voice was tinged with disbelief, and maybe a bit of accusation as he stifled a look over his shoulder.
 “No!” she blurted. From what Ren could remember about the States—it was either lush green pastures or asphalt jungles. “It’s always one or the other. Dead or alive. Not dead mixed in with the…” her words died. “I really don’t remember much.”
 Kato grunted his reply, his words unintelligible. Drowned in island-speak.
 If she wanted help from these people, maybe she should try to learn the language.
 As they came closer, the figure on the gangplank waved and came rushing forward. Seble ran, a long bow of teakwood in her opposite hand. Her fingers clung to rose petals cresting the tip of the bow. With an idle shrug, she hoisted the bow onto her back and waved both arms in greeting. She spoke their native language as Kato and Ren stopped before her. Her smile glistened, her bright eyes curving up at the corners as she spoke to Kato. 
 “Show her your fire.” Kato said, switching to English. “They’ll all want to see it.”
 The lion-beast was long gone, having turned around at the edge of the jungle. Ren missed its presence and wished it were here to shield her from the villagers and their watchful eyes. Staring intently at her hand, little slivers of flame burst through the lines of her palm. Cutting through her skin like a knife through butter. Ren grimaced, she didn’t think she’d ever get used to that.
 “You can paint a dung beetle like a ladybug, but it will still be a shit rolling beetle.” Seble said, avoiding Ren’s eyes. “No one expected the Outsider to return.”
 “Excuse me?” Ren stepped in, shoving Kato aside. “Did you just say that I roll shit?”
 “Look around and see what your kind has done. Moira may grant you Blessings, but it is only to hide what you truly are.” By now, Seble had closed the distance between the two of them. Hot breath misted on Ren’s face as she glared into Seble’s dark eyes. Seble snorted, suppressing a laugh. 
 “And what am I?”
 Seble’s lower lip twitched. “Has rolling shit all day caused your ears to be full of it?—”
 Kato broke them up, shoving them away from each other. He shot a glare at Ren, but turned his frustration on Seble. He spoke in their language, leaving Ren out of any deliberations. They argued while Ren chewed at her tongue. What had she ever done to agitate Seble? It didn’t matter—some people were just straight jackasses. Even people who saved your life. Ren let her anger go, reminding herself that if it weren’t for Seble she would have been boiled alive at the Kirabo camp.
 Seble stomped away from Kato, exploding up the boardwalk.
 “She is going to wake the Elders and the Shamaness.” He said, the muscles in his arms momentarily relaxing. “Seble is not a bad person. She is just wary.” When Ren opened her mouth to retort, Kato shook his head. “Listen, there is no time. Many Dreamers prepare for a moment like this for their entire lives. You will only have a couple heartbeats.”
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 Here we go again.
 Striding up the shadowy boardwalk felt like a slow and steady death march. Even with Kato at her side, Ren’s heart was promptly lodged in her throat. 
 Remember Mia. Remember Itzel.
 This would be her second chance to ask for help. Her second chance to find a way to that damned camp and free Mia like she should have done a long time ago. With the Shamaness’s nod of approval, she’d get help. Kato could take out Mafioso for her and create a path toward Mia—toward home. Then, Mia would help her remember. And Ren could find out exactly what she was running from. 
 But, only if the Shamaness allowed it. 
 Ren coughed out a laughing breath. Everything hinged on how the Shamaness took…this—fire rising out of her palms. According to Kato, her attitude would change, but he wouldn’t go into detail about how. Ren rolled her shoulders as they stepped down three rows of steps into the village’s torch-licked heart. Six strangers stood outside the Shamaness’s hut, three to either side of its teakwood walls. Further off to the side of the platform stood Seble, hands braced behind her back. Dark-brown eyes flickering toward Ren before dashing toward the hut. 
 As Kato approached the six men and women, he dropped into a bow. Muttering in island-speak before shooting a glare Ren’s way. Dipping half-heartedly, Ren chewed at her bottom lip. It will all be over soon.
 The hut’s flaps parted.
 “The Outsider lives.” The phrase sounded like a punchline as the Shamaness’s inky aura flooded the platform, forcing Ren to bend down double. “What have you brought me, Air Scion? Another plea for the rat?”
 Kato nudged Ren. When their eyes met, he nodded stiffly. Show her.
 Tentacles of the inky aura splayed around Ren, scuttling up and down her skin like the slimy tongue of a monstrous squid. Fuck your freaky-ass magic you condescending…—Ren stood, straightened as best she could. For a moment, the Shamaness’s eyes locked with her own. Madness crept through them, hissing and spitting like a crazed cat. The woman held a crooked smile on her face, the whites of her eyes widening as Ren stretched out her hand and flinched. Fire churned through her skin, a glowing tangerine orb grew into a spiked frenzy of flames. 
 The Shamaness crept forward, arm outstretched. Her tan fingers spread out across the flame. Her grin tightened, straining her face.
 “Another.” One of the six whispered, stepping forward. A woman with black marks etched across her face stood near the light. 
 Tension bubbled over the floorboards like rolling mist. Ren took a step back. “Alright, well…” she extinguished the flame, closing her fingers. “…I did it, Shamaness. Now, you promised…”
 The Shamaness’s face was frozen. “Another?” she hissed. “Another one, another one.” She singsonged, pivoting on her heel to face the stranger who had spoken. “Aren’t you ecstatic, Lindiwe? Aren’t you all incredibly pleased? Oh, yes—Moira has granted another, another fucking Outsider, her Rage. Her Blessing. Oh, yes!” and she swerved, turning to face Ren in a storm of swirling skirts. “I’m sure you’ve never seen anything like this. Go on. Open your hand again. Play with it for me. Tell me, Outsider, how does one trick a Goddess? How does one blackmail a god?”
 Things were getting creepy. When the Shamaness took a swipe at Ren’s arm, attempting to take it back and force her to show the fire, Ren shifted her arm away. Bumping into Kato in the process. “What in the fuck is she talking about?” she hissed up at him. Gods? Goddesses? Who in the fuck was Moira?
 Shoving past Kato, the Shamaness brought her face close to Ren’s. They stood nose to nose, their lips almost touching. “Our children have died searching for Her Rage. Tens of hundreds—” she barked a laugh. “—I wouldn’t go so far as to say thousands. But children have died searching for what you have found in under a day. You’ve made a deal, haven’t you? With one of those devils—those spirits. You’ve tricked our Moira—tricked her into giving you her Rage, and now you come back to us demanding, what? That we help you? That I help you?” 
 “Shamaness.” Kato’s growl.
 “We have survived the Kirabo’s Blood Raids—we have watched our home wither and die. We have sent children into the Wilds to battle the Scourge—children who have trained for years—decades. They die—but you—you!”
 Ren pressed her hands against the Shamaness’s chest. She wasn’t a fighter—hell, blood made her queasy. But if this fucking woman wouldn’t get out of her damned space…
 “Tell me, Outsider—go on. Go on! Burn me—set me aflame. Is this what you’ve promised the devils in exchange for Her Rage? My death? Your aggrandizement. Come on!” she screeched, her voice exploding through Ren’s ears.
 Flame licked at Ren’s fingertips.
 But not before a hail of sediment came raining down. Rough rocks tumbled first, falling in a controlled ribbon of rock and dirt. It flew at Ren, battering her. Tearing her off of the Shamaness and flattening her against the boardwalk. Wood bit into her back as dirt and rock enshrouded her, becoming a tomb. Falling on her like a wave, it swallowed her up to her neck. Her nose. Her eyes.
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 Ren couldn’t breathe. Dirt charged up her nostrils, swelled in her ears. Sweat broke on her forehead. Ren closed her eyes as her throat constricted, her tongue becoming cotton in her mouth. The Shamaness didn’t even have to lift a fucking finger to send a river of dirt and rocks crashing onto her. A finger. No wonder she wore nail-guards. 
 Panic blared in her head like a siren. Ren was packed in, sediment pressing her arms tight to her body. Breathing became a chore as she choked on sediment and rough pebbles. A black void tore at her vision as she forced herself to concentrate. To find a way out of being suffocated to fucking death. She’d be some fucked up version of a mummy entombed in slithering earth if she didn’t get out. Mia would die. Hell—Ren would die. Rocks slipped across her skin, slicing her palms as she tried shoving them against the earth. She held her breath and kicked. Cursed.
 Air. It whistled through tiny holes boring through the tomb of dirt and rocks. A howling gale whipped over her head and suddenly, she could see the stars above. She could see faces hovering close as a soft wind rippled over her face and arms. A large hand dropped in and she took it. Kato lifted her out as the tomb became a shower of rocks and pebbles that slid through the slivers in the floorboards. Ren caught her breath. Slapped a hand to her chest to make sure her heart was still there, violently beating. Did the Shamaness just try to kill her? 
 Ren blinked. No shit.
 The Shamaness held a glowing blue crystal. It dangled at the end of a necklace. Her glare was steel when she met Ren’s eyes. The Shamaness spoke in that island-speak before tossing the crystal at Ren. 
 She didn’t catch it. The crystal skidded to a stop between the two. Ren tried to swallow her fear, chasing it down with anger.“You said if I drank that stuff and found what you were looking for that you’d help me.” You promised.
 Guarded eyes glared back.
 “My friend is still at the Kirabo camp. I need help getting her back.”
 Kato let go of Ren’s hand as she took a step forward.
 “Please.”
 One of the six elders, the woman with the marked face, shuffled forward. Grasping the crystal, she held it before her face.
 “You are of the Mesh now.” The Shamaness said, turning on her heel. “Forget your past. Forget your friends, your family.”
 What? “You promised!”
 But the Shamaness was already gone, disappeared into her hut for the night.
 What a bitch. 
 If Ren forgot Mia, she would die. It was just that simple. You are of the Mesh now. Fuck no—no she wasn’t. She didn’t belong here. Ren came from civilization—a place where computers and cell phones existed. She didn’t belong in a world where magic was the go to. Where creepy-ass creatures tried to suck out your soul and trees fucking talked. This lady was fucking insane. So what if Ren could call up fire? She was probably hallucinating. They were all probably hallucinating. This was just one big nightmare that needed to end. Right fucking now.
 Marked Face was speaking. Holding the crystal up. Ren blinked, coming out of her anger as the woman spoke nonsense at her.
 “She says,” Kato stood behind her, “every Scion, no matter their lineage, deserves this.”
 “What am I supposed to do?” Ren spat. Tired of all this nonsense.
 “Simple.” He shrugged. “Put it on.”
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 “Elder Lindiwe.” Kato whispered as the woman with the marked face came close. Draping the necklace around Ren’s neck, the crystal pulsed on her breastbone.
 Great. Lindiwe spoke in that island-speak, looking up at Ren with melted brown eyes. Beneath her flaxen hood, her hair was a tangle of braids and locked hair. 
 “She says,” Kato translated, “you will be an agent of change for the people. Our people.” He quickly corrected himself. “You are one of us now.”
 Ren didn’t like the sound of that. “Thanks?” I guess. Lindiwe nodded, her grin soft. As she backed away, Seble bit back a laugh. Instead, a snort rolled through her nostrils.
 Ren had almost forgotten she was even there. 
 “Poor Outsider.” Seble spat. “History is always doomed to repeat itself.” 
 “Is it?” Ren snapped as the six vanished, shuffling across the boardwalk like a parade of black widows. “She promised. You said!” Ren hissed, turning to Kato.
 “Don’t blame him. It is yourself you must look at. You’ve seen our people. You’ve seen our land. It is natural, no?” Seble said, stepping between Ren and Kato. “But all you care for are your problems. Your friend. I must save her!” Seble snickered. “Well, save her yourself. We Mesh have our own problems.”
 “What have I ever done to you?!” Ren growled. “Why are you such a—” I won’t say it. I won’t say it.
 “A what?” Seble sneered, her grin twisting. “Say it, Outsider. There are worse things to fear than our Shamaness.”
 A vein on Ren’s forehead twitched. “I could fucking incinerate you!”
 Seble hawked and spat, the glob landing near Ren’s foot. “Eh? What does that mean, Kato? Are you enjoying this?”
 Kato’s eyes were unfocused, lost in a deluge of thought. When Seble barked at him, he blinked. “Let’s not do this here.” He said, avoiding her question. “Come.”
 Leading them away from the Shamaness’s hut, they tread up the boardwalk walking toward the darkening face of the moon. Gossamer clouds clung to the white face as the horizon bled burgundy. Thin teakwood huts stood to Ren’s left like silent sentinels, their windows black with sleep as low snores rumbled through their stilted planks. Kato’s hut was simply one in an identical line of thatched roofs and simple teakwood sidings. Ren noticed tiny differences. An orange and purple bead curtain replaced thin wooden screens, acting as a door. A bronze bowl standing on a thin wooden pole held a scorched stick of sage he promptly lighted before entering the round, dark, hut.
 White smoke billowed in Ren’s face, the sage spewing a thick, woody, scent. “Cleansing agent.” Seble told her before she could even ask why. “New people, new spirits.” She shrugged as Kato lit a lantern in the far corner. Brightening the small hut in a tender orange light.
 Thatched floors rubbed beneath Ren’s bare feet. A cream rug bled through the center of the hut, running over the thatch like spilled milk. Charms and bleached bone hung from the low ceiling, clinking and clamoring as Ren moved toward the rug. It wasn’t a bed, but she’d drop into it anyway. She’d been stabbed in the shoulder tonight, attacked by some wicked lion-beast and talked to a fucking tree. Her spear—where was the spear that tree-thing had given her? Oh, right. Kato dropped it into a pile of others—a pile. How did a man own so many weapons when he didn’t even need them?
 Kato lit a stick of incense before snuffing the sage out. “You can sleep here.” He told Ren, ignoring Seble as she opened her mouth to retort. “Until the Elders give you a hut of your own.”
 “Wait, wait.” Ren shook her head and plopped down, cross-legged. “You expect me to stay here?”
 “You’re injured.” He said matter-of-factly. “You expect me to let you go like that? Even without your injuries, the island would swallow you up.”
 “That, or the Shamaness.” Seble added, leaning against a colorful mandala flattened against the right wall.
 Ren blinked, disbelief stretching her patience thin. “Okay—get this, alright? My friend—my friend is going to fucking die if I stay here. Plus,” she tapped her head, “I don’t remember a damned thing about—well—damn near anything. I need her.”
 “The Northern Shore.” Seble said, crossing her arms. “Go there, Outsider. Hopefully your own wouldn’t kill you.”
 “You know they are soulless—they sent their own here to—” Kato caught himself, tore his gaze away and glared at the floor. “They may be Outsiders, Ren, but they are the type who murder their own. You do not want to go to them.” Something hung in the air, something unsaid. White smoke from the burning incense swirled around the room, dousing the hut in a fruity lavender scent.
 “Who are they? The people on the shore?”
 “They did this.” Seble said, spreading out her arms. “To us. Everything you see here.”
 “What?” the fuck? “You mean all the dying trees and stuff? Outsiders did this to you? People like me?” Sure, crazy. Ren stifled her smirk. “Sure it wasn’t magic?”
 Seble stood from the wall and barked back in island-speak, her pale face reddening.
 “We are sure.” Kato’s voice was dark as his hands tightened into fists.
 Whatever Ren had said—she’d struck a nerve. “Fine.” She threw up her hands. “Whatever. I’m not staying here. So you can take this—” she pulled at the necklace. “—back.”
 Kato and Seble flinched. “You need it.” Kato managed, his hand moving on instinct as it reached toward the crystal. “The power you have—if you mistakenly use it without the crystal…”
 “What?” Ren smirked, letting the necklace fall around her neck. “It’ll kill me? I’ll become some sort of rabbit-monster-thing?” she teased.
 Kato shook his head. “You will lose your soul, Ren. Without that crystal, your power will take everything from you—but your life. It will make you a shell.”
 Well. Ren blinked, her smirk capsizing. “Anything else you want to tell me? Besides, you know, the Shamaness telling me to forget fucking everything.”
 “The Shamaness is right.” Seble snapped. “It will only bring you pain if you hold on to your past.”
 “There was another Outsider Scion before you.” Kato told her, suddenly unable to make eye contact. “The Shamaness…lost her. We must make sure she doesn’t lose you too.”
 “Oh.” Ren piped. “Terrific.”
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 Ren would leave on her own then. Fuck the Shamaness. Fuck that—forget everything—bullshit. She had a life outside of this craziness. A normal life she missed.
 Kind of.
 She crashed on Kato’s rug, but once Kato and Seble were soundly asleep Ren opened her eyes. She swiped her weird spear from the pile in Kato’s hut and shuffled through the bead curtain, careful not to make any more extra noise than she already had.
 “Really, now?” 
 “Holy shit—” Ren gasped. Brought her gaze over her should and sighed. Seble.
 “You will just leave everything? Just throw it all away?”
 There was nothing for her here. These weren’t her people. Ren didn’t belong in this strange, savage, world. “I’m throwing nothing away.”
 Seble slipped from the hut, moving like a phantom on the wind. “You’re throwing everything away, Ren. Don’t you get how important this all is?” her tone changed, going from condescending to commanding. Ren didn’t like that.
 “You’re questioning me? If anything, I thought you’d be happy I’m going.” Ren said, rolling her eyes as she tiptoed further into the night. For some reason, she felt a pang of guilt. Not because of Seble—hell no. But Kato had been so nice to her. He had gone out of his way to protect her from Mafioso, and then he had helped her get out the Wilds. She felt…wrong for leaving him. But, that’s just life, right? People come and go…
 Why in the hell was she thinking about this now?
 “I’m leaving, Seble.”
 Seble blocked her path, taking up the boardwalk by spreading out her hands. “No. Listen to me, Ren.”
 Wait—when had Seble ever called her by her name? Seble always called her Outsider. Was Seble having a change of heart all of a sudden? Ren smirked, maybe the woman actually cared about her. Fancy that.
 “We can walk and talk.”
 Seble kept a slow pace, shuffling almost. Ren fought the urge to leave her on the damn boardwalk once she had the gangplank in sight. In the sunrise, the village didn’t look so dreary.
 “I know things have been hard for you, but you can’t just walk away.”
 Actually… “Yeah. I can.” And I will. “Didn’t think I’d have to tell you twice, but I don’t belong here. Even you made that clear.”
 “Everyone thinks that in the beginning, Ren. You’re not alone here.”
 Ren was taken aback. “What do you mean—everyone?” weren’t these people natives? Things were getting kinda strange. With the gangplank just a few steps away, Ren picked up her pace. Seble doubled it. “You’re a fucking native—what in the hell do you mean?”
 “What?” she chuckled—chuckled. Ren almost stopped to stare, but she had to get out of here. It was almost as if Seble’s personality—and annoying hatred of Ren—had done a complete 180. What in the hell was wrong with her?
 Stopping at the gangplank, Ren took one step down. “It’s been nice and all, but I’ll probably never see you again. So…”
 “None of us are born like this, Ren. You don’t get it. And sometimes I’m afraid you never will. You’ve gotta have self-discipline to succeed in just about fucking anything, dumbass.”
 Ren froze. Slipped down the stairs and landed on her ass. Her right eyelid twitched, eyes widening as she slowly swung her gaze back to Seble.
 “You can’t run from your problems, Ren.” A warning.
 Itzel’s warning.
 What in the actual fuck.
 Freckles, frizzy hair, hard glassy eyes—Itzel’s glassy eyes—stared back at her. She had Seble’s clothes on and Seble’s longbow on her back, but the face—the face was Itzel’s.
 “Fuck you, Seble.”
 “Fuck me?” Itzel barked a laugh. “I’ll fuck you first—come here.” She snatched a knife from the strap on her thigh and charged. Ren barely rolled out of the way before the knife came pounding down again. It was jagged, serrated like a broken bone. “You can’t run, Ren. You just can’t. Are you ever going to finish anything? Or are you just gonna be a failure for the rest of your fucking life?”
 Ren grasped her spear in both hands, still unsure of how to use it. Felt her fever flaring up. “Fuck you, Seble—this is not fucking cool.”
 “First your boyfriend—then your grades. Jeez, Ren. How many fuck-ups can one person manage, huh?” she stabbed for Ren’s chest, prodding and poking absentmindedly. Going for the kill, but faltering. “It’s kinda like you’re just God’s greatest failure. You know, just like how your boyfriend thinks he’s God’s greatest gift? You two really do make the perfect couple.”
 “Don’t make me do this.” Ren said, dropping the spear to the ground. “In fact, I’m not.” Seble wouldn’t kill her—right?
 “You know, sometimes I wonder if you’re just not all there up here.” And she backed away, tapping her forehead with her knuckles. “You brought us here for what? Parties? Booze? Or did you bring us here to fucking die?!” the last word was shrieked. Itzel charged forward, knife angled for Ren’s stomach. Ren knew where the blade would go—in and up, slicing through the meat beneath her ribcage.
 Ren couldn’t allow that.
 Fire welled up beneath her fingertips, licking through her palms. Growing along her arms like unruly vines. “I don’t want to do this.”
 “Fuck that!” Itzel screeched, springing into the air. She dove for Ren, coming down on her like a crashing wave. Ren blocked the knife with her arms, flames growing taller as she thumped onto her back. Slamming her forearms against Itzel’s face, a scream ripped through her ears. The same blood-curdling screech that echoed through the Kirabo compound as Itzel was boiled alive. The knife clanked to the side of Ren’s cheek, glinting in the dead grass. Ren rolled, sliding on top of Itzel’s scorched form. She grasped for the knife.
 “You’re no better than them.” Ren growled, holding the blade against Itzel’s bobbing throat. “I don’t know what kind of fucked up magic—” her wrist tweaked, the blade cutting through Itzel’s throat before Ren even made the choice to kill her. No, the words wouldn’t come. Her body wouldn’t move. Warm blood sprayed from the incision like water, staining her in scarlet. In the lifeblood of Itzel—Seble—whoever in the fuck it was.
 No, no, no. She hadn’t meant to do this. But her body was laughing. A deep gurgle of laughter spewed from her throat like vomit. Her shoulders racked, her hands bathed themselves in her blood.
 Hands painted in crisscrosses of white. Hands gnarled and broken.
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 They were not her hands.
 The face reflected in the blood stained blade was foreign to her. Almost.
 “Ren.”
 A face painted to resemble a skull. Sunken black lines hollowed out the cheeks. Molten gold eyes brightened in the spray of blood. Mafioso.
 “Ren!”
 Ren snorted awake. She cried out, but a palm silenced her. Calloused and large. “I’ve made a decision.” Kato said, leaning over her. “If he’s going to steal your sleep, we might as well do something about it.”
 The village was sleeping when they left.
 They trekked through the pits of sulfur belching along the eastern coast, finding their way through the towering earthen wall once the sun breached the horizon in an explosion of muted orange light. 
 “Your friend is lucky.” Kato said as they trudged along the beach.
 “Why’s that?”
 “Because you are a determined woman, Ren.”
 Warmth flushed Ren’s cheeks. “Yeah, well, that can go both ways.”
 “I know.” He said, his grin fleeting and lopsided.
 As they entered the thick brush of trees that lined the Kirabo camp, their pace slowed. 
 “Thank you.” Ren murmured as they crept through the brush. “I know this is suicidal and all, so…thanks.”
 “If it will make you feel less obliged to repay me; the Kirabo kidnap my people almost weekly. The Blood Raids, remember that phrase?”
 Ren nodded, the phrase making her skin crawl.
 “They kidnap Mesh in these to sacrifice to the goddess, Moira.” Kato shook his head slightly. “We worship her as well, but we do not make blood sacrifices to her. You’ve seen our land. The Scourge is always growing. Someday it will enter the Wilds.” He threw her a look. A glare. “The Kirabo believe that they can prevent that.”
 The Scourge. Did he mean all of the dead things around their village? Was it some type of…plant virus?
 “And Mafioso?”
 “The Mafioso.” Kato corrected, running his hand through his dark hair. “Is another story entirely.” He smiled. “If we make it out of here alive, perhaps I will tell it to you.”
 “Right.” If we make it out of here alive. Regret mixed with excitement—Ren could get Mia out. She could save her friend, learn her past, and go home. But her dream—Itzel flashed through her head. Stuff about how Ren was a failure, how she failed with her boyfriend and her grades. What was she even talking about? Was her mind mixing her dreams up with a mush of her fragmented memories? Dammit—if she could have had that dream at any other time. 
 Forget it for now. You’ve got bigger problems, Ren, come on. If you wanna live, you’re going to have to fucking concentrate.
 Dammit, even the little voice in her head sounded like Itzel. Fuck.
 Branches oozed and twisted through the forest, the brush thickening the farther they went. Ren followed Kato at a jog, trying her best to keep up with his longer strides as he bounded off. Pressing himself up against a gnarled oak, he looked at her pointedly. “We are probably a mile or two out. From this point on, no more talking.”
 Ren nodded.
 Ocean air breathed through the trees, rustling branches, making leaves dance. As they came closer, Ren’s heart thundered in her chest. Her arms trembled as she ran to keep up with Kato. Would Mia still be alive? Would Ren be able to find her? If she was held up in a shed like Ren and Itzel had, then it shouldn’t be too hard. What stake did Kato have in all of this? He told her about the blood raids and how his people were being kidnapped…was he coming with her to get someone who had been left behind? Was it someone important to him? A sister? A wife?
 For some reason, the thought of Kato rescuing his wife made Ren queasy. She stole a glance at the planes of his muscled back moving beneath his thin linen shirt. She wondered how those wide shoulders would feel beneath her fingertips. Beneath her palms.
 Focus, dumbass! Are you seriously thinking about that at a time like this?!
 Okay, okay. Focus.
 The tree line began to thin—finally—as Ren’s lungs screamed for air. Kato came to a halt before a copse of thick bushes that shielded the inner compound. The platform, the sheds—everything. Ren met him at a run. Meeting his eyes, she looked for a hint of—well, something. Their plan was to get Mia and go, but Kato had to have come for someone else. Right? It only made sense that coming back would be lucrative for him, especially since—if they got caught—it would probably mean immediate death via boiling in a vat.
 He was waiting for her to do something. Ren simply shrugged.
 Pulling back the bushes, they stepped into the clearing.
 And Ren saw nothing. Nothing but sand.
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 Okay.
 Okay—Ren was dreaming again. She had to be.
 “Wake up.” Ren hissed as Kato stared at the vacant beach, slack-jawed. “Wake up, wake up, wake up!”
 “You’re. Not. Sleeping.” Kato snapped. 
 “Then we took a wrong turn. This isn’t the place.”
 Kato rounded on her. “I have lived on this Island for my entire life. We did not take a wrong turn. The Kirabo moved.”
 Ren threw her hands in the air. “It looks like they were never fucking here!”
 Trees that once shrouded the compound were gone, replaced by gravel and sand. The shed Ren and Itzel had shared, along with the bamboo cages, were gone. Replaced by water. By crashing waves and foaming sea.
 This couldn’t be happening.
 It just couldn’t.
 “Mia!”
 “If they’re still here—”
 Ren crashed through the sand, climbing over a rolling dune, “Mia—it’s Ren!”
 “She’s not here!”
 “You—you might never get this, but—” a sound like static crinkled through the sand. Followed by the explosive crackling of an earth-splitting quake.
 Ren froze. Scrambled toward the noise.
 “—fuck. Fuck—oh, God. I—I don’t know what’s going on—” thick rock cracked, static weaving with the shrieking of quaking ground, “—I’m—I’m flying…”
 Silver glinted, winking at the center of the beach. Ren raced for it, dove for the rectangular piece of metal as the noise became deafening. Screaming in her ears, earth crumbling, the sound of shaking ground being torn from its roots.
 “—Itzel—you’ve gotta save me. Ren—Ren, please…” Scooping the silver rectangle out of the sand, Ren closed her hands over a cell phone. Mia’s cell phone, “…I’m s—still alive. I don’t know—” the quakes cut her off. Shouts and whoops and hollers made Mia scream.
 The recording cut out there.
 “Mia?” Ren brought her ear to the phone. “Mia—come back.”
 Kato’s shadow hovered over her. “Another one?” he murmured, eyes wide as Ren took the phone from her ear. 
 “Y—you know what this is?”
 “I think I know what happened.” He said, crossing his arms. His gaze glanced over her, his eyes moving south. “But it shouldn’t be happening. It’s…impossible.”
 Ren almost dropped the phone but clenched it instead. Steel bit at her palms. “What’s happening? Where the fuck is my friend—what the fuck is going on here?” she had had enough. “You brought me here purposefully, didn’t you? Prick—answer me!”
 “Careful.” He warned, eyes narrowing as they flashed. “The Kirabo kidnap and melt my people—my friends—and you think I have led you here on purpose?” he leaned toward her, his words a breath of hot air: “I have more at stake than you do, Outsider. The Kirabo take my people while, from you, they have only taken one friend.”
 “Two.” Ren spat, dropping her gaze. “And, sorry, but I’m pissed!”
 Kato snorted. “The Mafioso has tricked us. No matter,” he leaned away, “we cannot track floating earth.”
 “What do you mean floating earth?” she hissed, the cell phone imprinting on her palms as she clenched it tighter. 
 “You heard the quaking, right? In that…cell phone.” He said. “It’s simple: the Mafioso picked up the camp and moved it somewhere else. Made it fly. Probably into the Wilds.”
 No, that wasn’t simple. In fact, an entire camp moving through the fucking sky was so far from simple that it wasn’t even in simple’s galaxy. 
 “Well, if it’s so simple, what do we do about it?” How could she get Mia if she literally flew the fuck away?
 “I report to the Shamaness. You keep your fingers out of this. She already warned you to forget your past. The Shamaness only warns once.”
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 “Why should I forget my past?” Even though she couldn’t remember much, she still wanted to understand. What was she running away from? Her boyfriend? Her school life? Mia would be able to answer these questions. Hell, maybe even the Outsiders on the north shore could. But the Shamaness wanted her to forget. Why?
 “It will only bring you pain to remember.”
 Ren snorted. “That’s the go-to answer for you people, isn’t it?”
 Kato shot her a glare. “It is the only one that will make sense to you.” He said. “For now.”
 As the village came into view, Ren saw that it was alive. Villagers pounded across the boardwalk, those with sallow skin and sunken cheeks slinking along after the healthier looking ones. Some brandished longbows and sharp arrows, while others carried rucksacks on their backs along with sloshing canteens laced to the hip of their breeches. 
 In the distance, a figure standing near one of the boardwalk’s massive stilts shot a hand into the air and ducked underneath the planks.
 Kato murmured island-speak, his tone grateful. “You saw her, yeah?”
 “I’m assuming that person was Seble?” Because of course it was.
 “Yeah. Follow her. She’ll give you an excuse for not being here this morning.”
 “And you?”
 He shrugged as he stopped. “The Kirabo camp is gone. Along with our people, the Mafioso…and so much more. The Shamaness needs to know.”
 Ren nodded. “Right.” Because she really didn’t know what else to say. All of this made so little sense to her. But one thing was clear: she had to find Mia. Which meant finding the Kirabo camp and fighting the Mafioso. But, in order to fight him, she’d need to have ample control of the magic that burned through her. Magic. Ren almost barked a bit of laughter.
 “Go.” Kato said, pointing. “She won’t slow down for you.”
 If this would keep the Shamaness in the dark about Ren disobeying her orders, then Ren would do it. Slinking away, she trudged around the side of the village and slipped beneath the boardwalk, hands sliding around the thick stilts that plunged into the cracked ground beneath her feet. Ren registered soft breathing, following footsteps she could barely hear.
 “I’ve got you a gift.” Seble’s voiced bounced around under the planks. A whoosh of cold air blanketed Ren’s face as her spear went flying. Tapping on the ground before Ren’s feet, she bent to pick it up. “You’re welcome.”
 “Thanks.” Ren gritted out.
 Above her head, muttered greetings passed by. The words a part of a constant morning ritual as parrots squawked in the distance. Bugs muttered a static-like tune as Seble lead her farther beneath the boardwalk, sunlight fighting to squeeze through the planks as they went deeper. Before long, yellow light bore down on flat ground free of boardwalks and huts. Seble raced to the light, Ren sprinting after her. Bringing her face to the sky, Seble exhaled long and low before bounding off along the scattered tree line that populated the edge of the Wilds. Ren wished she’d slow down.
 Stopping on the rollicked lip of a cliff, Seble took in the salt sprayed ocean air. “Outsider.” She called, thumbs tucked into her broad leather belt. “Come here. I want you to see something.”
 Ren trudged along. “What?”
 With a smirk, she pointed down. “Past the Wall. Near the ocean.”
 From here, she could see the blanket of mist that destroyed the helicopter she rode in on. It was a churning funnel of melted vanilla that surrounded the entire island in a haze, twisting and turning on itself. It stood like a magnificent white fence brandished against an emerald sea. Ren’s gut clenched at the thought of flying through that hell.
 “Look down, Outsider.”
 Ren grimaced. That word again. She looked.
 People. Little ants from up here, but—people. They wore pants and hardhats and boots—like rainy day boots. Some hobbled around, talking on cell phones, holding—what’s that? Guns? Hell—it didn’t fucking matter. Her people, her people! Civilization! Her eyes roved over the beach, her smile widening, threatening to break her face. They were working on something, screaming at one and other. Commanding. Greeting. Joking.
 And then she saw a tower. A black thing twisting in on itself. Something long and spoke-like rose with a metal whine, rising high only to plunge down into the sand. The men in hardhats surrounded it, watching it move. Watching it drill down into the sand. Nearby, a vat of…something…was connected to it. Even from here Ren could smell the putrid scent of gasoline and raw chemicals. It made her throat seize up.
 “What is that?” Ren asked—though she was sure Seble wouldn’t know.
 “Your people.” Seble said, arms crossed. “And their Scourge monstrosity.”
 Scourge monstrosity? “You know, you could have just said—I don’t know.”
 “I don’t!” Seble said, eyes snapping wider. “But I know what it has brought. Ever since it appeared on the beach, our land has been dying! People like you brought this on us. People like you!” she backed down the cliff, moving to solid ground. With a grunt, she slid her spear from her back. Angling its iron tip at Ren, she growled: “The village thinks I am teaching you spear-play, Outsider. I am a tough teacher and if they do not hear screams they will know I am a liar. Come.”
 “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Ren held out her hands, spear sliding in her right. “You bring me up here—tell me damn near nothing about whatever the hell this all is—and you expect me to just forget?”
 “I thought you may know what that tower is. But I understand now. Come, Outsider. The Shamaness will not be pleased if you return to the village clear-skinned.” Seble tossed a dreadlock from her face, a diamond-shaped scar on her forehead pulsing red in the sunlight. “Come!”
 “Fine.” Ren huffed. So this was Kato’s idea? Have the Shamaness believe Seble was teaching her spear-play all morning while Kato took the consequences for leaving the village without the Shamaness’s approval?
 Ren couldn’t live with that. 
 “Look at me.” Seble growled, prowling around Ren in a slow circle. She crouched low, almost squatting. “This is something you must learn, Outsider. Or the Island will eat you alive.” She said, meeting Ren’s eyes. “You’ve fought a Tevran, but they do not compare to me. Brace yourself.”
 Ren’s jaw tightened. Seble was so fucking full of herself. So, she was a teacher, huh? Maybe Ren could knock her down a peg, show her that—even if she saw herself as an expert—there was always someone better.
 Grass and sky stood in Seble’s place. Ren gasped, the butt of Seble’s spear slamming into the center of Ren’s shoulder blades. Collapsing to the ground in a heap, Ren’s spear rolled away from her.
 “Wrong!” Seble screeched, ramming the butt of her spear into Ren’s right hand.
 She swore she heard some bones crack.
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 Black and blue bruises were scattered across Ren’s upper and lower arms once Seble was finally done with her. Leading Ren back to the village, Seble deposited her on a wooden bench with a young woman cloaked in a sea-green tunic. She smiled, her two front teeth missing, reached into a pouch and spread a mixture of crushed herbs up and down Ren’s arms. They smelled minty, the cooling sensation immediate once she relaxed against the teakwood wall of the young woman’s hut. Ren’s spear bit into her back, but she ignored it.
 The village buzzed around her, whirling like she was caught in the eye of a storm. Ren closed her eyes. When she opened them, the sun had dipped, the young woman had disappeared and Kato sat opposite Ren. With concentrated precision, he wrung his large hands around a dream-catcher. Threading it, his movements delicate.
 “What do you call it when someone has hurt another badly?” he asked, eying the overlapping threads of the dream-catcher. 
 “Fucked.” Ren blurted. “I mean—well, yeah. Fucked.”
 “Seble fucked you.”
 Ren couldn’t help but chuckle at that.
 “The Shamaness knows.”
 That made her straighten.
 “About the Kirabo.” He flicked his laughing gaze at her. “We must hunt them.” At that, his eyes darkened. “But she wants to do nothing but sit and wait for them to attack us again. To ‘incriminate’ themselves, as she put it.”
 “So, she’s using your people as bait?”
 “Exactly.” The dream-catcher’s taut strings sang. “Blood Raids happen almost weekly, now. It is only a matter of time.” He sighed. “People will certainly die if we wait for them to come to us. But,” he shook his head, “she has decreed it. We must follow her commands.”
 That made no sense. “But, you ignored her orders and helped me!”
 “You are mistaken. She told you to forget your past. She said nothing about me.”
 Ren chewed her bottom lip. “But—”
 “Before I met you, our orders were: bring our people to safety. The Kirabo still hold a handful of captives. Our people.” Hunching over the dream-catcher, he watched the sun dance across its pearly strings. “I was simply doing my duty.”
 Pssh, you were bending the rules. “Right.” Ren swallowed her sarcasm. “So, we’re just going to wait?”
 He shot her a confused glance. “We?”
 “Damn right, we!” Ren snapped. “My friend is still out there!” And Ren knew how dangerous the Wilds could be when traveling through it alone. “I’m going to sit my happy-ass here and wait right along with you. When you guys track the Kirabo, don’t think you’re going to leave me behind!”
 He snorted. “Seble told me. She showed you the Northern Shore. Why not go to your people for help?”
 “Because if they don’t know me, then they won’t help me. You and I, we have a common enemy. It only makes sense to stick with you.” Until I get Mia back.
 “The Shamaness will like that.” He said, wrapping a line of thread around the outer edge of the dream-catcher. “Seble will too, even if she doesn’t show it.”
 Right. “I need something else from you.” Ren said, edging toward Kato. “I need to learn to control…this.” Fire danced on her fingertips. Villagers passing by slowed their strides and gaped as they moved along.
 “Moira’s Rage. You might as well learn its name. Or, you could simply call it fire.” He smirked.
 “Well,” Ren said, suppressing the need to roll her eyes, “I need help controlling the fire. I need to be an asset.” No more floundering around.
 “Then you will need a foundation.” He said, meeting her eyes. “Most Mesh children learn the foundations when they are old enough to walk.” Stretching out his arms, Ren watched his muscles bulge and contract as he stretched them. “Besides, it is not up to me.”
 “Then who do I go to?”
 Kato cocked his head, staring up at the dream-catcher as it caught the dying sun. He hummed to himself, thinking. Ren bit the inside of her cheek. How hard would this be? She wasn’t a native, so of course they’d be hesitant to teach her damn near anything about their “foundations”. It was probably some tribal secret. The reason why they can control air and earth and fire. Pulling the dream-catcher back to himself, Kato scooted to face her.
 “I know who we can speak to.” He held the dream-catcher out to her, its smooth bamboo edges rubbed against her ribcage. When she didn’t take it, Kato smiled softly, “It will keep the Mafioso from your dreams. I’ve blessed it.”
 Heat flushed Ren’s face as she took it, her fingers unsure. Her mind screaming—why? Why was he being so nice to her?
 The look he gave her held more questions than answers. Kato shot to standing, breaking eye contact.
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 Dangling bells decorated a hut steeped in darkness. A floundering white flame danced in the far corner, far away from the hut’s sliding door.
 Kato stopped Ren at the threshold. “Elder Lindiwe does not speak English as well as I.” He whispered, his voice drowning out the lingering chimes of slender wooden bells hanging from the huts rounded ceiling. “You must be patient, Ren. Do you understand?”
 “I’m not stupid.” Ren snapped, pretty damn tired of Kato talking to her like a kid. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”
 He grumbled something under his breath but led her inside. Orange light trickled down from the skylight above, the darkness shivering away from the shallow circle of dying sunlight. In the center sat a crumpled figure. Kneeling on her shins, braided black hair slid over shoulders drowned in heavy prayer beads and tiny necklaces threaded with silky black feathers.
 Kato spoke to her in island-speak, dropping to his knees. Ren followed, but couldn’t touch her head to the floor as Elder Lindiwe brought her gaze over her shoulder slowly. Black marks decorated her cheeks and chin like finely woven thread sewn beneath her dark skin. She didn’t look like an elder. Hell, she could have easily been Ren’s age. 
 “Another has already come to me.” The elder’s voice was soft, calm like silver over the surface of an untouched lake.
 A shadow emerged from the corner opposite Ren. Seble peeled herself from the black walls, edging her way around hanging wooden chimes. She hissed at Kato in their sing-song language. 
 “Speak so the Outsider grasps.” Lindiwe croaked.
 “Truly?” Seble gawked, fists on her hips. “You will hear her, then? You will throw our roots to the sun? Our traditions?”
 “A Scion is a Scion, Seble. No matter their lineage.” Kato’s voice. He stood to face her.
 Ren jumped up too. “Hold on.” She said, standing between them. “If you’ve got a problem with me, Seble, you might as well say so now.”
 Seble narrowed her eyes. “It is not with you, Outsider. It is with him.”
 “Shield.” Lindiwe barked. “You will sit.”
 Seble’s lower lip puckered. Dropping her chin to her chest, she muttered in a defeated tone before dropping to her shins.
 “Scions are above you, Shield. Speak.”
 “Yes, ma’am.” Seble murmured.
 Lindiwe did not turn. Keeping her back to them, she commanded: “Scions, sit.”
 Kato dropped. Wrapping his fingers around Ren’s wrist, he yanked her down.
 “I need help to—” 
 Kato shushed her harshly.
 Ren pinned him with a glare. What was going on here? Did he expect her to just sit and wait? There was no telling when the Kirabo would return—she needed to learn now.
 His eyes screamed—patience. But Ren had none of that.
 “You came through the Veil.” Lindiwe began, lighting a stick of incense standing straight in a bronze bowl between her legs. White smoke wafted up, dancing as the chimes above shivered. Singing. “How is this possible?”
 Kato spoke, though changed tongues. Ren caught Northern Shore somewhere in there. Caught Outsiders and beach.
 “I grasp this.” Lindiwe said. “I cannot ask people I cannot see.” A slow gaze crept over Lindiwe’s shoulder. “Outsider Scion, my question.”
 Right. That elixir stuff made her relive it. “On a helicopter.” Fuck—she wouldn’t know what that was. “Um, from the sky?”
 Kato translated, scrunching his face up as he found the word for helicopter.
 “How is this possible?”
 Fuck if I know lady. “I dunno.” Kato nudged her. Wrong answer. “We just—” she flew her hand through the air. “—flew in.”
 Lindiwe harrumphed. Bringing her eyes back to the incense, she mumbled to herself. To the elders right, Seble snickered.
 “Look, elder,” Ren said, her patience evaporating. “I’m a Scion, right? Well, I need to learn to control the fire—er, Rage—whatever. I came here to learn your foundations. Can you teach me?”
 A chill crept through the sliding door behind them. The sun was dying fast. “Please.” Ren added, regret twisting her gut.
 Kato simply shook his head, face-palming. If only she had kept her stupid mouth shut. Dammit.
 “Yes.” Lindiwe finally said, breaking the silence. “A Scion you are. But Mesh, you are not. Outsider, you grasp nothing.”
 Ren slammed her palms into the thatched flooring. “I want to learn!” I need to.
 “Hmm.” She murmured. “You hold much back.” She brought her palms together. “Enough to wonder.” When Lindiwe reached to tap Seble’s thigh, Seble stood. Ren expected a smug face but instead saw a grim line stretch across Seble’s jaw. “Return when you are raw.”
 Wait, wait—was she telling Ren to leave? Seble took a step forward. “Go on, out.”
 No fucking way. “Wait—”
 “You heard her.”
 Even Kato stood, shoulders slumped. Dejected.
 “No—I’m not leaving. I need to learn this. You can’t just throw me out!”
 Lindiwe sighed. “How much more will you take?”
 Ren shot to standing. “I will do anything, Elder. Please—just give me one chance.”
 “Out.” Seble barked. 
 Ren’s reality shattered. Was this woman really going to throw her out for not being “raw” enough? She needed to learn the foundations. She needed to learn to control the fire. If she ever hoped to get Mia back and go home—her home—then she needed to change. She needed to get stronger.
 “Please, Elder. I’m begging you.” Ren clasped her palms together, kissing her thumbs to her forehead. “I will do anything you tell me. No questions. Nothing.”
 By now, Seble was kicking at her. Refusing to touch her as she begged. Pity made Seble’s lip curl.
 “Stop.” Lindiwe called. “Shield, come.” She said, crooking her hand.
 Seble’s face blanched. “You—you are serious? But, Elder—she is an Outsider! Once she learns our secrets she will simply leave and tell her people! They will destroy us—she will destroy us.”
 “I see promise.” Lindiwe said, turning completely. Facing Ren, her face was steel. “Once you learn, you must practice. Do you grasp this?”
 “Yes—yes. I understand!” Ren pressed her forehead to the floor as Kato patted her shoulder. Anything for Mia. Anything to go home!
 Lindiwe pressed her palms together, flattening them. “Then, let us begin.” 
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 Kato woke Ren before the sun even rose. Stars still winked in the sky.
 “Elder Lindiwe doesn’t sleep.” He told her, smirking. “She will say you are late if you arrive at her hut after the sun has touched it.”
 She arrived well after that.
 “Sit.” The elder bellowed from the shadows, the wood chimes clinking as she exhaled. Ren did as she was told, dropping down beneath the skylight.
 “Will you need me, Elder?” Kato asked, poking his head inside the hut. He meant—do you need a translator? To that, Lindiwe scoffed. He disappeared immediately.
 Lindiwe stood, her bones creaking. Clasping her hands behind her back, she stared at Ren pointedly as she circled around her. “Empty your head. You have much to learn.”
 Did she ever.
 Lindiwe made her sit up straight. Whenever her posture faltered, that earned her one smack of Lindiwe’s staff to the neck. Another for back-talk. Another for snorting or sighing or speaking to her sarcastically. All this to learn some foundation? Ren scoffed. She winced when the staff snapped against her throat.
 Day one: Lindiwe taught her about the Maxims.
 “The Path to Paradise has many gatekeepers. Mesh call these the Maxims.” Great, learning a religion. “The foundation is this: be an asset. If called to duty, act. And, obey the orders of Moira’s mortal shell.”
 Ren ignored the urge to roll her eyes. “Moira’s mortal shell?”
 “Eh, how do you say…” she stabbed the butt of her staff into the ground and puffed out her chest, “leader…Shamaness. Ah, I hear it in your mind.” She grinned, all black teeth.
 Creepy…Ren forced a smile. The Shamaness. So, she had to obey everything that creepy lady said? Easier said than done. She had commanded Ren to forget.
 “Everything.” Lindiwe intoned. “You cannot break the Maxims or you will never see the Path in death.”
 She wanted to shrug so bad—but that stick hurt like a snake bite—no. She wouldn’t. But she sure as hell wouldn’t listen to the Shamaness when she told her to forget.
 Hours passed as Lindiwe went into detail, droning on and on like a professor hogging a podium. Ren’s eyelids became heavy, her stomach argued and twisted. Before long, the sun hung heavy over the sky as Lindiwe went on and on.
 “Am I going to get a break?” that earned her another smack to the neck.
 “Anything, you said. You would do anything.”
 Did that include starving herself and listening to some old bat drone on about maxims and ways and paths? Fuck—it did. And Ren would have to suffer and sit through it. The sun rolled on, Lindiwe’s voice became a buzzing mosquito in her ear.
 When Lindiwe hobbled over to the corner, plopping down with a groan and a snort, Ren looked up. Stars winked in the sky. How long had she been here?
 “Leave.” Lindiwe said. “You cannot sleep here.”
 Ren did as she was told. Once she returned to Kato’s hut she found her spot on the rug gone. In its place was a thick linen bedroll with a dream-catcher hanging from the ceiling, dangling over a cylindrical pillow.
 Kato swept through the hut’s curtain shirtless, his six-pack and broad chest glistening with water. He flashed a grin. “You like it?”
 What could she say? Her eyes roved over his body, her mind slowly registering what he was actually talking about. The dream-catcher. The bed roll. “Yeah.” She tore her gaze away from his chest—reluctantly.
 “Seble has put together some clothing for you. She’s away training Dreamers, but if you’ll go to her hut tomorrow…”
 “Got it.” Ren snapped. “I mean—thanks.” Where could she get a bath? It just dawned on her that she probably smelled like absolute shit. “Care to tell me where I can wash up?” her stomach gurgled. “And eat?”
 “Sure. I’ll put something together for you while you wash.”
 Turning, he opened the bead curtain for her. Ren stood still, fingers clenched.
 He smirked. “Hard day?”
 Ren simply shook her head.
 “Elder Lindiwe will soften. She likes you.”
 Well, she has a strange way of showing it. “Thanks again, Kato.” She said, ignoring the sarcasm that bubbled up from her stomach like bile. “I’m lucky I ran into you.”
 “The entire tribe is lucky.” He murmured as she slid through the bead curtain.
 Day two: Lindiwe explained Moira and the crystal at her neck.
 Ren made sure to get to the elder’s hut early. Though, still not before the sun.
 “It swirls like blue mist. Do you see?” Lindiwe asked, pulling the crystal up. “Souls slip inside. The departed fuel you.”
 Ren backed away. “What do you mean? There are dead people in there?”
 Lindiwe nodded.
 “How did they get in there?”
 Sighing, Lindiwe dropped the crystal to Ren’s breastbone. “Let that be a story for a time that never comes.”
 Okay…
 “Moira requires her Scions to wear this. Power does not come on its own. It must be fed.”
 “By souls.” Ren retorted. “Fucking souls?”
 A snap to the back made Ren flinch.
 “You will watch your tone with me.” Fuck. Lindiwe was learning the language quick. Maybe it had something to do with how she could somehow read Ren’s mind somehow?
 Ren didn’t like to think about that.
 “Moira blesses Scions with her Breath. Her Lifeblood and Passion. You, Outsider Scion, have been blessed with her Rage.”
 Well, that only made sense. Ren knew she could be kind of a hothead. “Why me? Why not another native?”
 “There has been another Outsider Scion. Like you.” Lindiwe said, crouching before Ren. Groaning, she dropped into a cross-legged position. “She is dead now.” It was left unsaid how she died. But Ren had a feeling it was murder.
 Days wore on like weaving thread as it bunches together to create a colorful tunic. Lindiwe taught, spreading knowledge about Moira and the island the Mesh populated. She spoke of the dangers of the Wilds, the new danger on the Northern Shore, and the Great Wall which separates the Outsiders on the shore from the Mesh inland. She spoke of the Dreaming ceremony and the Dreaming Anew, something Ren had gone through already. Attacking that lion-thing—Tevran, Seble had called it—had initiated the Dreaming Anew. Along with drinking from Moira’s Elixir, the souls which swirled blue in the crystal at every Scion’s neck. As two days threaded into two weeks, Ren had questions of her own. But, so did Lindiwe.
 “Why would the Shamaness give me the elixir if she hates Outsiders?”
 Lindiwe rubbed her fingers across her forehead. “She thought the Wilds would kill you.”
 “But there has already been another Outsider Scion. Why would she dig a deeper hole for herself?”
 Lindiwe huffed. “You know the answer to that as well as I.”
 Oversight. Ignorance. Refusing to see the present for what it is.
 “Past the Veil, do your people live similar to ours?”
 The question threw Ren for a loop. “What?” she snorted. “No! We have televisions and huge fluffy beds. We’ve got books we can read all night—transporting ourselves into a different world through words. We…” Lindiwe’s face twisted in confusion.
 “You’re able to summon hallucinations by staring at…words?”
 Ren cocked her head. “Well…pretty much.” It sounded right to her.
 One morning, Kato didn’t wake Ren up. She woke on her own, hitting her head on the dangling dream-catcher in the process. Scanning the hut, she listened for his breath but heard nothing. Why hadn’t Kato woken her up? Where had he gone?
 The bead curtain clicked. 
 “Times up with the elder.” Seble barked. Stomping into the hut, she went to Kato’s pile of spears and yanked Ren’s out. “You’re with me now.” She snapped as she threw Ren the spear.
 Ren caught it, snapping her fingers around the shaft. 
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 Seble took Ren to the edge of the Wilds. 
 “I don’t trust you, Outsider.” Seble announced as they squared off. “But my orders are to teach you.”
 Ren was taken aback. “The Shamaness asked that you teach me?”
 Biting her tongue, Seble bit back a laugh. “No. Silly, Outsider. Elder Lindiwe wanted it done. And so it shall be.” Angling the point of her spear at Ren’s ribcage, Seble barked that Ren should do the same.
 Seble charged. Knocking her spear with Ren’s, she swiped it from Ren’s sweaty hands and sent the weapon rolling into the grass. At the first opening she saw, Ren swung a fist. Her knuckles connected with nothing but air as Seble squatted low. Springing up with her free hand clenched, Seble clocked Ren in the jaw. 
 “Get your spear, weakling.” Seble commanded.
 Rubbing her jaw, Ren did as she was told. She was far—far away—from giving up.
 With every punch and kick exchanged, spears clashing, scuttling into the grass and rolling; the day wore on. Sweat ran like a river between Ren’s shoulder blades as she huffed, panting like she had just sprinted through an entire marathon. With sweat beading on her forehead and her pale face permanently stained red, Seble shrieked: “Come get me, Outsider!”
 Ren’s fight was fueled by anger as much as it was by her mantra—this is for Mia. This is for Mia. Get the fuck up, Ren! Seble fought savagely. Like one of those lion-beast things and a rhino combined. All horns and gnashing teeth and sharp, silvery, claws. Seble fought dirty. If her spear clattered to the dust, she didn’t refrain from using her nails and teeth. Seble had a reason, though: “You think your enemy is just going to lie down and wait while you go get your weapon?” she smirked. “You are slow, but I am sure even you know the answer to that.”
 A resounding no shrieked through Ren’s mind as they squared up for what felt like the millionth time that afternoon and charged at each other. A strangulated war cry erupted from Ren’s lungs as Seble sent her spiraling into the dirt. She was strong, Ren would give her that, but anything can be learned. And Ren was determined to be better.
 Night drew across the sky like a curtain, ending their session. “As long as the Kirabo do not attack, I’ll be by tomorrow.” Seble said as they walked back to the village.
 Ren narrowed her eyes. Was that Seble’s fucked up idea of a joke? She stole a glance at the other woman walking shoulder to shoulder with her. When a smile graced Seble’s face, disappearing faster than Ren could blink, Ren simply shook her head. “That’s kind of messed up.”
 “What is?”
 “Your joke.”
 Seble shrugged. “I was not joking.”
 “But you smiled.”
 Snorting, Seble picked up her pace. “A girl cannot smile? Do you believe happiness is only for you outsiders?” tossing her blade-like dreadlocks, she harrumphed and sauntered off.
 So much for that.
 A melted pack of…something…sat on Ren’s bed roll once she returned to Kato’s hut. She picked it up, examining it as if it would explode. A sharp chill waved off of it. Ice. Ren couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t bother figuring out how it was possible. Magic, probably. Whatever.
 Dropping into a cross-legged position, she draped the bag over the base of her neck and sighed. What an awesome fucking dude. She passed out with that thing on her neck.
 Thumping footsteps woke her. Darkness blanketed the cabin as a figure stalked in, crouched and tiptoeing. 
 “Go away.” Ren croaked. Turning on her side to get a look at the intruder. Kato stared back at her. Clothing sticking to him. Drenched in water and dirt. Ren sat up immediately, her heart pounding. “Are the Kirabo—”
 “Go back to sleep.” He hissed. “It’s nothing.” He wouldn’t say anything else.
 Ren found out that it absolutely wasn’t nothing the following morning.
 “You want to know what he does at night, hm?” Seble asked, pursing her lips as they trekked to their training spot that morning. “Give me something in exchange. Swear that you will.”
 “Right now?”
 “In the future, Outsider.”
 Sure, whatever. “Fine. Just tell me where Kato goes at night.”
 Seble stopped. Surveying the nearby thicket of trees, she hooked her thumbs into her belt. “You have seen the village. The dry riverbeds. The finger of dirt that drives toward the sky near the Shamaness’s hut?”
 The last part made Ren shiver. That “finger of dirt” was what the Shamaness had used to try and bury her alive. “Yeah…”
 “Well, they are dry for a reason, Outsider. Water used to flow beneath Nyx. Clean, fresh, water from the Great River.”
 Ren rubbed her neck. “What happened to it?”
 “That twisted tower of metal.” Seble hawked and spat. “Once it appeared on the beach, our water went sour. It became liquid rust. Sickening everything and everyone it came into contact with.” Pivoting on her heel, she faced Ren. Her face grim. “Moira blessed us by drying it up. Now, to supply the village with fresh water, the Scions must hike into the Wilds and bring some back.”
 That’s awful. “And you’re saying that metal tower you showed me did that?”
 Seble could do nothing but nod.
 “I’m sorry.” It was all she could say. All she could do.
 “Do not be sorry.” Seble snapped. “Your pity is of no value to us. Stop them.” Seble’s voice cracked. “I am strengthening you so that you may someday stop them…please.”
 Please. It broke Ren’s soul. Swiping her spear from her back, Ren dug its butt into the dirt. “Okay.” I promise.
 That brought the ghost of a smile to Seble’s haunted face. She took it with gratitude, freeing her spear from her back as well. “Let us continue.”
 The days tread on like smoke from a dry fire. Ren was getting better, her arms strengthening as her mind blanked while fighting. Instincts taking over.
 At one point in their training, Ren managed to poke Seble in the collarbone. The spear did more than poke, however. As Ren lodged the spear into Seble’s bone, it began sucking at her skin. Eating and drinking her blood as it poured from the tiny incision.
 “What the fuck—”
 Seble held fast to it, squirming as it sucked her in. Clinging to her like a vacuum does to a rug. When she uncorked it, the thing smacking like a suction cup, she looked at Ren with wild eyes. “I think we are done for today.”
 Days merged like cotton balls in a jar. It was becoming harder and harder to tell them apart. To remind her of home, Ren played Mia’s recording and tinkered around with her phone from time to time. One morning as she opened her eyes, she flinched. Half expecting Seble to drag her out of bed and onto the thatched flooring. A tapping sound echoed around her, falling down onto the thatched roofing above her head. A drop or two slithering between the hay and frond making up the roof. The rain drop fell, slithering to the ground before it splattered. Hissing, steam exploded from where it landed, the wet eating through thatch and dirt.
 Kato rushed to her side, shoving her away from the steam. 
 “Acid rain.” She murmured, looking at him blankly.
 The village died that day. Ghosts going about their daily tasks on the sizzling boardwalk.
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 “How long has it been, now?” 
 Standing on the edge of the beach-side cliff, Seble and Ren stared out at the ocean as dark clouds clambered overhead.
 “A month?” Seble asked. “Two?” she cracked her neck. “Do you believe your friend is still alive?”
 Ren forced her lips into a firm line. Seble was good at baiting people. Ren had learned this the hard way while training under her. “I don’t know.” She spat. “Why don’t you tell me?” Of course, she believed Mia was still fucking alive. Ren sneered as Seble crossed her arms and cocked her head.
 Ren’s eyes fluttered to the scar on Seble’s collarbone, bruised black and deep purple. Dashes of green bloomed around the incision. It was a testament to Ren’s power—to her fortitude and determination. She had landed a hit on Seble just days ago, right before the acid rain hit. 
 “The Kirabo are us. Yet, they sacrifice our people whenever it suits them. No, Outsider.” Meeting Ren’s eyes, Seble raised an eyebrow. “You tell me.”
 Seble and Ren duked it out, spears clashing. Fists flying as kicks connected and bones snapped. When night rolled around, Ren and Seble’s sparring session ending, Ren returned to Kato’s hut, she found her bedroll gone. In its place was a cinched leather pack with Kato’s dream-catcher sticking up out of the pack’s mouth.
 “I guess it’s your turn now?” Ren asked, registering movement at the back of the hut.
 “Yep.”
 Ren was bone tired. But she swallowed her exhaustion and threw the pack on her back, tying her spear down beneath it. “Then, let’s get going.”
 Leaving the village behind, they trekked into the Wilds at nightfall. Stars glittered overhead as Ren followed Kato deeper and deeper into the overgrown jungle. A stream gushed nearby, cutting through an amalgam of rocks and fallen leaves. When Kato heard the stream, he dropped his pack. Ren followed suit.
 “The Water Scion taught me to control air during a typhoon.” He said, sitting cross-legged on his rolled out bedroll. “Only makes sense you’d learn under the cover of darkness.”
 Ren was grateful for the dark, it hid her smirk. Did it? 
 It began with breath. Drumming her fingertips along her thigh, she tried to conceal her excitement. Ren was about to learn how to control fire. Moira’s Rage! She had come far. From learning from Elder Lindiwe to getting beaten black and blue by Seble. Now, she was finally going to learn to control the fire so that she could fight off the Mafioso and save Mia. It was finally happening!
 “Clear your mind.” He hissed. “Focus.”
 Right. Focus.
 It’s hard to focus when you’re on the edge—mentally. Ren extinguished her thoughts as Elder Lindiwe had taught her—how many weeks ago? It didn’t matter. She let the humid night air enter her, filling her up until she willingly let go. Her breath whooshed out in a buzz. 
 “We will ease into the fire.” He told her. “Then, climb our way up.”
 It was harder than it sounded.
 Easing meant shooting it from her fingertips without burning the entire jungle down or scorching herself, destroying the clothes Seble had so kindly lent her. Easing meant letting the fire climb up her arms—controlling it as it ate away at her. Ren grimaced—it felt like a thousand tiny pinpricks slithered beneath her skin. Like little doves of adrenaline creeping up her arms and legs. Orange and scarlet bit at the night, smoke wafting from her scorched skin as she breathed in the Rage and—with an exhale—let it go.
 Kato chuckled. “A human torch.”
 Ren didn’t get the joke.
 As the sun prepared to burst over the horizon, Ren was spent. Her sleep schedule capsized as Kato bid her sleep during the day and train her fire at night. When she collapsed onto her bedroll, stinking of burning skin and burnt hair, Kato kept watch until sleep took her. Ren was unsure if he slept at all because as quickly as her eyes would flutter closed, she’d be shaken awake. The sun would be setting and another night had already come. By the third night of training, heavy bags weighed down Kato’s eyes, but to him, it was all worth it. Ren was amazing with the fire.
 “There was another just like you.” He told her one night. “An Outsider Scion. She controlled the Rage as well.”
 Ren had already heard snippets about this Outsider Scion. If another Outsider had already visited the Mesh, could that Outsider be another key to Ren’s past? “Who was she?”
 “Ava.” He said, unable to meet her eyes. “I met her when I was very young.” He flashed a smile, all teeth. “I met her as an Outcast.”
 “An Outcast?” 
 “I am not a full-blooded Mesh.”
 Ren leaned against the rough trunk of a teakwood tree. “And what did that mean? Back then?”
 “It meant that my father was an Outsider. My mother a Mesh.”
 Ren blinked away her disbelief. “So your father is one of the men on the north shore?” 
 Kato snorted. “No, Ren. There have been other Outsiders before the ones on the shore.” He looked at her pointedly, searching for something. “My father’s ship was marooned here a long, long, time ago.”
 It was hard to believe. “I’m not sure what you want me to do here.” She blurted. “Your parents aren’t around. I’ve never met them—I’d never know this.”
 “I wasn’t expecting you to.” He inched closer, searching for her eyes as she cut her gaze away. “You’re a lot like her, the other Outsider Scion.” He sighed, giving her space. Bringing his gaze to the sky. “She was murdered.”
 “I figured.” She said as hurt clenched his voice. Ren stole a glance at him and immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry.”
 “Don’t be.” The Mesh do not need your pity. “What happened to her will not be repeated.” He hissed. “I swear it.”
 For some reason, that made Ren’s heart hiccup.
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 They returned to the village at sunrise. Ren counted five days on her fingers, five days spent in the wilderness learning to control her fire. They returned early so that Ren could catch a Dreaming ceremony. See the entire thing with her own eyes. It was almost as if the Kirabo had been forgotten. But the eternally dark huts in the village stood as a constant reminder that the Kirabo still existed, still kidnapped and killed.
 Ren wondered if Mia was still alive. If everything she had learned and done had been for nothing. Fuck that—don’t even think about that. But it was hard not to.
 Returning to Kato’s hut, Kato dropped his pack in a corner. Ren collapsed onto the rug and poured the scant contents of her pack out before her.
 Combing through a colorful mountain of knickknacks, Kato pulled something from the pile and came to her. “I think you should have this.” It was silvery, glinting in the light that slipped through the teakwood sidings. “It was Ava’s.”
 Her cell phone. Ren cradled the phone in her hands, staring at the blank screen. She tried mashing the power button but the thing was dead. Fuck.
 “Thanks.” She said, slipping the phone into the pack. Taking out Mia’s phone, she hit the power button and sighed. Relief flooding her. At least Mia’s phone was still alive. She still had a tie to home but…truthfully…she was beginning not to care. Ren couldn’t remember a damned thing. And of the things she did remember—none of it was good. She was running from her life back home, from her boyfriend, from her studies. Maybe it was good that she found these people and found a—a place among them. She may be an Outsider, but she was something important. She was a Scion. And, back in the day, that might have meant nothing to her. But after learning so much about everything, she was finding it hard to care about remembering her past. Maybe Mia could fix that. But first, the Kirabo would have to come to her—if they ever did.
 Ren took a walk.
 Leaving the hut, she glided onto the boardwalk deep in her thoughts. She was at a crossroads. If she got Mia back, would she go to the Northern Shore and ask the people on the beach for help getting back home? Could Mia even jog her memory? What if her memories never came back? What if life back home—in the States—was…worse?
 Her slipper smacked into something wet. Ren grimaced as a river of people charged by her, parting into two lanes. Something snorted, the frustrated sigh of a horse. The puddle at Ren’s feet was widening, growing all on its own. Tripping backward, Ren looked up and gasped.
 Seble, along with three younger tribeswomen, surrounded a horse-like creature. The creature the color of the sea on a cloudless day. The creature made entirely out of water.
 Ren was way past screaming, “What the fuck,” at every freaky thing she saw. At this point, she was kind of getting used to seeing creatures of fucking myth.
 Seble chuckled as she looked down at Ren. Offering her a hand, Ren took it. “A Niln.” She said, her other hand escaping through the creature’s watery mane as she groomed it. “They’ve called the Wilds their home for, eh, years and years.” 
 Silver eyes glinting beneath thick black lashes stared back at Ren as she gazed at the Niln, slack-jawed. 
 “They have begun moving further inland, toward Moira’s Heart, ever since the black tower showed up on the beach.”
 Ren’s first thought was to pet it. But she had a better idea. Slipping Mia’s phone from her belt, she held it up. Trying to get the entire Niln thing in the frame.
 An inky aura froze her. The crowd parting around them muttered in reverence, ready to kiss their foreheads to the deck as the stairs toward Ren’s right creaked.
 The Shamaness. Her voice boomed as she spoke in island-speak. The people muttered back and continued their daily tasks, weaving their way around her. Far around her. Creating a wide gap on the boardwalk.
 “And what is this?” the Shamaness said, stealing Rens shot. She moved quicker than Ren could blink. Snapping her fingers around Mia’s phone, her nail-guards clinked as they stabbed the screen. An audible crunch squeezed through the Shamaness’s clenched fist as the phone crumbled away to nothing. Starlight dust raining through the hole in the Shamaness’s fist. Scattering across the boardwalk. 
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 A turquoise aurora hung above the rafters of the Shamaness’s hut. Ren gasped as she entered, the Shamaness releasing her hand as she clasped her own behind her back.
 “I know what you’ve done, Outsider.”
 Ren gritted her teeth. 
 “I am proud of your accomplishments.” She said, that inky aura visible now. It pulsed at the center of the Shamaness’s chest, spreading out wide like the liquid tentacles of an octopus. “You’ve learned our foundations from Elder Lindiwe. You’ve sparred with Shield Seble. Our Air Scion has taught you the basics of breath and controlling the Rage.” Ren gawked. “Yes, I know. Don’t think I haven’t been watching.”
 Ren threw up her hands. “Okay, okay.” Fucking stalker. “After you decided to break your promise,” she was treading on thin ice here, but Ren could swim. Cold water wouldn’t shock her. “I decided to find my own way.”
 The tentacles thrummed out in an undulating wave, springing from the Shamaness’s body like the sun’s rays. “I promised nothing.”
 “You promised to help me find my friend once I ‘found what was lost.’” Ren said, air-quoting the last bit. “Pretty sure I found it.”
 “Moira’s Rage?” the Shamaness barked a laugh. “You think I sent you into the Wilds to become a Scion?” 
 “No.” Ren snapped. “You sent me out there to die.”
 The Shamaness clapped her hands together. “And you have proved invincible. Unfortunately, that is not why I’ve guided you here today, Outsider.” Egg-sized prayer beads clinked and rattled as the Shamaness flicked a careless glare toward Ren before giving Ren her back. “You’ve disobeyed me. The Air Scion cannot vouch for you—he tracked the Kirabo for your benefit. Yet,” the tentacles stretched. Dropping to the floor, they slipped across the thatch like spilled ink. Creeping toward Ren. “You found nothing. The Kirabo have vanished. Your friend,” Ren let heat build up inside her. She wouldn’t let the Shamaness take her by surprise again. Never again. “Your friend is most likely dead.”
 “You don’t know that.”
 “Oh, but I do.” The Shamaness wouldn’t look at her, but amusement tinkled in her voice. “They sacrifice on the full moon. Do you think your friend is important enough to be spared? Your other friend wasn’t. Ah, what was her name?”
 Ren slowly shook her head. Took a step forward. Was the Shamaness baiting her? 
 “Outsider, what was her name?”
 The tentacles danced. Sprung out toward Ren like the limbs of a spider. They scuttled up and down her arms. Where fire burned on her fingertips, the tentacles doused it with shadow. Swallowing her power, draining her dry. The crystal at her neck glowed blue. White. A strangulated whine scratched through Ren’s throat as the tentacles pulled her down, swiping her feet from under her. Her chin hit the ground first. Then her body. The Shamaness’s aura forced her forehead down.
 What was her name? It wasn’t Ren’s voice. It was Itzel’s. Commandeering and infinite. Say her name. Say it!
 “Itzel.” Ren gritted out. Her jaw worked against her. Her voice, her mind, her body. The shadow tentacles entered her, moving her arms and legs. Her limbs jerked into movement like a marionette. One leg slid under her, then, another. She kneeled, pressed her palms into the flooring and bowed. Forehead to the deck.
 Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you. Rens face burned. Her jaw clenched, eyes bulging as they teared up. What kind of fucked up magic is this? Lindiwe had told her that there were four parts to Moira’s power: Passion, Rage, Breath, and Lifeblood. The Shamaness had one—but which?
 The tentacles pressed further into her back, slimy, slick and cold. Passion. It has to be Passion.
 “I told you: forget. I told you: you are us, now. I told you: forget your past. And what do you do?” her voice rose an octave. With each word, one tentacle would bite into Ren’s back. Then, another. “You disobey me. You run to the Kirabo camp and find that it is gone. The Mafioso has flown it somewhere else. Lindiwe has taught you the Maxims, yes?”
 Fuck you, bitch.
 A tentacle drilled into the base of her spine. Ren yelped.
 “Answer me, whelp.”
 “Yes!”
 “Then, you know—obey the commands of Moira’s mortal shell. Do you know who that is? Who Moira speaks to? Who our goddess leans on when it comes to mortal matters?” the Shamaness cut a hand through the air, nail-guards flying. “Me!” she thundered. “I am the goddess!”
 Three tentacles hovered over the knob on Ren’s neck. They dripped like lapping tongues, the saliva scalding as it hit Ren’s skin. Steam hissing up from every droplet. Ren grimaced, bit her tongue and ignored the urge to scream. This was some freaky-ass shit. She needed to leave. She did not belong in a world like this.
 But Ren still choked out: “You are no goddess.”
 That’s when her world went black.
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 The Shamaness taught her to be afraid of the dark.
 When the black curtain lifted, pearly-white strings glinted in the dull light of a burning stick of incense. A dream-catcher dangled over Ren. Kato sat near her, hand on his knee as he waited for her eyes to open.
 “You’re alive?” he said, leaning over her. His tone one of shock. “The Shamaness—they dropped your body off like you were a corpse. Another one.” He gently added. Taking her hand in his, he threaded his fingers through the gaps. “You must stop fighting her, Ren. A fight with her is a fight you will not win.”
 Everything was blurry, moving around like minnows in a pond. Ren stared at the back of her hand as Kato held it. Saw black lines slither along the length of her veins. The black disappearing up her forearm. The longer she stared, the dizzier she became until she dropped her head back to the pillow and stared up at the dream-catcher.
 “She tried to kill me?”
 “She knows your limits.” Kato said, squeezing her hand tighter. “She pressed them. As far as they could go.”
 Fuck her. “She controlled me—Kato, she knows I disobeyed her.”
 He groaned but said nothing. 
 “She said that she was a goddess.”
 Letting go of her hand, Rens fingers fell limp onto the bedroll. “She’s got a god complex, doesn’t she? She’s fucking crazy—”
 Kato shushed her. “The tribe follows her regardless.” He said. “Goddess or human, there is no difference. She is our leader. Moira’s conduit.”
 “She’s fucking insane and—you know what?” all this talk was making her lightheaded, but her anger was coming back again. Replacing the cold, biting fear. “I bet you already knew that. I bet a whole bunch of you pricks already know that. The Kirabo—people keep saying, they are us. The Kirabo are dissenters, aren’t they? People who won’t put up with the Shamaness’s shit anymore?”
 Kato’s mouth became a grim line. Bringing his hand to his chin, he sighed heavily. “Seble tell you that?”
 “No—but it’s fucking obvious now!” Ren snapped. “Tell me it’s not true. Lie to my face, go on.”
 Kato shrugged. “It’s true.”
 Ren dropped her retort, so sure he’d lie to her. “Whoa—really?” Ren snorted. “But they sacrifice people to cure the Scourge or whatever.”
 “Simply because they do not trust the Shamaness doesn’t mean they wouldn’t trust someone even more…insane.” Kato said matter-of-factly. “The desperate flock to the desperate.”
 Like flies to shit. “There’s something else you’re keeping from me.”
 At that, he scooted away. 
 “About Ava. About the Outsider Scion.”
 Still silence. Orange bled through the teakwood walls, signaling the setting of the sun. 
 “Who killed her?” at this point—it was obvious. But Ren needed to hear him say it.
 “What good will knowing that do you?” Kato spat back. “Are you going to avenge her? Are you going to go to the Outsiders on the shore and tell them what happened to their gift?”
 Their gift?
 “How long have they been here?”
 “Long enough.” Kato snapped. “They’ve killed off everything. The Shamaness is only doing what she believes will save us. What’s left of us.” He sighed, shaking his head. “We are dying Ren. The only way to save ourselves is to pull together.”
 “Even if that means mingling with murderers?”
 “We are being attacked on two fronts.” Kato said. “One: at the Wall. And two: here. At home. We are being pulled taut and soon,” he clapped his hands. Ren flinched. “We will snap.”
 “The Shamaness killed Ava, didn’t she?”
 Silence. It poured from him like rancid filth. Dousing the hut. Flaring up Ren’s temper.
 “Didn’t she?”
 “Yeah.” Kato sighed. “She did. And I failed to save her. I saw the signs too late. If you’re going to punish anyone, you should know that it was my fault. Mine alone.”
 Ren pushed herself up. Saw his face in the gloom. Chiseled and rough, though there were soft lines around his eyes. He had the body of a guy who belonged on the cover of a magazine, not in this dingy place. “You didn’t kill her.”
 He wouldn’t respond. Tracing his thumb along the thatched flooring, he concentrated on it. Ignored her as best he could.
 Guilt constricted around Ren’s chest like a tight corset. It wasn’t right that he felt so bad about the death of some woman. The Shamaness killed her—not him. It wasn’t right that he was beating himself up. Taking the blame for what someone else did. 
 Then, something dawned. Was that why he was being so nice to her? Why he was so willing to help and open his home to her? Was it because of the guilt?
 Ren’s heart sank. She dropped back to the bedroll, her eyes fixing on the dangling dream-catcher he had crafted for her. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Kato.” What use was telling him—point blank—that it wasn’t his fault? He’d need to find that out on his own. “But I don’t blame you. I’m sure no one does.”
 What mattered is that he blamed himself. 
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 A strawberry sky drained the golden halo of the setting sun as the villagers gathered at the edge of the Wilds. Teenagers broke away from their parents, shuffling into a semi-circle around the Shamaness and her Scions.
 “Shy?” Seble asked, not even attempting to see past the crowd of bobbing heads. “You should be up there, you know.”
 Ren knew. But the Shamaness had forbidden it. Elder Lindiwe had told her and Kato of the Shamaness’s decision to bar the Fire Scion from tending to the ceremony. Something that apparently had never been done. 
 “I fought for you.” Lindiwe had told her, the woman’s painted eyes sunken. “But the Council has turned against me. I am sorry, Ren.”
 It didn’t matter. Ren didn’t know what to do in a coming-of-age ceremony. Standing up there surrounded by a babbling circle of teens would have probably given her the creeps. She saw the Shamaness’s hatred for her as a blessing in disguise. Deep disguise.
 But Seble didn’t need to know all that.
 “Guess there wasn’t any time for a late player.” Ren said.
 Seble squinted. “What does that mean?”
 “That there was no time to teach me.”
 “Pfft.” Seble spat, hooking her thumbs into her belt. “You see that thing up there? The bronze bowl?”
 Leaning forward, Ren narrowed her eyes to try and get a clearer view. In front of the Shamaness stood a bronze bowl on a pillar. Blue liquid glowed white in the light of the dying sun, a thin veil of mist hung from the rounded lips of the bowl like a flowing gossamer gown.
 “Yeah.”
 “All a Scion does is pour half of the contents of their crystal,” she pointed at Ren’s breastbone, “into that bowl. We call it, Moira’s Elixir. Dreamers drink it. Then, they’re taken into the jungle.” Nodding, Seble stood on tiptoe. “And that is that.”
 “Sounds easy enough.” 
 “Yes.” Seble said, still pressing. “So, if it sounds easy, why are you not up there?”
 Ren bit the inside of her cheek to keep from snapping.
 Seble didn’t get the hint. “We have never had an Outsider Scion take part in a Dreaming ceremony before.” She went on, unperturbed by Ren’s naked glare. “Are things different for Scions who are not native Mesh? Is that why you’re hanging back here with me?” she snorted a bit of laughter. “The only reason I am no further up is because I,” she tapped her finger on her forehead, “was once an Oathbreaker. Still full of sin, I suppose.”
 “So, you broke a promise?”
 “A promise sworn in blood given over the Great River.”
 Ren wasn’t sure what that meant and frankly, she didn’t really care. But one thing did bug her. “Then, is the Shamaness an Oathbreaker?” in the line of people standing before her, two sets of scathing eyes snapped back.
 Seble gave her the stink-eye before sneering at the faces that turned. Throwing up her hands, she screamed at them in island-speak. With collective gasps, they snapped their gazes to the front. “I am not the only one who understands English, Outsider. Careful with your tongue or I may have to cut it out.”
 “I’d like to see you try.” Ren said, rolling her eyes.
 Seble pinned her with a glare, but Ren simply shrugged. She didn’t really want to talk anyway—especially if their conversation kept going back to why she was being excluded.
 Okay—maybe it hurt a little that they didn’t want her to partake in the ceremony. Just a little.
 Ren snorted. Fine, it hurt a lot. Right when she was starting to feel like she may have possibly belonged here, she’s reminded that she’s an Outsider. Not a native and certainly not a Mesh. Just another reason why she needed to go back to the States. The only reason, really.
 The Dreamers began lining up single file before the bronze bowl. After they leaned down to take their first tentative sips from it, some collapsed. Others teetered away in a whirling stupor almost as if they were drunk or high. Some took too much and were yanked away by heavily armored women with more upper body strength than a black bear. Fireflies lit up the evening, little orange torches weaving their way through the air as those who had drunk of Moira’s Elixir were deposited into one of two Niln drawn wagons. The wagons stood side-by-side, but only the one on the left was nearing its capacity.
 Elder Lindiwe had explained this much to her. One was for those doing the Dreaming ceremony, the other was for the brave children who planned to tumble into the Wilds with nothing but the clothes on their backs in the Dreaming Anew. They’d search for Moira’s Blessings just as Ren had all those weeks ago. Months? Ren had been tricked into that suicide mission, but these children—Ren counted five—knowingly went to their deaths in the hopes of finding Moira’s Blessings or being ripped apart by the silvery teeth of a Tevran. Ren thought it was absolute bullshit. There had to be better ways to awaken their magic. There had to be a safer way. But no one thought to find it. This place was steeped in the fetid stink of tradition that did more harm than help. Maybe that’s another reason why their own people formed the Kirabo as well, to get away from sending their kids to the slaughter in the name of tradition and coming-of-age.
 Man, was tradition a bitch.
 But it was somewhat beautiful too, Ren had to admit that. Magical. Sensational. She wouldn’t find this back in the States unless she entered some crazy death cult. 
 “Wish them life.” Seble told her as the wagons filled and the line emptied.
 “Don’t you mean luck?”
 “No.” Seble said. “Life.”
 The crowd sang. Hands whipped multi-colored pieces of cloth in the air, whizzing them high above their heads in a tornado of movement. The Shamaness opened her arms to the escaping carts and sang. The ground beneath Rens feet trembled as joy weld up in her like a balloon. She waved, jumping up and down as the Dreamers waved back. Somewhat diluted by the Elixir, but still joyous. Still ecstatic.
 Until a hail of arrows rained down from the Wilds. 
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 Crossing her arms, Ren spun them open, flinging a line of fire across the sky. Wood burned. The surrounding Mesh screamed as commands ripped through the frenzy, shrieked in island-speak. The Shamaness.
 Crouching behind Ren, Seble sprang from her hiding place. “Ten.” She counted. “Just ten.” 
 An avalanche of Mesh stampeded past Seble and Ren as a handful stayed put, hands on spears, bows, and swords.
 “Ren, we together?”
 Ren blinked. Nodded as the crowd cleared. Seble was right, ten Kirabo stood in the clearing. Exhausted of arrows, they held spears and serrated iron blades. Ugly masks concealed their faces, but their bare chests made it clear that all were male except one.
 The female pointed. Shrieked in island-speak.
 The Shamaness rushed behind her people, keeping up the rear with a barrage of spear-like rocks. Kato hammered his heels into the dirt, taking point before five of the Mesh who stayed back. By now, the Dreamers were gone. The Nilns running wild on the outskirts of the jungle as children bled and screamed in their wagons. They’d be safer in there, Ren assumed. 
 “Do you have a plan?” Ren asked. Though as the Kirabo charged, it became clear they’d have no time for that. They’d have to improvise.
 Seble let out a throat-splitting war cry, charging with her spear brandished. Ren sprinted after her, passing by Kato who seemed taken aback. Shock bled through the Kirabo as Seble took a stab at their leader. The masked woman sidestepped Seble’s blow and rammed the flat end of her sword into Seble’s hyper-extended elbow. Pulling her spear back, Seble screamed as Ren lit them up. Calling a wall of fire with two outstretched hands soaring. The crystal at her neck hummed.
 “Go back.” Kato huffed. “To the village. We can take them out. There are enough of us.”
 Ren sneered as her wall died. Kato’s gust of wind cutting through it like a scythe through wheat. “I can handle myself.”
 “You only know the basics!”
 Seble pulled back, her right arm hanging limp as the other brandished the spear. The five Mesh able to fight roared through the field, connecting with the waiting Kirabo in a thunder of clashing steel and wood. On the Wilds outskirts, a wagon full of Dreamers toppled over. The translucent blue body of the Niln attached to it was stained scarlet, blood charging through its see-through body like wet ink across a canvas. Still drunk on Moira’s Elixir, the children didn’t run. They simply pulled themselves from the wagon and collapsed to the ground or wobbled toward the fighting. Kato cursed under his breath as Mesh started to fall. The Kirabo losing numbers as well, as their leader stabbed a finger to the toppled wagon and screamed. Four Kirabo broke off from the fight, sprinting toward the children.
 Ren stretched out her hand, ready to send an arrow of fire their way. But Kato stopped her, “You’ll burn the Dreamers.”
 Ren gritted her teeth, “I can control it!”
 “You’re barely a Scion, Ren—you will hurt them—” 
 At that, Ren shoved him away and threw herself into the fray. Barely a Scion? She’d show them. She’d show the Shamaness and Kato and all the damn Mesh. Snapping her hands around the gangly neck of one Kirabo, Ren forced fire from her palms. Burning the man’s skin. Singing his hair. The smell stunk like burning pig fat, but all Ren could hear and smell and taste was the heat. The glorious fucking heat.
 The guy went down. Blackened beyond recognition.
 Ren turned on another. Spikes of flame soared through her fingertips and she raked them across another Kirabo’s torso. Ducking beneath a Mesh’s haphazardly thrown spear, she ripped her fire across his mask. His face. The Kirabo man staggered back, jumping on one leg. Beneath the group, the ground quaked as the Shamaness’s primal scream seared through the air.
 “Protect Nyx!” 
 The village? Ren bit her tongue. What about the children?
 “Fall back!”
 The Kirabo were the first to pull away from the fight. With children slung onto their shoulders and wedged between their arms, the Kirabo leader screamed her commands and doubled back into the Wilds. Sprinting for all she was worth.
 No way. Ren did a double take. Did the Shamaness really mean to leave these kids to their fate? If they followed the Kirabo they’d find out where they were hiding. Ren could finally get Mia. Ren could go home.
 “Fall back!” the Shamaness screeched again. Switching to island-speak as the three surviving Mesh pivoted on their heels and sprinted to her. Seble left Ren with a lingering glance before bringing her eyes to Kato. She shook her head slowly from side to side before turning and jogging back.
 “Don’t do this Ren.”
 Ren knew there would be consequences. Ren knew the Shamaness’s power. Knew she could put her through more pain for disobeying her a second time. But following them would lead her right to Mia. And with her power now—hell, she could take on the entire camp herself. She could even take on the Mafioso. Kill him for what he did to Itzel. Kill him.
 Ren met Kato’s eyes. “Don’t follow me.”
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 Kato ignored her request.
 Together, they tracked the Kirabo through the Wilds. Following the cries and moans of the kidnapped children.
 All the while, he hissed at her: “You must have a death wish!”
 Ren simply rolled her eyes. Pawing through the brush, her eyes caught the flicker of a crouched shadow. There was the moan of a young boy as he helplessly kicked his legs, pumping them like he was running. Only problem was, he was airborne. Slung over the shoulder of a Kirabo man.
 “I want my friend back.”
 “Well, this isn’t the way to do it!” Kato said, pursuing her as she crept from underneath a massive frond leaf. Bamboo towered high overhead, glittering in the twilight. “The Mafioso is powerful, Ren. Don’t you wonder how he moved an entire camp? There are only supposed to be four. Four Scions!”
 Ren couldn’t let this get in the way of her tracking. But still, “Aren’t there three?” the Shamaness, her, and Kato…
 Kato shook his head. “Four. Our fourth was sent to investigate the Wilds some…months ago.”
 Whispers dove over their heads. Terse island-speak burned through Ren’s ears. “What are they saying?”
 Bringing his face to the sky, Kato listened. Cocked his head and scrunched up his brows. “It’s a different dialect.”
 “Like they’re speaking in code?”
 Kato shrugged. “I guess?”
 Ren killed the sigh that threatened to bubble from her throat. “Listen harder!”
 He narrowed his eyes at her.
 The speaking stopped. Silence fell like a heavy blanket. Parrots screamed in the distance as monkeys chattered ceaselessly. A bout of wind slithered through the towering bamboo and teakwood trees, battering the sweat from Rens face.
 “Something about two nights in a row.” Kato said, standing from his crouch. “Then, nothing. If you plan to keep tracking, we’d better get moving.”
 With a curt nod, Ren sprang to standing. She listened for footsteps, for branches breaking or leaves crunching underfoot. Her ears perked at the smooth sound of silver gnawing into a nearby tree. Crooking her hand at Kato, she took off. Careful not to crash through the jungle’s underbrush. Though, she was pretty sure the group already knew they were being tracked. If not by other people—then by something. They had to be ready for a fight. An ambush.
 Ren caught three retreating bodies diving deeper into the jungle before they stopped. Of the Kirabo that survived, Ren only counted five. Where were the rest? Were they hiding? Had they doubled around to check and see who had been tailing them? Ren flattened her belly against the foliage underfoot. Kato did the same, flopping to the ground like a dead fish.
 Red-rimmed and dry, Rens eyes stared unblinkingly at the Kirabo up ahead as they gathered into a semi-circle. The children were dropped into a pile of bodies, some sleeping, others too dazed to understand what was going on or frozen in fear. Terrified panic. 
 What are they doing?
 Ren was so close—so damned close—to finding the camp. To finding Mia. Her heart drummed in her ears as the leader of the group pulled the men apart and stood centered. With her foot, she drew a circle around the children. Her toes kicking aside dead leaves and wet earth. Completing the circle, she stood in its center. Slipping her mask from her face, the leader cradled it in her arm like a child. Her green eyes were adamant, staring solely at Ren. Almost as if she could see her.
 Then she dropped. Like a rock into a pit.
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 Awesome. More magic.
 An abyss replaced the heap of children and the Kirabo leader. It was a hole in the ground that opened wider, swallowing up the remaining Kirabo before dirt piled into it. Sand and leaves and broken branches. Ren popped up and sprinted. They were disappearing through a fucking hole in the ground. This couldn’t be possible—this wasn’t fair. Not when she was so damned close to finding out where they were stationed. To finding Mia and her memories—to going home. Ren stood over the circle, now painted with fresh earth and foliage. She pressed a toe into it. A whole foot. But nothing happened. Whatever the Kirabo leader had done to the ground, it wouldn’t open for her. Not now, not ever.
 Kato peeled himself away from the foliage. Stood near her and simply stared down.
 “Are they underground?” Ren asked, head slowly shaking. “Are they under-fucking-ground?!”
 “No.” He said, running a hand through his sweat-slicked hair. “It’s…impossible.”
 “You’ve said that about a lot of things, Kato. I’m starting to think you’re about as clueless as I am!” she stomped forward. “They aren’t underground, are they? It’s just some new freaky magic and they’ve just fucking disappeared. That sound about right?”
 “It smelled like earth. Like the Shamaness’s magic. Moira’s Passion.”
 “Well, how in the hell is that possible?” Ren spat back, charging forward without a purpose now. “You said it yourself—that’s impossible. There are only four Scions and blah, blah, blah…”
 “Don’t make light of this, Ren.” Kato warned, growling as he caught up with her. “We need to report this to the Shamaness.”
 “We?” Ren said, whirling on him. “Didn’t she say—fall back! Protect Nyx? Fuck her. Fuck those people. They didn’t give a flying fuck about those kids when I did. She’s going to fuck me because I disobeyed her.” Again, she meant to add.
 Kato snorted. “You don’t care about those kids.” He loomed over her, arms crossed against his muscled chest. “You care about your friend. About going home and forgetting all of this ever happened. The truth is, Ren, that you don’t even care about your friend. It’s all a means to an end, isn’t it? Get your friend, and you find a way home. You don’t care about us.”
 “Us?” Ren barked back. “Us?” her laughter was bitter, taut. “What have your people done to welcome me? No matter what I am to your people, I will always be an Outsider. I’ll never fucking belong. So, yeah. Maybe I do care more about going home. Maybe I couldn’t give a fuck about you Mesh, but that’s only because you all don’t fucking care about me!” she paced. “Remember what you said back there? You aren’t a true Scion. You’re right. I’m not. I’m not a fucking Mesh. I’m not a fucking islander. I’m from civilization. A place where magic and fuck-all doesn’t exist—but you know what does? My life. My life exists back there. And I don’t care how much you all guilt trip me—but I’m going home. I’m not going back to Nyx, you got it? Fuck you and fuck the Shamaness.”
 Wow. Even she was taken aback by her words. But, from Kato, all she got was a look. Guarded, cold and dark, he nodded his head once. Let a bit of hurt spill from his eyes before they went cold. Marble-like. “Okay.” Was all he said before clamming up.
 Ren was too pissed to even grieve. “Fine.” She spat back. “Take me toward the Northern Shore and I promise you’ll never see my face again.”
 His curt nod told her he understood. She followed him, walking behind, as a chilling mist wafted off of his skin. It wasn’t something she could see, only something she could feel. Before long, it grew veins and began sinking through the rest of the jungle. As night fell and stars winked above, the chilling sensation stopped misting off of his back and began crawling from the forest. It gave her goosebumps.
 Kato stopped. Froze in place, eyes to the ground. Ren almost bumped into him. “What?”
 He was still giving her the silent treatment. She almost wanted to apologize. Almost.
 “What?” she spat again, taking a step away from him. Ren peered into the brush, scanning the darkening jungle. Branches broke all around them. A wheezing surrounded them like the circular walls of a hurricane. Ren took another step back, her shoulders rising up to her ears.
 It was too dark to see the eyes. 
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 Ren counted four. Four of those creepy sunken eye creatures sporting bleached animal skulls, wearing them like over-sized helmets. Among them was the bull-skull creature who had assaulted her once, stabbed her shoulder with its creepy curved claws.
 Standing back to back with Kato, fire exploded from Ren’s palms. Lighting up the night. She smirked as Bull Skull stalked closer, the other three creatures lurching forward from different directions. This time Ren would be able to hold her own. She didn’t need a spear or some talking-tree to come to her rescue. Heat welled up inside her as her fire was reflected back in the sunken pits of Bull Skull’s eyes. Ren flicked jazz hands at it. Baiting it.
 This time, it wouldn’t talk. It charged at her, the other four throwing themselves into lurching sprints.
 Kato lunged forward, breaking contact. Chugging his fists forward, an explosion of air shot through a female creature. A lion-like skull attached to her head, the heavy thing teetering backward as she lost balance. 
 Fire engulfed Ren’s fist as she held her ground, digging her heels into the dirt. Bull Skull roared. Ren’s eyes widened at the noise as her fist clenched harder, nails breaking through skin. When Bull Skull was close enough, her knuckles connected with bone. Fire licked over bleached bone as she sidestepped, her hip connecting with another bleached skull-head. This one another female with a massive bird’s skull clattering over her head. When skull and hip connected, Ren was slammed into the dirt. 
 She wreathed, hip crying out. Her entire body was on fire and not in a good way. Bird Skull cocked its head at her, peering like a confused pigeon. Ren screamed, used her right arm to send a wash of fire roaring toward it. Bird Skull threw herself to the side, beads, and feathers clattering as she jerked her limbs haphazardly. 
 A hand fell to Rens right and she took it. Kato swirled her up. Pressing her body against his, she stared up into his eyes before he dropped her hands. Her body. Pivoting on his heel, he dropped into a crouch, hands flat against the earth. The creatures looked on, arms and hands splayed. Prowling undulating circles that crossed. Kato howled as a whirling wall of air rose slowly, his hands rising with it. The air surrounding them in the howling tumult of a tornado. The funnel stretching toward the sky.
 “Give it fire.” Kato hissed.
 Ren bucked. If she added fire to this thing it would become uncontrollable. Hair smacked at her face. Foliage ripped at her legs and torso as the gale roared around her. “You’ll burn everything down!”
 He shot her a piercing glare. “I can control it.”
 Ren pursed her lips. She had to trust him—that, or die. There were too many of those…things. No wonder Kato was desperate, pulling things out of his ass. When he turned away from her, Ren shot flame through her fists. She watched the gale pull at it, slurping the fire up like trails of burning thread. Before long, the funnel was a sweltering tumult of angry orange heat threatening to spin off and burn the entire jungle to the ground. An abrasive hum bit at Ren’s ears and she turned. Kato’s crystal hovered at his chest, tendrils of white light exploding from it as his face went beet red. With a shout, he whipped the funnel off the ground and around him. Using it like a whip. The creatures prowled like cornered animals, sunken eyes burning holes through the funnel of fire careening right for them. Ren kept her eyes on Bull Skull, sneering as the funnel of flame cut through its three other companions.
 Goosebumps rippled over Ren’s skin. They didn’t even scream.
 The creatures were on fire. Sprinting around like human-sized fireflies, they crashed through the foliage, patting themselves. Rolling around in the leaves if they tripped. Bull Skull was the last of them to be lit aflame. Black eyes scoured through the fire before it too succumbed to the pain—but silently. It threw its head from side to side. Sprinted back and forth.
 Blackened creatures dropped to the ground once Kato stole the fire from them, using scythes of air to wipe it away. They withered there like dead ravens, twitching. Steam rolling from their scorched skin.
 Kato had beaten them. He was a true Scion, unlike her. Able to control air but also fire. Her fire.
 But he was spent. The blue crystal at his neck extinguished. The thing clear as it thumped against his breastbone. His knees buckled and Ren raced to catch him. Stretching his arm across her shoulders, she supported him with a grimace. The guy felt like a sack of potatoes. Hundreds of sacks of huge fucking potatoes.
 He couldn’t go far like this.
 Dragging him through the brush, she chose a spot near a thick group of bamboo shoots. Lowering him with a grunt, she leaned him against the bamboo and plopped down beside him.
 Ren wanted to mutter, sorry, but he was already snoring. Out like a blown light. Laying down in the foliage, she passed out. Uncaring if some freaky creature assaulted them in their sleep. They’d survive, she assured herself. She could protect him just like he protected her.
 Ren wanted to apologize so bad.
 Bugs crept beneath the leaves, nipping at her fingertips. Opening her eyes, she rolled onto her back and stared at the stars. Counted them until they winked out of existence.
 That made her sit up.
 Fire flicked to life in her free hand as two bleached skulls appeared in the darkness, standing beside Kato. A cold hand wrapped around her shoulder. Nails digging into the skin.
 She snapped her gaze up.
 Bull Skull.
 Fuck. 
 She tried to stand, but its weight forced her down. Made her sit still. For some reason, it wasn’t trying to hurt her.
 “Your time has come.” The skull-creatures standing on either side of Kato crouched low. They picked him up. “She needs you to remember.”
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 Bull Skull touched her. Palm to forehead. Bone to skin.
 She shut her eyes tight. Blinked and heard the ocean roaring.
 Ren opened her eyes. Had to blink a couple of times. Saw a beach. A huge clay wall stood in the distance—miles away from her. Behind her, a motor choked and hiccuped. Clapping her hands over her ears, she dropped her head as an awful whirring sound sliced through the beach. Through her ears. It scooped up a storm of sand before the engine died. Two voices whooped behind her and Ren turned on her heel.
 Fuck this shit. Not again.
 Itzel. Ren. A helicopter belching black smoke. A guy with a helmet, eyes hidden behind a visor, hopped from the wreckage of the helicopter and slammed his fists onto the thing’s elongated nose. “Morgan Black is going to kill me!”
 Morgan Black?
 She needs you to remember. Bull Skull’s voice. No—her voice.
 Morgan Black is your grandfather. 
 Ren blinked away tears. Mia ran for her, arms outstretched. “We’re alive!”
 Itzel smiled. Bent over and vomited. Mia crashed into Ren, driving Ren’s back into the beach as she hugged her. Giggling. “We did it—we made it! This place is so beautiful!”
 But we haven’t. Ren was confused as hell. Had everything else been a dream? No…no way, but…
 “This place?”
 “Your grandfather’s island! Aw, man—I can’t wait to get to the resort!” Mia squealed, rolling off of Ren. “Right? Whoa,” pushing herself up to sitting, Mia cocked her head. “You look so sullen all of a sudden.” 
 “Having second thoughts?” Itzel asked, lurching her way over. “I told you—”
 “Oh, hush.” Mia said, batting her hand at Itzel. “We all deserve some fun. You got that, Ren? You deserve some time away.”
 Some time away? “Away from what?” she stupidly asked.
 “Sheesh, it’s like you’ve been drunk the entire way here. Clueless and shit.” Itzel said.
 “Oh, please. Don’t give her that Marine Corps bullshit, Itzel. Ren, you really don’t remember?”
 Her head throbbed. Her eyes were like sandpaper in her skull. “I don’t know…” she really didn’t. Morgan Black—the island—the helicopter. Some of it was coming back, but not all of it. What was I running from? Come on, dammit, you’re smart—you’ve got this.
 “Academic probation ring a bell?” Itzel said.
 Academic probation?
 Fuck.
 “Sophomore year’s a bitch.” Ren managed, old memories clogging her head.
 “For you, maybe.” Mia teased. “It’s almost as easy as freshman year.”
 “Yeah, but you didn’t have—” Ren’s chest constricted. Noah University had been her first choice. Her go-to school. What was she majoring in? Fuck. She couldn’t remember—and now she knew why. Because it didn’t fucking matter. She was a General Studies major because she didn’t know what the fuck to do with her life. Her parents weren’t around to give her advice. Her guardian, her grandfather, was an oil tycoon. A guy who was rarely home, who went through women like alcohol went through a lightweight. Ren came to visit him—no—vacation with him because she was running away from school. And—and something else…
 Itzel shot Mia a scathing gaze. “Don’t think about that prick, Ren. Don’t worry about him.”
 Who?
 Ren was almost scared to ask. 
 “Your cooler survived!” a shout fought with the ocean. The girls turned their heads to the helicopter pilot. He hoisted up a white cooler and threw it onto the beach. “I’ll have this baby up soon. You three do—whatever girls do.”
 “Now we’re talking.” Itzel grinned, striding toward the beach without a second glance back.
 Everything churned in Ren’s mind like a charged storm. Who shouldn’t she worry about? Could she still control fire? Had everything—the Mesh, Kato, and the Shamaness—had it all been some drunken fever dream? 
 If it was, then—damn did she have an overactive imagination.
 Sitting beneath the shadow of a curving palm tree, Itzel dropped the cooler at Mia’s feet and fished out a bottle of vodka. Unscrewing the cap, she drank it straight. One shot. Then passed it onto Ren. Cringing, the bottle sloshed as Ren swallowed her fill down and passed it on. It wasn’t long before the entire world curved and tilted. Ren had hoped to forget damn near everything, dropping it at the bottom of a bottle. But the vodka only made her memories worse—clearer, thicker, all the more real. She saw Kato’s handsome face, in her dreams she traced his powerful jaw. Tiptoed her fingers across his chest and six-pack.
 In her pocket, her phone buzzed. Damn—she had forgotten she even had one. She slipped it out of her jeans and struggled to read the name.
 “Who is it?” Itzel slurred. Leaning into Ren’s shoulder, she read the name and snorted. “That fucker? Don’t answer it. Fuck him, right?”
 Saul Mcknight. There was no picture attached. In her mind, she couldn’t even fix a face against the name. Fuck.
 Ren answered it. “Yeah?”
 “So, you’re not mad at me?”
 Rens eyebrows lowered. “About what? Who is this?”
 Laughter tinkled. Threaded with bitterness and doubt. “You’re fucking drunk. Why am I not surprised?”
 Ren sneered, staring out at the beach as Mia and Itzel listened in. “How about you stop with the attitude and answer my questions, fucker?”
 “Pfft.” He pulled the receiver away and spoke in hushed tones to another growling voice. “Fine. I’ll play this game. Saul. Your boyfriend. Unless you’re serious about dumping me.”
 “You should have dumped his sorry ass a long time ago.” Mia hissed.
 Recognition snapped Ren’s eyes wider. Saul. Saul. Her shoulders slumped, her heart dropped into her belly as her mind replayed everything. Ren, kneeling on one knee. Ring box open, her eyes staring up into his. A tentative smile across her face.
 He had told her no. Point blank. With dull eyes and a scowl. A scowl. He wasn’t ready to spend forever with her—in fact, he didn’t believe in marriage. Commitment just wasn’t his thing.
 Ren had wasted five years of her life with him. Five years. He knew what she wanted, but he couldn’t give it to her. So what was even the point of staying with him? He made her feel like a fucking bird in a cage. And she was not a caged animal. She would not be a caged animal. But she had accepted it anyway, hoping to change his mind. To change him.
 Man, was she a dumbass.
 “I remember.”
 “Oh, do you?” Saul snapped, another voice chuckling. “Can’t believe you let all this bullshit fuck with your grades, Ren. And then—instead of studying or trying to fix anything—you just run away to some secret island in the Pacific. Well, how’s that doing for ya, huh? Not gonna say I told you so just yet, but…”
 “Shut up.”
 “It’s the truth, Ren. You’re a dumbass for running away.”
 Ren just didn’t belong. Just didn’t belong anywhere.
 Ren’s head jerked to the left. Itzel’s fingers closed around the phone, her eyes aflame. “Give it to me. Let me talk to the fucker.”
 She was on academic probation because she just stopped caring. After Saul turned her down she couldn’t cope. Couldn’t let him go and move on with her life. She was content with staying in the past—in the past where she was an up and coming freshman at her first choice college. Where she had goals—other options besides General Studies. Fuck. She had wanted to go into nursing, just like Itzel. But she let her grades slip. She fucked up her finals and just…gave up.
 Ren was a failure.
 The phone slipped from her hand. Itzel took it. Yelled up a storm into the receiver until the other end went dead. “Jackass hung up on me!”
 Mia snickered.
 Ren stood. Everything tilted to the left, then the light. She wobbled, eyes on the wall far in the distance. “Hey, you guys,” she said, her voice far away in her mind. “Look.” Ren pointed at the wall on the horizon. “I’m going to fucking climb it.”
 Itzel shot up. “You don’t know where that goes! The helicopter will be fixed soon—just sit your happy ass down and wait.”
 Ren shrugged. Nothing mattered. Nothing fucking mattered. She threw Itzel a glazed look. “Nah.” And started walking. When a hand slammed to her shoulder, she shrugged it off and started jogging. Leaning to the right, to the left. Her stomach flip-flopping as vodka sloshed around.
 “Hey—maybe the resort’s on the other side!” Mia called after her, sand swishing as Itzel chased after Ren. Mia saw it as a game, giggling as she raced after Itzel. “You’re drunk, aren’t you? When you’re drunk you always want to climb things!”
 Did she?
 When she met the wall, it fucking towered. Seemed to go on forever, going past the clouds. 
 Ren didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore. So why should this?
 She found a perch for her hand, another for her foot. Climbing, her world spun as she shimmied up the wall. Itzel grunted below her, moving slower as Mia climbed like a monkey. “You’re fucking insane, Ren—get back here!”
 “Just wait down there.” Ren slurred. “I’ll be back.”
 “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
 “You aren’t my fucking mother!”
 Ren kept going. Hitting the top, she shouldered her way over and began climbing down on the other side.
 “Wait!” Itzel screamed.
 “Fuck you!” Ren was tired. Tired of being commandeered like a child. Tired of failing at everything in life. Tired of being…tired.
 When her feet met the ground on the other side, she dropped to her knees and vomited. Itzel and Mia dropped to the ground moments after, Mia still giggled. Itzel seethed.
 Ren expected a lecture, filled with shrieked words and a prolonged argument. All she got was silence. The tip of something sharp slid underneath her chin and forced her face up. She gasped, shot to standing and backed up. Hitting the wall.
 Masked men surrounded them. Spears encircled them like iron teeth.
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 Ren shot up to sitting. A bed creaked beneath her. Her body was wrapped in…something. Blue fabric. She pulled it away from her skin. A hospital gown? She scanned her surroundings. A blue curtain surrounded her, cutting her bed off from the others. Though she heard nothing. Not even breathing. A machine bleeped near her. Some needle-thing was wedged into her arm—an IV. Tape held it down. Ren dropped her head into her hands.
 Here we go again.
 She fucking hated this shit. 
 Okay, so two things were true: 1. She ran away to the island to vacation and 2. Everything that had happened to her—the fire, the Mesh, the helicopter crash—was real. All of it was real. 
 Had Bull Skull done this to her? Knocked her out—gave her back her memories. Made her fucking relive them? Damn, that thing was sadistic as hell.
 It had said—She needs you to remember.
 Who? Ren rolled her eyes—who else? The fucking Shamaness.
 Goddamn her.
 Ren opened her palm. Watched as flame wreathed out of it. Slapping her palm to her chest, she felt for the crystal that fed the flame. Sighed when something cool melded with her hand. The crystal was still there—everything had really happened. So, that meant—Kato. Where was Kato?
 The curtain hissed, pulling away.
 Ren’s eyes lit up. “Grandpa!”
 He stood hunched. Tailored white suit sticking to him like a second skin. Black aviators slid down the long rim of his nose, revealing his dark brown eyes. Gray dreadlocks slithered down his shoulders, scratching Rens face as she hugged him. Tears welled up in her eyes. He was the first friendly face she’d seen for—well, months. He was the reason she had come out here, right? Supposing she was still on the island.
 Fuck—she had been so fucking stupid! The twisted tower on the beach—it wasn’t a tower. It was a drill. And the men—they were a part of her grandfather’s drilling company! Her grandfather was drilling into the island for…what? Oil? Is that how people got oil out of the land? She didn’t know a damn thing. Fuck—she didn’t care. She was just ecstatic—happy as hell to see her grandfather.
 He curled his fingers through her frizzy hair and held her tight. “Niko’s copter went down. We thought we’d lost you.”
 Ren pulled away. “How did you find me?” Bull Skull must have done this—it only made sense.
 “Workers found you in the surf.”
 “Just me?”
 Morgan Black shook his head.
 “So, you found a guy too?”
 Lowering himself into a chair, Morgan Black created a steeple with his fingertips. Dropping his elbows onto his knees, he leaned in. “Renata, where have you been hiding?”
 Ren didn’t mind telling him. She told him about the Mesh. The Shamaness. She didn’t fucking care if he thought she was crazy—she told him about the magic. How people could control air and fire and earth. How she had been kidnapped by masked people. 
 “The Kirabo.” She told him, giddy like an obedient child. Ren told him about the Niln and the Dreaming ceremony. 
 “I went through the Dreaming Anew.” Ren said, holding her hand out. “Watch.” When fire licked through the lines on her palm, Morgan Black jerked back. “Cool as hell, right?”
 Morgan Black simply nodded, shades sliding down his nose. Pushing them up with his middle finger, he asked her to continue.
 Bull Skull became the topic. Lion-beasts with the twisted horns of a ram. Crystals that housed the souls of the departed fueling the island’s magic. 
 “Nyx—the village right behind the wall,” she said, pointing, “the land over there—it’s like a huge difference between over here and over there. It’s like the land is dying or something. The people refuse to leave.”
 Morgan Black grunted his reply.
 “Their water’s gone. The people look sick as hell. Maybe you could help them?”
 She couldn’t see his reaction, the aviators concealed it. Maybe he didn’t even react at all.
 Ren refused to believe that. “I came here with Itzel and Mia and…” Ren blinked back tears. “Itzel is dead, grandpa. And Mia…the Kirabo have her. I have to get her back.”
 At that, Morgan Black leaned back in the chair. The white walls of the hospital room almost blending with his suit as relaxed his arms around the chair.
 “You hear me? I have to—” she yanked at the IV.
 “Leave it alone.”
 “You picked up my friend, right? He’s gonna help me—but you could help me too. Your people have guns, right? I saw them on the beach—”
 “Mesh, right?” he asked, his voice a smooth whisper. “Over the wall? The ones that helped you? They’re Mesh?”
 “Yeah…”
 “They killed your step-grandmother.”
 Ren choked. “No—no—”
 “Ava. Remember that name? We married while you were in your freshman year. The Mesh took her as collateral. So we could drill the island in peace. Instead,” he clasped his hands together, bringing his knuckles to his lips, “they killed her.”
 No. No, no no—Ava. One of his fucking girlfriends? Ava…the professional mermaid. Ren hadn’t liked her but she didn’t deserve to die. Another memory slapped her in the face. They used to go on shopping sprees, share advice on boys. Ava had been around Ren’s age, but—damn. That’s who Kato failed to protect—no wonder he had helped Ren so fucking much. No wonder. He had given her Ava’s phone…but it’s back at the camp. If only she could have gotten it to charge. “It was a mistake.”
 “You don’t think they won't kill you too?”
 Kato promised—swore to protect her. But they had killed her step-grandmother…Ava…
 “You can’t go back.”
 “What about Mia?”
 Morgan Black shook his head. “These people are savages, Renata. Terrorists. They’ve probably already murdered her. Just like they murdered Itzel.”
 “But you can’t just—you can’t just assume that!”
 “You are my priority.” He said, sliding off the chair. Standing, he swiped lint from his suit. Straightened out his pant legs. “And I’m sending you home. No more of this nonsense.”
 Ren’s jaw dropped. “You can’t.” Even he was treating her like a child now. “At least let me get Mia first.”
 “I can’t involve my people in a fight between the Mesh and Kirabo.”
 Ren couldn’t believe her ears. Her grandpa was just going to sit and wait? Let Mia die because he thought these people weren’t even people at all but—island savages? Maybe she didn’t want to go home. Maybe she wanted to stay here—where she mattered. Where she controlled fucking fire and could protect herself. Ren could save Mia herself, she didn’t need her grandfather’s help. She didn’t need anyone’s help. In fact—she’d leave this place. She wasn’t going back to her life back in the States. Fuck that.
 Ren’s eyes narrowed. Her grandfather talked with such cold precision almost as if he’s known about both groups for months. It sickened her that he was just sitting back, draining their island dry and letting them battle it out. Kill each other while he destroyed their home with his drills. 
 “You knew about them. Didn’t you? You knew they were tearing each other apart.”
 Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he shrugged. Just like she would’ve. “I never meant for you to be involved in this, Renata. I meant to offer you sanctuary. Not hell.”
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 Ren ripped the IV from her arm. Listening for the telltale click of the sliding door, her gaze fell to her grandfather’s chair. A folded set of clothes called out to her. Jeans and a t-shirt. She pulled them on, almost ripping the shirt’s collar in the process. 
 Like hell, she was going to wait and get sent back to the States. If Morgan Black expected her to just lounge around and whine, then he sure as hell didn’t know her very well. At least, not the new her.
 Old Ren would have done just that. Lied down in that bed and bellyached. But new Ren…she’d burn this damned place to the ground before she got sent back. Going back to the States meant death. Meant never amounting to anything. She didn’t belong at Noah U, or with her boyfriend. She belonged here. On this godforsaken island. Her godforsaken island.
 There were no shoes, but it wasn’t like she gave a damn. She pulled aside the curtain completely. A med-bay doused all in white and electric blue opened up to her. Thick white cots sat flush against the bleached walls. All empty. Heat welled up in Ren’s throat. Where would her grandfather take Kato? Would he have killed him? No. The Mesh killed her step-grandmother, so it would only make sense that Morgan Black would want to keep Kato alive. Learn who he was, how important he was to the Shamaness. Then, he would kill him. If he wasn’t important, Morgan Black would off him quickly.
 It sickened her to know this. Not only to know, but to understand.
 A sliding white door stood between her and freedom. Latticed light fell on her and she flinched. The thing was scanning her, figuring out if she had clearance to leave. Of course, she didn’t. But it didn’t fucking matter. It buzzed at her, the latticed light going fire-red. Flame clawed up her forearms, scorching her jeans, as she pulled back her fist. Slamming her palm into the door, fire bled through plastic and glass and plaster. Creating a black hole. Slipping her hand through the door, she felt for a handle and yanked. The thing wheezed open.
 “What the fuck?” a man hissed. One of Morgan Black’s men, M-4 hanging from his neck on a sling. “Hey, you aren’t supposed to…” dark eyes moved, scanning the damage. His fingers wrapped around the M-4, pointer finger sliding straight along the trigger. Recognition flashed through his eyes as Ren stared at him head-on. Challenging—no, begging him. Begging him to aim his stupid fucking gun at her.
 He couldn’t. Not at the granddaughter of his boss. Sighing, he lowered his head and shook it. Slid along the wall and pressed his back flush with it. 
 Ren shot him a lopsided smirk. Good choice, fucker.
 When would her grandfather send her back? He obviously had plans to keep her locked in the med-bay—maybe he did understand this new Ren. Who cares if he did, though, he couldn’t stop her. She was a literal force of fucking nature. Sauntering down the hallway, barefoot, feet slapping against the linoleum; she stared up at signs hanging over doors like neon-posts. Morgan Black, Hunter, and Smith hung over the first three. More surnames hanging over doors passed her, further up the hallway. The med-bay must have been in the living quarters of the compound. From what she remembered, her grandfather kept a kind of resort going on the back end of the compound. While the front was completely off limits to her and her friends. Now, she understood why. 
 Coming to a crossroads in the hallway, she stopped and surveyed the three new paths that crisscrossed. Lumbering bodies passed her. Maids in white outfits, service workers, and other guys cradling M-4s or M-16s. Some gave her shocked looks, eyes going to the scorch marks on her arms and jeans. Others completely ignored her, seeing her as fuck-all. Why should they care? She had nothing to do with their daily tasks. Ren’s eyes followed a trio of armored men taking a sharp right. Edging down the hallway, they disappeared down a long stretch of shiny stairs. 
 Okay, goal. I need a goal. 
 Kato.
 It snapped into her mind immediately. She knew he was in trouble if he hadn’t been in the med-bay with her. Striding down the hallway, she followed the footsteps of the armored detail and swung down a long stretch of stairs. They dove deep into the compound, curving round and round until they hit the place’s underbelly. A dimly lit basement with lights that flickered like dying fireflies. Down here, the floor was completely concrete. Icy to Ren’s feet. The crystal at her neck hummed and she checked it. The thing was only half-way blue, the other half empty. Didn’t Lindiwe say something about exhausting the damned thing? Fuck. Power requires fuel and shit—that’s what she had told her, right? With her crystal at half-capacity, that meant Ren was only half as powerful as she normally was. That wouldn’t mean jack-shit here, though. These people didn’t understand magic—while she did. Even with half of her power, she’d still be able to bust out of here.
 Right?
 Not right now. You can do this. Get out before your grandpa sends you home!
 Right.
 She stumbled down the hallway. Water dripped to the cement somewhere, constantly falling. Musk invaded her senses, the chill humidity of the place stifling. Before long she was met with a door. Heavily armored. A pad to the right of the door lit up in the shape of a hand. The damned thing talked to her. Told her: “Identification, please.” Ren bit her tongue and called up her fire. Pressed her burning hand to the door’s face and began melting through the metal. 
 The thing whooshed open. Ren stood her ground, burning hand still in place.
 This man tilted his chin up at her. A heavy M-16 hung from his neck, his gloved hands cradling the barrel and stock. He sneered at her, looking down like a feral animal starving for some game. His eyes cut through her, scratching at her core.
 She knew this man.
 His black ear-piece buzzed. Tapping it, he nodded as a voice growled through the receiver. Guy never took his eyes off of Ren. “Yeah. Right. She’s out. Where do you want her?”
 Oh, hell no. Ren took a step back. Like hell, she was going back into that fucking med-bay. But this guy was fast. She could have blinked and missed his hand shooting out, clutching her by the shoulder. He pulled her through the door, twirling her around just to shove her forward.
 Cells. Plastic cells took up every inch of the massive concrete room. Far to her right, a man sat bent over in a chair. Saliva slid from his mouth, merging with blood and phlegm. 
 “The north wing?” the guy swung her round again, trying hard to keep her off balance.
 Ren’s fingers lit up. The crystal at her throat purred, white light escaping, as she clenched both fists tight and dug her heels into the ground.
 Ren yelped. He pinched her between her neck and shoulder right as the barrel of his gun prodded her in the back. “You don’t wanna do that, honey.” 
 “Fuck you—Morgan Black would cut off your balls if you hurt me.”
 “Funny.” Xavier—that was his name. She remembered him from video-calls with her grandfather. He always had these cutting, piercing eyes. Like he could see right into her soul and thought hard about eating it. “He didn’t do shit when Ava died.”
 Ren shrieked. Whirred to face him right as his gun clicked. The thing going from safe to fire. Xavier didn’t smile, just glowered down at her blankly. “You really wanna try me?”
 The barrel poked her beneath the ribcage, biting into her diaphragm. “Where is my friend?”
 “The savage?” he shrugged, gazing going over her head. “Just turn around.”
 She did. 
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 What Ren saw made her go ballistic. 
 Blood slimed along the plastic walls of his cell. Kato’s forehead pressed against the plastic, his arms cordoned off behind him. His knees and chest bare. Scraped by God knows what—probably the serrated and rusty edge of a fucking blade. 
 “Kato!” he was dead. She knew it. He was fucking dead. But she couldn’t just leave him there—hell no. Ren pivoted on her heel. Xavier had to fucking pay.
 Too bad he was ready for her. With a quick chop to the neck, she went down. Blacked out. Slumped lifelessly to the ground.
 When her eyes snapped open, she was drowning beneath a weighted comforter. Ocean blue. White light poured in from the window behind her bed. Below the window, the ocean ate away at the dark beach.
 Ren threw back her head and screamed. Fuck Morgan Black. Fuck Xavier. Fuck this whole goddamned island. Kato was lifeless. Head pressed against the plastic wall of his cell—why? Why did they kill him? What did her grandfather fucking want?
 Was this all seriously over fucking oil? Holy fuck.
 This was it. She should have burned through this whole fucking compound—why had she sauntered through the damned place like she had time? Like she owned it? What in the fuck was wrong with her? She was cocky.
 Pride comes before the fall. And fuck did it ever.
 She was in a bedroom. Modernistic and sleek, sexy with dark wood flooring and slate gray walls. Fuck this place—she had to get out. Ren checked the crystal at her neck. It held a little less than one-third. Guess she’d find out now what happened if a Scion exhausted all of her power, huh? She needed to. Even if Kato was dead, she couldn’t leave his corpse here. She’d need to get it, get him to the Wall and back to the village—Nyx. Then what? What was her grandfather planning to do, hiding out on this beach? 
 They planned to go further inland. It only made sense. But only after the Mesh and the Kirabo were finished tearing each other apart. Which would probably be soon.
 Ren jumped from the bed, rage burning through her like an awful fever. Charging toward the door, fire rocketed up her arms. Lifting her palm, she prepared to burn a hole through it. Force her way out and save Kato’s corpse.
 Overhead, she heard the whirring of chopping helicopter blades. The compound trembled beneath beating air and slicing blades. Pressing her hand to the door, it whooshed open.
 Of-fucking-course.
 Xavier blocked her way. Him and four other armed men, M-4s slung around their bodies. “Shame you won’t be here to see the fireworks.” Xavier sneered, yanking her by the elbow. “Morgan Black’s moving the compound in three days. Taking us to the heart of the island.” He said as he forced her down the hallway and up a nearby flight of stairs. 
 Ren fought. Squirmed and shrieked like a cornered animal. Seemed like the scorching heat burning her skin had no effect on Xavier. The heat went through his gloves, but didn’t melt them. Did absolutely fucking nothing to him.
 “So—just fuck the natives, right? The island and everything else?” she spat. “These people were here before you and you’re just going to destroy them?”
 Xavier hawked a loogie. Spat, climbing the steps in twos. “I don’t make the calls. The well’s dried up, so to speak. Your gramps thinks there’s more inland, so further inland we go.” He grunted. Another hallway loomed, a thin ladder hung flush with the left wall further up. Ren ground her teeth, watched moonlight dance up the sleek stretch. 
 “Why even tell me? Where are you taking me?”
 “Thought you’d like to know how your fucking friends will fare once you’re gone. While you’re lounging in your Gramps posh mansion, everyone you know here will more than likely die. You’ll just forget though, right?” he said, fingers digging into her elbow. “Fucking rich girls. This way.”
 He grabbed the back of her head and flung her toward the ladder. Ren’s fingers burned. She clutched the grip and brought a foot onto the first rung. “You’re wrong.” She gritted out. “You’re fucking wrong.”
 Straining, her crystal rose. White light exploded, lighting up her neck like the moon hovering on the horizon. Fire blared from her hands and the men screamed. Xavier leveled his rifle with her head, the weapon clicking as he prepared to fire. Xavier smiled, a grotesquely twisted stretch of thin lips, as his finger squeezed the trigger.
 Ren ducked. Shrieked and crossed her arms. Unraveling them, a funnel of flame exploded through the air. Scorching the corridor, setting everything aflame with a burst of tangerine light. It lit up Ren’s face, alighting her smile. Her teeth. Her flared nostrils. Kneeling, she blew fire across the floor. The flame shooting from her clenched fists like a tongue of fire exploding from a flamethrower. Her heart rang in her ears, silencing the feverish screaming. Cutting out the blaring sirens of fire alarms and the gut-wrenching boom of bullets shooting from barrels. Water droplets fell from the ceiling as Ren stood, arms blackened. Pants scorched by her own flame. Black smeared across her face, bullet holes peppering the wall nearest her. She skirted along the wall, using the wreathing flame and black smoke as a cloak. Shadows lay limp in the firelight, drenched in water as the sprinklers above soaked through everything.
 She didn’t she Xavier, nor did she search for him. Ren ran.
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 Ren flew down the stairs, raced down the adjoining hallway. Red light flared to life, sirens screaming as Ren drowned everything in scarlet flame. She’d burn every fucker in this compound while she searched for Kato’s body and fled. No use not doing some damage anyway. The more she fucked with them, the less inclined they’d be to venture farther inland. But there was no telling, really. And Ren didn’t really care. She just wanted to watch this whole place burn.
 Taking a sharp right at the first intersecting hallway, she almost tumbled into a group of screaming children hounded by their soot-faced mother. She shoved the children forward, ignoring the girl on fire as sprinklers rained ice-cold water on their heads. For a moment, Ren’s heart hiccuped. Guilt washed over her as she stopped in her tracks and watched the family teeter toward the exit. They weren’t alone either. More tumbled up the hallway, lurching from their rooms and suites. Somewhere, a dog whined. Barked and howled from a nearby room.
 Goddamnit.
 Ren searched for the whining animal. Heard it emerging from a nearby door marked Smith. She pressed a shoulder into it. Locked. Fuck. Flame spiraled up from her hand and she slammed it into the door. Once. Twice. Burning through the wood and glass, she found a handle and pulled. Tiptoed into the dark room and found a black wire cage. A little Boston terrier lay there, whining. Its huge black eyes fixing on Ren’s face.
 Ren threw open the cage door. The dog popped up. “Go on.” She hissed. “Get.”
 The little guy padded away, breaking into a sprint. Hopefully, it knew where to go. Ren couldn’t lead it out. It was only a matter of time until Xavier caught up to her. Or—better yet—her grandfather. Dashing from the room, she fled down the hallway. Scanning for the stairs leading into the basement, she caught movement in the scarlet stained darkness. A detail of men holding weapons. Flattening herself against the wall, a flood of families shoved by, the detail bringing up the rear. Probably searching for her. Dim light reverberated from her crystal as flame erupted from her hand. Bringing her hand up, she sighed heavily as she smashed it into the wall behind her. Lighting it on fire.
 A siren blared in her ear. The flood of people reacted violently, pushing and shoving harder. Trampling each other as the flame came for them. Using the chaos to her advantage, Ren plunged into the horde of shrieking families. Sliding past the detail of men, she careened down the nearby staircase and into the basement.
 White smoke clogged up her nostrils. The armored door was up, a deafening scream emanating from it. The thing was telling her to evacuate, but she ignored it. Ducking under the sheet of raised metal, she skid into the room and stopped. The man she saw before, drooling onto the floor as he leaned against the chair, looked at her first. His mouth opened—he was talking to her. Ren saw a gold-tooth. Had a flash of recognition. 
 Her helicopter pilot. That was her fucking helicopter pilot. She came to him. Melted the plastic and undid the ties keeping him in the chair. A silent nod passed between the two of them before he left. Disappearing through the doorway just as the thing began to blare red.
 It was closing.
 Fuck.
 Ren raced to Kato. Swallowed tears as she slammed her burning arms into the plastic and melted the cell. The stench of burning plastic made her eyes water. She coughed, slipping her arms underneath Kato’s armpits. He was unreasonably warm. Sweaty even, his skin like a lizard’s. Slimy and uneven.
 The door was moving, buzzing down. “Evacuation in progress.” It sang.
 “No it’s fucking not—I need to evacuate you goddamn piece of shit!”
 “Evacuation in progress.”
 Kato was even heavier in death. Ren wasn’t sure how she’d get his corpse out—but, damn it, she would. He had done so much for her. Protected her. Made she sure learned how to spear fight and control her fire. Hell, he had given her shelter. Made a dream-catcher for her so that the stupid Mafioso would stop showing up in her fucking dreams. And now he had died. Died because she thought she seriously needed to save Mia. No—save herself. Kato died because she has a selfish bitch with a one track mind. Home, home, I need to go home. Well, how’s that working out for you now? 
 “I don’t want to go home.” She said, grunting as she pulled Kato’s body out of the cell. He was heavy. Too fucking heavy. There was no way she’d be able to carry him through the compound. Much less get him through that stupid goddamn door. “Fuck you, Kato. I don’t want to go home.” She leaned into him. “I’m sorry.” But she had said it too late. Too damn late.
 The door slammed shut behind her.
 “Evacuation complete.”
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 Ren dropped Kato onto his back. Pulled her knees into her chest.
 She froze.
 His chest rose and fell. He was wheezing, eyelids flickering.
 The fucker was still breathing. Ren almost dropped to the ground. 
 Kato was still alive.
 She couldn’t say anything—do anything. Soon Xavier and his men would come down here, find them, and force her onto that fucking helicopter. But right now—
 Ren flung herself onto him. Kissed him full on the lips and breathed her fire into him. His eyes snapped open as she pulled away. But Kato pulled her back, cupped her face with his calloused hands. Slowly, he brought himself up, hands roving through her hair. Tracing her scalp, her throat, her collarbone.
 Holy shit. 
 Ren shoved him away. “You’re alive.” She couldn’t help but smile. She fell into him, hugging him. Tears spilling from her eyes.
 “I’m pretty hard to kill.”
 “I fucking hate you.”
 He rubbed her back. Sirens still blared. The compound was in a frenzy, flame ripping through everything, but in this moment Ren found peace. However fleeting. 
 Ren pulled away. “We need to leave.”
 Kato stood. Helped her up. Surveyed the walls, the plastic pens. Stepping into his cell, he flattened his palms against the wall adjacent. “My Scion crystal—it’s missing.”
 Ren’s hands curled around her crystal. “Can you still use your power?”
 “Yes,” he told her hesitantly, “but I will need to draw from you.”
 Ren didn’t like the sound of that. “Draw what from me?”
 “The souls in your crystal.” He turned, eyed the contents of Ren’s crystal. “Once that is exhausted, I’ll draw from myself.”
 Draw what? He threw her a look, one that warned against asking too many questions. Kato turned away. “Ready?” he asked.
 Ren didn’t get a chance to voice her complaints. A gale began to fill the room, charging past her in a flurry of razor-sharp coils. Her hair flew at her face, her t-shirt threatened to rip at the seams. Behind her, the heavy door groaned as it fought against the pull of Kato’s power. Ren’s crystal flew, dim light escaping. The souls dissipating. How much would Kato use?
 Enough.
 The wall exploded in a shower of concrete debris, bricks crumbled to sharp shards that caught in the gale. Whipping around the room like white talons. Sand poured down onto the basement floor, the deluge about one-story deep. It looked like a wave of water surrounding him. Continuously pouring in as Kato scooped himself out. “It’s going to fill the room!” he shouted, “We’ve got to go!”
 The armored door whooshed open. Ren stole a look behind her and met Xavier’s wild eyes. “You aren’t getting away from me a second time!” he shrieked, two men flanking him. Guns pointed squarely at Ren. 
 Ren sprinted. Bullets crisscrossed behind her as she rushed to meet Kato’s hand. He pulled her up, wind forcing the deluge of sand to work against itself in a backward wave of sediment. A hail of bullets flew at them, ripping through the sand. The concrete. Ren’s ears rang as she clung close to Kato and was lifted up into the night. Stealing one final glance at Xavier as he rushed toward the gaping hole, she opened her hand and shot a searing blast of fire at him.
 “Burn in hell.” She hissed, the words only for her to hear.
 Standing on the beach, Ren couldn’t tell if her blast had actually hit the fucker. But it didn’t matter. They were free. Now, all they had to do was make it to the Wall.
 They sprinted. Charging through the sand, the moon at their backs. Waves crashing into the beach as the compound shrieked and shuttered. They passed by the twisted tower of black metal, winking in the moonlight. A drill, Ren now knew, it whirred and sputtered. Hummed like a great beast towering over her. Its massive black skeleton a dark testament to the power of her grandfather. This would only embolden him, she knew. Once they returned to the village, the Mesh would need to leave or suffer the consequences of her actions against Morgan Black. This wouldn’t stop her grandfather. Nothing would. The Mesh were fucked.
 But she was free. Kato was alive. They met the Wall at a run and slapped into it. Blue light dripped from Ren’s crystal. She was almost running on E. Ren looked at Kato, watched him slide down the Wall and stare at the smoking white compound on the beach. A helicopter picked up from the roof and rode the wind. The huge thing sailing over their heads, kicking up sand and dust. Ren shielded her face. Kato coughed up a storm.
 “Is anyone coming?” Ren asked, staring up. “Are they going to let us in?”
 Kato shook his head. “With the Kirabo threatening them from a new front—” he coughed into his hand. “Probably not.”
 Fuck. There was only one way through, then. To safety.
 Ren slapped her palms up against the Wall. There was no telling what using her own life-force to fuel her fire would do, but she had to do something. They needed to rally the Mesh and run—fight back against the Kirabo and defend themselves against Morgan Black’s men. Kato couldn’t do shit without his crystal and he sure as hell couldn’t siphon anything else from hers. He was spent.
 The Wall became dough beneath her burning skin. Clay melded with her palms, falling away to mud. It slapped to the ground as she moved her hands into a circle, creating a doorway that eventually melted to mud as well. Catching Kato by the wrist, she tugged him through the opening. Once through, the hole collapsed on itself. The entire wall trembling, groaning as it lost its foundation and crumbled into itself. Clogging up Ren’s hole. The Wall lost a couple stories but still stood. Ren collapsed, her crystal going dark.
 Dropping her face into the ashen dirt, she cried out. Pain threading through every fiber of her chest. 
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 Ren fought to breathe. Every breath wheezed up her constricting throat. Her heart began to thunder in her ears, her eyes popping out of her head.
 Kato touched her back. “Calm.” Though he said it in island-speak. The throaty whisper did nothing to calm the panic, to stop her body from seizing up and attacking itself. Using the fire with an empty crystal took everything from her. Pinpricks of pain spiked through her lungs, the air in them becoming coagulated liquid. Spiking through her. Forcing her eyes wider.
 “It will hurt every time.” He warned her. “We must refill your crystal.”
 She hated his tone. Too calm. Too detached. He knew she wasn’t going to die, but she sure as hell felt like it. Bringing a fist to her chest, she forced herself up onto all fours. Saliva dribbled down her chin. Followed by vomit.
 “Just allow it.” He said. “Stop fighting.”
 “Shut up.”
 Kato rubbed her back. She sputtered beneath his hand, vomiting everything up. Some of the pain had nothing to do with the crystal. She had killed people back there. Burnt them alive. Hell—she probably murdered a few families in the aftermath. Fire was dangerous. She was dangerous. A murderer—a savage. What was she becoming?
 For a moment she saw him. The Mafioso staring back at her as she towered over Itzel, murdering her with her own weapon. That damned dream—Ren shook the thought away. I’ll never be like him. Fucking never. But she couldn’t be too sure. She’d killed so many without a thought. She’d killed so many.
 Well, it stopped here. 
 Ren stood. 
 “I’m…sorry.” Kato said, standing behind her. “You are a true Scion, Ren. Outsider or not. You were able to control your fire a lot faster than I could control my air. You’re a natural.”
 She gave him a weak smile. “I’m sorry too. I’m a selfish bitch, you know? But not anymore. I’m staying.”
 He blinked. “You’re not going back home?”
 “Even if I could,” she shrugged. Turned away from him. “I wouldn’t. I think—I think I belong here, Kato.” She started walking, leaving him behind.
 “Yeah,” he said. Catching up. “You do. Definitely.”
 Ren couldn’t help but crack a smile.
 They met the village as the sun began to rise. Devastation shadowed the village like an encroaching storm. The dark clouds far away, yet close enough to cause worry. The boardwalk was shredded, torn up by the planks into a serrated wall of splintered boards. Thatched roofs were sunken, fallen into their respective huts like caterpillars sliding back into cocoons. The gangplank was gone, shredded like most of the boardwalk. Here and there, blood spatters painted the teakwood sidings of huts and larger homes. Villagers sat outside their dwellings, crying, arguing, slamming their fists up against what was left of the boardwalk and ripping their hair from their heads.
 It was a city of ghosts. Of grief and blood and anger.
 Ren followed Kato to his hut. Instead of a standing home, they found a pit of burnt thatch and blood-spattered wood. Ren dove into the wreckage, cursing the entire time. Combing through thatch and woven grass, she searched for Mia and Ava’s phones. Her fingers caught something circular and she pulled up the dream-catcher Kato had made for her. The strings were cut. Ripped and knotted and tangled. What had happened here?
 Kato and Ren exchanged glances. Kato’s eyes glittered as he stood on the threshold, his body frozen in disbelief.
 “They returned.” Came a voice. Sullen and ghostly. “The Kirabo. Their masks are scattered about like autumn leaves. As are the bodies of the Mesh.”
 Kato turned on his heel. Ren straightened. The Shamaness stood at the threshold, battered and bloody. She was a stark representation of the village, a symbol of the carnage that swept through. Behind her, a gathering of those left behind stood. They crowded around like shadows, white eyes agitated. Shaming.
 “In our hour of greatest need, our Scions vanished. Kato and Outsider; you disobeyed my orders to protect Nyx and pursued the Dreamers. You return to Nyx with nothing—nothing to show for your efforts.” Her face was sunken, her eyelids drooping. “Was it worth it?” she hissed. “Was it worth destroying your home, boy?”
 Kato paled. Ren gritted her teeth.
 “Outsider,” the Shamaness said, turning to her, “are my reasons for not trusting you clear now? Do you see what your kind do to us? Outsider Scions are harbingers of death.”
 “My people did this?” Ren gasped. There was no way. They were too busy dealing with the fire in the compound. Morgan Black had said himself that he was waiting for the Kirabo and Mesh to rip each other apart before charging further inland. He wouldn’t lie to her…would he?
 “The Kirabo returned, taking many. Murdering the rest. Among them, an elder has been taken. Elder Lindiwe.” The Shamaness stabbed an accusatory finger at Ren’s chest. “Her death lies squarely on your shoulders, Outsider. May her blood darken your heart.”
 The crowd gasped. Ren took a step back. The Kirabo had done this? Elder Lindiwe was taken? Ren shook her head, “Why didn’t you follow them?” she blurted. “Sure—pin this on me. But you need to fight.” Ren looked out toward the crowd. “You all need to pick up a spear and fight!”
 Dead eyes stared back. Their fighting spirit had died with their home. It made Ren’s chest go cold.
 “You have disobeyed my orders for the last time, Outsider. Breaking the third maxim is punishable by death.”
 Kato collapsed to his knees. Ren refused—refused—to believe that everything they had done had been for nothing. No fucking way. “I did it to help you—you can’t just sit here and blame me! You all will die if you don’t fight back! Do you hear me? Die!”
 “Shield Seble.” The Shamaness called, crossing her arms. Seble peeled from the crowd, unable to meet Ren’s eyes as she dipped her head toward the Shamaness. “Lead the Outsider away.”
 Seble took Ren’s arm. They exchanged glances. Seble’s gaze was stone.
 “Kato.” The Shamaness called. “Your punishment is banishment.” 
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 From the cliff’s edge, Ren could see the sun. 
 It was ironic that Seble took her back to their old training spot.
 “Turn around.” Seble said, her voice ice.
 Ren turned. Shot her hand out as Seble tossed Ren her spear. Ren caught it with a smack. “What the hell?”
 A smirk formed on Seble’s lips. Old blood crusted her cheeks. “Ren, why would I kill you in cold blood?”
 Ren flinched. “Because you’re a bitch?”
 Seble chuckled. Stopped prowling a semicircle around Ren and cracked her neck. “I am your teacher, and now I must be your executioner.”
 “Sad world, isn’t it?”
 Cutting her gaze away, Seble spat into the grass. “The Shamaness told me—kill the Outsider Scion and I will let Kato return.” Seble took a step forward, dug her forward heel into the grass. “I love him, you know. So, this is something that I have to do.” Holding her spear in both hands, she lifted a leg. Taking on a stance Ren had never seen before, one that resembled a crane. “I am not sorry.” She charged.
 Spears thwacked, smacking like crunching bone. Seble doubled back, Ren skipping backward toward the sharp edge of the cliff. Wind brushed at Ren’s back as Seble dropped to the ground, leg straight out in front of her, and swiped her spear across Ren’s feet in an attempt to steal her foundation out from under her. Ren side-stepped—barely. Seble’s spear nicking Ren’s right ankle. Drawing blood.
 Fuck.
 But she couldn’t scream. Couldn’t cry out and drop to the ground. This time, Seble meant business—hell, she meant to fucking kill her. Crouching low with the spear angled behind her, Ren watched Seble for a hint of her next move. Seble guffawed, throwing back her head while charging her spearhead forward. The sharp end narrowly missing Ren’s ribcage as Ren rolled away. 
 Ren couldn’t use her firepower. She was spent from running through the compound—breaking through the Wall. Her ankle bled, a clean slit widening every time she moved her leg. She needed to end this fast, but could she kill Seble? After she had promised to take no more life?
 “Dancing will not save you, Outsider. You will tire. You will trip. And when you falter I will stab you—” Seble sprang from her position, stabbing her spearhead faster than Ren could blink. “Again and again and again—” she grunted, pulling back the spearhead, panting from her effort. Seble hoped to end this quick as well, Ren realized. Why? She had been in a fight too, but she couldn’t be as spent as Ren. Could she?
 Ren met her eyes. Eyes of stone, dark with green envy. No—there was no way. Seble was just getting started.
 They prowled, Ren circling until the cliff edge was no longer at her back. Seble didn’t seem to care that the ocean air swept up at her, that the edge crumbled beneath her bare feet. Taking her crane stance once more, she exploded in an unending volley of twists and stabs. All aiming for Ren’s face, the spearhead dancing close to her nose. To her eyes. Ren teetered backward, looking for an opening. Sweat sticking her hair to her face. Blood trickling through the wound on her ankle. Seble fought in a frantic state, her eyes wider than they ought to be. A perverted smile stretched her lips wide, the ends of her teeth poking through. 
 Another gash slicing across Ren’s shoulder sent her stumbling into a misstep. Seble saw the opening. Screamed a cacophonous war cry, and drove the spear down. Aiming for Ren’s belly.
 Ren didn’t shut her eyes, she just stared. Gouging Seble’s eyes with her own glacial glare. With the spearhead driving for her belly, Ren curved her own spear up and in a flash of movement, drove it right into Seble’s ribcage.
 Seble coughed. Her spearhead slowed. Dipped and slipped from her sweaty hands. Ren hadn’t punctured her skin—hell, she hadn’t even drawn that much blood. But she used the threat of death to force Seble away. Seble stood, hands slack to her sides. Eyes white with panic, she seemed to speak but couldn’t get the words out. Ren forced Seble to the edge of the cliff, making her back up until pebbles crumbled beneath her feet. Sebles heels dangled. The ocean crashed hard below.
 With one prod—one shove—Ren could send Seble tumbling. She’d hear the sickening crack of Seble’s back breaking, her neck turning inward. 
 Slowly, Ren twisted her spearhead into Seble’s bone. It held fast, sucking like a vacuum, and Seble dropped. Falling to her knees, feet teetering off the edge.
 Ren ignored the shock, ignored the gasp climbing its way up her throat. The spear held fast to Seble—draining her. Sucking life and adding to Ren’s own.
 Ren looked down. Her crystal—it glowed. Slowly becoming blue. 
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 “I will not be like the Mafioso.” Ren said, clutching her spear tight. Yanking the spearhead away from Seble’s uninjured chest. “I will not kill you.”
 Ren stalked away, leaving Seble there on her knees.
 Seble did not follow her back to the village.
 It was time the Mesh took a stand.
 Ren pulled herself up onto the splintered boardwalk. She made her way to the heart of the village. Or, what used to be the heart. The Shamaness’s hut.
 She knew some Mesh could understand English. Ren swallowed as adrenaline curled in her veins like static crawling up her skin. Hopefully, what she said would count. If the Mesh didn’t follow her to the Kirabo camp, she’d go alone. She could tough it out. 
 “You’ve let them take your children,” she said, making eye contact with a few desolate souls who skirted up the boardwalk toward her. “Now, you’ve let them take your elder.” 
 Ren hissed. Fuck this polite shit. “Are you all seriously just going to sit on your asses and let this happen? Fuck—even if you die trying to save your people, at least you did something. You’ve been living with the guilt of letting—no, pretty much handing over your own fucking people to those child murdering monsters. And now, you’re just going to wallow in this shithole? In this fucking graveyard?”
 A crowd was gathering while a shadow loomed over Ren, heavy and tall. She knew it was the Shamaness. So, Ren turned on her heel. Met the woman’s flinty eyes with a stone glare of her own. “You deserve better.” She said, acknowledging the crowd. “The Mesh deserve better!”
 The Shamaness sneered. “Bow down, little cur. If Seble could not finish you, then I will.”
 A waterfall of pressure slammed into Ren’s back. The Shamaness’s inky shadow magic leaked from the clouds, falling onto her like a deluge of rain. But Ren would not budge. Fire welled up behind Ren’s eyes. Flame spewed from her fingertips. “I will not bow to a coward.”
 “Will you listen to this Outsider? Someone who cannot even speak our language?” the Shamaness called out, pacing along the boardwalk, bell-shaped skirts swishing. “We wait for them to return, my people. We cannot attack. We are weak in the Wilds, but here—in Nyx—we are strong.” The crowd stared blankly. “We must wait.”
 “I have followed the Kirabo into the Wilds. I know where they are.” Kind of.
 The Shamaness turned on her heel. “This one has scorned you. Has ignored your cries for help in your darkest hour. We cannot listen to a snake.”
 Yet the people were listening. Fear hung over them like a cloud, but so did hope. Sunken eyes became angry. Tear stained faces began to nod as fists pumped into the air.
 “No more fucking waiting. Either we fight or we die.” Ren drove her spear into the air. “Whose with me?”
 Cheers sprang from the crowd. Bows rose above the gathered heads. Spears, knives, swords. The people, sickly, blood-spattered, mourning and lost; had heard Ren. Had understood her. Ren shot the Shamaness a smirk. “Will you join us?”
 “You cannot kill him.” The Shamaness hissed. “You cannot—none of us can. You are leading my people to their death.”
 “Dying’s better than waiting to fucking die. Ever think about that?”
 “There is a reason, Outsider! There is a reason why I’ve made the Mesh wait!” she took a step toward Ren. The tentacles of her magic licked Ren’s skin, but could no longer hold her down. They glazed over her, licking and prodding. “They will break the third maxim. And it will be because of you that the goddess turns on them.”
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 Ren rolled her eyes. “Fine. Wait here. Rot for all I care.”
 “You will die.” The Shamaness said, turning to face the crowd. “You will all die.”
 “At least we’ll die on our own terms.” Ren said, shooting her spear up into the air again. “If you’re tired of the fucking Kirabo, follow me.”
 A surge of Mesh took up the call. Women, men, children. The black glare of the Shamaness followed them to the outskirts of the Wilds and vanished. Sprinkling the village in black soot and shadowy magic.
 They met the outskirts at a sprint.
 The Kirabo had done something strange to the land and disappeared into a magically dug hole. Ren racked her brains for how she would recreate it—or just ignore it all together. Maybe the camp was farther up and the magic had simply been done to throw Ren and Kato off? Or, maybe the camp was so far out of the way the Kirabo simply had to teleport or risk losing their charges.
 Fuck.
 All these people counted on her figuring out where the Kirabo were. She had tracked them far, but…
 Now was not the time to worry. If worse came to worse, she’d keep going until she found the fucking camp. Ren couldn’t give up. Not now. She had gone too far, had rallied all of these people to follow her. If her confidence wavered, they would all die. She couldn’t be selfish and let fear overcome her. She had to have hope.
 A hand touched her shoulder and she nearly screamed. Kato joined the group as they ripped through the underbrush. 
 His smile was genuine. “I knew you’d do it.”
 Ren blinked. “Do what?”
 “Elder Lindiwe said that you would be our agent of change. Do you remember?”
 “Somewhat.” No.
 “The Elders are never wrong.”
 Ren slid around a large tree trunk. “I thought you were banished.”
 “I am.” He said, following her. His big body hulking over hers. “My father once lived out here in the outskirts. He was banished too, a long time ago.”
 He spoke like the man was dead. Ren knew enough not to ask further questions. There’s no point in dwelling on pain.
 But he continued anyway. “He disappeared when I became a Scion. Never saw him again.”
 His voice quieted. Only the crunching of leaves and the squawking chatter of birds pervaded her senses as humidity swept over the tight group, bringing with it a sheen of salt and sweat.
 “The Shamaness created the Kirabo.” Kato said, cluing her in as Ren concentrated on finding the spot where the Kirabo disappeared. “They were a splinter group. A guerrilla force used against the Outsiders on the beach after the Shamaness brought up the Wall.”
 “So, they aren’t Mesh who are tired of the Shamaness?”
 “They are. But they were not always so rebellious. They once answered to her. But once the water dried up and the tribe became desperate, they turned against her. Spread the belief that the Shamaness could no longer convene with the goddess. The Mafioso came up with the belief that through bloodshed the goddess would speak to us again and destroy the Outsiders.” He ran his fingers through his hair as Ren crouched in the foliage. 
 There it was—the spot where the Kirabo had vanished. Ren gritted her teeth, narrowed her eyes and cursed.
 “The Mafioso is her brother.”
 That broke Ren’s concentration. Her eyes snapped wider. “Come again?”
 “The Mafioso is the Shamaness’s brother. Nakato’s brother.”
 That was her name? Nakato? “How in the fuck?”
 “She put him in charge of the Kirabo because…well, the most trustworthy people are those that share blood with you, right?”
 “Pfft.” No.
 No fucking way.
 “So the power he has—it runs in their blood? That’s why he was able to pick up the entire fucking camp and throw it somewhere else?”
 Kato shrugged. “Nothing makes sense anymore, Ren. I really don’t know.”
 Dammit. “You saw what the Kirabo did before—when we lost them. You don’t know anything about that magic circle either?”
 “No, but,” Kato shifted, planted his palms into the dirt. “We’re being watched.”
 And Ren was pretty sure she knew the watcher. 
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 “Fuck this.” Ren sprang up to standing.
 Kato yanked at her wrist. Ren snatched it away and strode forward.
 “Here I am.” Ren said, opening her arms. “Wanna hit me with another batch of memories? Wanna get set on fucking fire again?” flame burst through her palms.
 Bull Skull and Bird Skull stood side by side, black eyes glaring at her. Bird Skull made no move, but Bull Skull took a lurching step forward. Then, another.
 “You gave me back my memories fucker.” Ren hissed, standing toe to toe with it. “You expect a thank you? Huh? What do you want?” its breath smelled of sulfur and decay. It should have made Ren gag, but she was way passed that. She was pissed.
 Bull Skull cocked its massive head. “You seek the Hollow.” Every word was strained, wheezed and blown out in a belch of black smoke. “Follow.”
 Ren squinted her eyes. “What?”
 It didn’t repeat its command.
 Ren stole a glance at the surrounding bushes. Met Kato’s eyes and he sprang to standing. Nodded to her before turning his back and holding his hands up toward the nearby Mesh. They pealed from the bushes like leaves falling off a wilted tree.
 Bull Skull crouched in the exact spot the Kirabo woman had stood. It turned its bleached skull, glancing over its massive shoulder. Bringing up a single finger, it drew a circle. Beckoned Ren closer and she came. Crouched near it and watched. Bull Skull drew a single line through the foliage. Then, added a U shape crisscrossing it. The picture looked like a pitch-fork.
 “Draw the circle and you may access the Hollow.” It breathed, indicating with its finger that she must draw a large circle around her.
 Ren grinned. “And that’s how we get to the camp?”
 The creature nodded.
 “How do you know all this?”
 It simply stared at her, done talking. Ren nodded and stood. Told the Mesh how the Kirabo used some sort of teleportation magic to go through the earth and arrive at their camp. “I’m going to create a hole here.” She pointed. “And all you’ve got to do is jump in.”
 Heads nodded. Some mumbled in island-speak, uncertain and wary. Ren shrugged and crouched. Followed the shape Bull Skull had created and then stepped away. Tracing a large circle in the foliage, when the circle met end to end a blue light evaporated off of her crystal. It flew into the lines, lighting them with blue flame.
 Bull Skull lumbered away to the edge of the circle. Ren looked up. Exchanged a smile with Kato who grinned in disbelief.
 This is it. After this, there would be no turning back. She’d see Mia again. Save the Dreamers and Elder Lindiwe. She’d have to take out the Mafioso. The thought of seeing him again made her shiver.
 The ground beneath her trembled. Somewhere, an explosion sounded. Followed by the familiar snap of gunfire.
 The Mesh turned, gasping. They had heard this before, Ren assumed. Whatever was happening back there—it wasn’t good. But they couldn’t turn back now. Not when they were so close.
 The ground beneath Ren opened up. She screamed. Plunged into the earth.
 Bull Skull stared as she made her way down. Behind that skull and the black sunken eyes, she made out two sapphire pupils with tan skin filling out the face.
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 Ren’s fingers curled through dirt. She opened her eyes, raised her head. A tunnel stretched on, ending as light flooded through it. Standing, Ren looked up.
 All she saw was darkness. Then bodies, plummeting toward the tunnel floor.
 Kato met her first. Then, the others.
 “Did you know they were human?” Ren hissed at him, hands on his muscled shoulders. “The skull people?”
 “Wilds Spirits.” He corrected her. “And they are not.”
 Ren bit her lower lip. Now was not the time for questions. “Fine.” They’d talk about this another time. It was clear he was hiding something from her, but she ignored the nagging feeling and turned. The tunnel ended about half a mile up. She pointed to the light, making sure the Mesh saw her finger and began to move.
 On the other end, a wooden bridge stuck out like a tongue. Ren poked her head out and gasped. They were high up, right in the trunk of a tree. 
 How in the hell? She was almost—almost—past being shocked by every weird thing that happened on this island. Up ahead on a teetering platform, two figures stood guard directly across. Huts hung from the trees like bird cages. If she strained her eyes past the first five huts, she could see the vat just hanging there. Like shit on a stick.
 She could burn it. Burn it all. But first—the Mesh had to find their people. And she had to find Mia, then Elder Lindiwe. 
 A woman shoved her way up to the front of the Mesh. She wore light leather armor with a sword dangling at her hip. Ren recognized her as one of the Shamaness’s head guardswomen. “We will lead.” She told Ren, accent thick. “Scions, find and release our people. Then, burn this place down.”
 Kato nodded. Ren exchanged a glance with her. Brown eyes were fierce, layered with determination and a hint of guilt.
 “You got it.”
 The guardswoman turned. Hefting her broadsword into the sky, she cried out in island-speak and the Mesh replied with a hissed cheer. Then, the bridge was shaking. Trembling as the Mesh charged across it, howling a war cry that bit through to Ren’s bones.
 Ren stole a final glance at Kato before careening across the bridge, fire in hand, careful not to burn the damned thing down once she had crossed it. Kato pulled power from her, sending sharp scythes through the air that threw a group of Kirabo off of their people. The masked men and women went flying off of the nearby platform, shrieking as they careened toward the ground below. When they hit the ground, Ren didn’t even hear a thump. 
 They were pretty high up.
 There were three platforms high in the trees. All were connected by rickety boardwalk bridges that were quickly becoming weighed down with Kirabo and Mesh. Of the three platforms, the one hanging in the middle was the largest. Wooden sheds stood in a semicircle of three, their walls cordoned off. Keeping the world blind to their contents. Ren pointed, slapping Kato on the shoulder before bounding off toward the sheds. 
 Clambering over teetering planks, Ren fought to keep her balance as the bridge swung to the left. Then to the right. A gaggle of four fought on it, the guardswoman leading this fight as two men acted as her spearmates, shoving their spears to either side of her whenever she pulled away from the Kirabo attacking with swords and machetes. Ren shot a blast of fire that was scooped up by Kato’s air scythe, expanding the fireball into a burning scythe of fire. It hit the three Kirabos masks, setting them aflame. They screamed, throwing their masks off of the bridge before getting gouged by the guardswoman and her spearmates. With a grunt, they slid the convulsing bodies off of their spears and off into the abyss below.
 They shrieked the entire way down.
 Ren swallowed as her heart speared its way into her throat. No time to be sick now. She shoved past the Mesh on the bridge, skidding to a stop on the largest platform. The sheds exploded with noise—muffled moans, screams, hands thrashing against wood and bamboo board.
 Ren had found them.
 But the Mafioso had found her too.
 He strode out into the center of the platform, his painted skull-face gleaming with blood and sweat. In his massive hand, he held Mia’s head. Her naked body dangled, feet kicking. Trying to run, before he drew her up, body reacting to the sudden movement like a rag doll. 
 Hot air rushed through Ren’s nostrils as her arms lit up in flame.
 Right before he slammed Mia down into the platform. Face first. 
 

 
  50
 
 
 Meeting Ren’s eyes, he let go of her. Mia rolled, wood and blood bruising her puffed up face. Her body hit the nearby shed with a thunk.
 So much for not killing him.
 Flinging her spear onto her back, flame licked up her arms. Ren charged. The Mafioso grinned. Waited until he saw the whites of her eyes and ducked. Ren stumbled forward, falling onto the Mafioso’s painted back. He screamed as he lifted her up, flinging her to the ground. She hit the platform face first and ate wood. Dirt.
 Shadow swallowed up the light. The Mafioso’s body disappeared. Ren turned over.
 Massive teakwoods bent over her, crowding over her like storm clouds ready to burst. Ren shuffled backward, still on her ass, until one branch grew out from the middle tree. Then another and another—a gnarled arm of branches reached for her. Ren stood, sidestepped to avoid the gnarled arm but only got socked in the face by another one. Tumbling forward, she rolled beneath another swooping, gnarled, arm. The trees were fighting to get to her—to pick her up and squeeze her until her organs ballooned from her eyes.
 Not today fuckers.
 She crouched low. Watched as another arm went flying through the canopy and dove toward her. Preparing to sprint forward, her eyes widened as the gnarled arm broke into a thousand little sharp branches that dove right at her.
 She ran. Crouched and tumbled beneath three spear branches, earning her a stab in the right side of her ribcage. Another on her bad ankle. She bit back a scream as she baited the branches. Rolling, tumbling, and sidestepping as quickly as she could to avoid the barrage of sharpened branches. But, no matter how fast she moved, one always got her. Sliced through her cheek, through her forehead. Cut a line down her neck, or ripped through her thigh. Breathing hard, she watched as the branches wove up into the canopy. The crowded trees were silent, staring down at her like sentinels.
 Somewhere, the Mafioso’s deep laughter threaded through the wood and blood.
 “Fuck you.” Ren hissed, holding her side as pain speared through it. Sweat drenched through her shirt, her jeans. Everything was in tatters.
 The canopy above her head shivered. Moved and danced. Ren swallowed as a thousand tiny branches tore through the leaves and stabbed toward her. She repeated the dance again, slowing down. Unable to keep up. She made a wrong turn and a branch snapped around her left wrist, her right ankle. Stabbing her free leg through the air, she tried to kick the branches away. But they were like vines, taut and tough and flexible. Ren cried out as her free leg was scooped up. Tried biting at the vine heading for her neck as her other arm was taken. Stretched.
 “There is only so much one person can do.” The Mafioso’s voice boomed through the thread of vines. More and more kept coming, kept piling up on her. Slowly, she was being drowned by the vines and branches and leaves. They were pulling her down, piling on top of her like dirt on a grave. She was being buried alive.
 “Moira has told me all about you, little one. But I have told her, it is time she died. This world has gone on for long enough.”
 Ren ignored him as her entire body was covered. Before long, all that saw past the vines was her right eye. Sweat broke out all over her body. She trembled in the wooden tomb, biting her tongue as she wreathed and fought. Why was he doing this to her? Why not just boil her? Or kill her outright—fuck it all. When the last vine covered Ren’s right eye, her blood went cold.
 “You have fought to survive for long enough.”
 It was a death sentence. The vines clenched, snaking around her only to pull in tighter and tighter. Suffocating, fighting to breathe, Ren’s muffled whine sounded pitiful to even her ears. But she had to fight. Had to struggle. There was Mia. This motherfucker killed Mia. Then, Itzel. Kato and…fuck—even Seble. Ren had to survive for them. Ren had to survive to avenge the friends this fucker killed and then save the island from people like her. From her grandfather and his fucked up operation. From the world outside. Hell, if this goddess even fucking existed, Ren would save her. She’d do whatever she had to do to keep this island alive.
 But she’d have to save herself first.
 Fire. It roared through her veins. Boiled her blood. Seeped through her skin, her eyes, her mouth. Ren opened her mouth and roared, a tongue of fire exploded through her. Rocketed through the vines above her head and the Mafioso let out a blood-curdling scream. Flame licked along her skin—Ren’s scream melded with the Mafioso’s as fire engulfed her entire body. It burned through the vines, the branches. The trees bowed away as the Mafioso screamed with every fiber of his being, his scream ripping through the skin of his throat.
 Ren was back on the platform again. Swiping her spear from her back, she stood before the Mafioso. Charged and hailed her spearpoint at him, prodding and stabbing quicker than she could blink. He dodged them, backstepped and kept his forearms up. A river of blood ran down his forearms once she backed away, panting. Her entire body no longer on fire, but her eyes spouting wicked streams of flame.
 All she saw was red. All she could understand was this man’s death. The Mafioso had to die.
 Ren raced at him again, sprinting across the platform. Leaving a trail of curling steam in her wake. She stabbed at his torso, hitting him in the ribs, on the heart. Slicing through the flesh between his shoulder and neck. He screamed. Dropped to his knees and let out a chorus of curses. Ren didn’t back away. Didn’t slow down.
 She pinned him there. Huffing. 
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 Ren’s vision returned, the fire melting away. Her crystal empty. She pinned the Mafioso down, her hands shaking as they held the spear tight.
 She couldn’t do it.
 Driving the spearpoint closer to his chest, Ren bore down on him. “I’m not like you.” She swore. “I’m not a fucking murderer.”
 He stared up at her, one hand up. Palm open in a show of surrender.
 Ren drove the spearpoint into his chest, creating a shallow wound. She clenched it. Felt it sucking into him, stealing his power. Taking everything away. 
 “They’re cutting the bridge!” the guardswoman’s voice. Ren cursed under her breath and yanked the spear away. The Mafioso dropped to the platform, limp. But still breathing.
 To Ren’s right, Mia picked herself up off the ground.
 Ren almost couldn’t stop herself from rushing to Mia. The fight wasn’t over yet.
 “Go.” Ren pointed toward the bridge that led into the trunk of a tree. “Follow them.” She said, indicating the retreating line of Mesh.
 Mia shot her a confused look. Naked and shivering, her heart-shaped lips twitched.
 “Now!”
 Mia sprinted.
 Ren rushed to the wooden sheds. Set the doors aflame one by one and freed the captives inside. Pointing to the bridge, she told them where to go. They went without incident. Double checking to make sure the sheds were clear, a shadow stepped onto the threshold of the final shed Ren checked. Ren couldn’t call the fire but she sure as hell wouldn’t die here after all of the shit she had just gone through.
 “Ren?” Kato’s voice. Ren sighed. Her legs trembled. “Come on—we can’t hold the bridge forever.”
 Ren nodded. Running out of the shed, she chanced one look at the Mafioso.
 He slept like a soulless child.
 Rushing across the bridge, Mia met the rest of the Mesh in the tree trunk. Rushing their way through the tunnel, at the tunnels end they climbed.
 They met the Wilds at a breakneck pace. As the Mesh sprinted toward Nyx, Ren hung back and caught Mia. She brought Mia into a hug, holding her tight. When Mia pulled back, the two resumed walking. Following the Mesh.
 “I’m sorry.” Ren said, avoiding Mia’s gaze. The girl was still naked. Stripping off her shirt, Ren offered it to her. Mia took it with a twisted grin. All she had was her sports bra now, but it didn’t matter. “For everything you’ve gone through—I’m so sorry.”
 “Ren—I can’t tell you…” she shook her head and hugged herself. “You should’ve killed that son of a bitch. You should’ve.”
 The acrid stench of smoke hit their nostrils like a smack to the face. Up ahead, Kato screamed in island-speak and the Mesh broke out into a mad dash for home.
 “Are we…following these people?”
 “They helped save you. So, yeah. We kind of owe them one.”
 Mia shot her a poisoned glare. “I don’t owe them anything. Monsters like them did this to me!”
 “The Kirabo and Mesh are two different groups of people, Mia.”
 “They are all the fucking same, Ren. Don’t go defending them—but you know what?” she looked Ren up and down. “Look at you. You’ve basically become them. Of course, you’d defend them, right? Of course, you’d fucking defend them.” Mia spat but picked up the pace.
 “They are not the same. The Mesh saved you! They’ve helped me—”
 “When are we going to your grandfather’s?”
 Ren clamped her mouth shut. Her jaw tweaked. “We aren’t.”
 “Okay—now I know for sure you’ve gone off the deep end. We aren’t?”
 A sigh escaped from Ren. “We can’t.”
 Mia stopped cold. “What have you done?” she growled.
 The outskirts came into view as the Mesh departed the Wilds. On the horizon, black smoke blanketed the sky as a symphony of screams clawed their way to the heavens. 
 

 
  52
 
 
 They were like vultures, unable to leave a dead thing to die. Jackasses had to pick at it first. Lick its bones clean.
 The constant snap of gunfire drained the color from Mia’s face, but Ren wouldn’t let her run. “I need to convince them to leave Nyx.”
 “Nyx?” Mia spat. 
 “The village.” Ren pointed. “Stay close.”
 “Or what? You’re fucking insane—we will die if we go anywhere near that place!”
 “You heard me.” Ren said before sprinting. Mia huffed, panting to keep up. The closer they came to the village, the stronger the acrid stink became. The rat-a-tat of bullets hitting flesh and wood made Mia flinch and stop. But as Ren pressed forward, she had no choice but to keep up. The Mesh who returned fought for their home. But spears had no chance of standing up against bullets. Pulling her way onto the ravaged boardwalk, Ren watched the guardswoman from earlier go down in a hail of gunfire as she tried to protect the Shamaness. In response, the Shamaness shrieked and sent a rainbow of sediment crashing down onto the armed men.
 Ren searched for Xavier but gave up as it quickly became obvious that the Mesh would die here. Ren couldn’t allow that.
 Instead, she found Kato. “You need to leave.” She said, ducking a stray spray of bullets. “You’re all going to die here.” Ren said, her voice rising a couple octaves.
 “If you hadn’t left, we could have fought them off!” the Shamaness shrieked, bringing up another wall of clay. Surrounding Nyx in her magic. 
 It wouldn’t stand for long. There were already gunmen in the village. It didn’t matter if she held off ten or twenty, one could take down two Mesh alone.
 Ren ignored the Shamaness. “Nyx is dead.” She told them. “The water has dried up. The land has given up. The Wilds could be your home—but only if you decide to save yourselves.”
 “The Outsider wouldn’t understand the meaning of home. The Outsider wouldn’t understand—”
 “It is suicide to stay here.” Ren said. “You will all die.”
 The Mesh knew. And as the makeshift wall crumbled to mud and dust, gunmen surrounding the village from the left and right, the Mesh sheathed their weapons and sprinted for the Wilds.
 The Shamaness pinned Ren with a crazed glare, mouth twisted up into a feral snarl. “You knew their plans, Outsider. Yet, you elected to keep them from us.”
 How did she know?
 Ren shrugged. “It’s not like you would’ve believed me anyway.” She said, moving away from the Shamaness. “If I warned you, you would have ignored me.” Ren dared her to lie. To retort.
 She didn’t.
 “Stay and fight!” the Shamaness screamed, sending waves of sediment at their attackers. “Fight for your home—for Nyx!”
 Merging in with the Mesh, Ren ran with them. Kato and Ren took up the rear as the Shamaness screamed. Eventually deciding to follow them. The gunmen tailed the retreating tribe, setting storms of bullets on their backs. Some Mesh went down, screaming as a line of bullets ripped up their backs and thighs.
 They couldn’t afford to stop.
 They met the outskirts and tumbled through. Somehow, Morgan Black’s men were still following. Scissoring through the brush, they shot at anything that moved.
 How did they get to the village? How did they get through the Wall?
 It didn’t take Ren long to realize that it had been her fault. To get back across the Wall, she destroyed a piece of it. If she had just gone back to the States none of this would have happened to the Mesh. Morgan Black would have waited it out. He would have attacked later.
 He would have still attacked.
 Slithering around trees and ducking under vines, the Mesh continued to retreat as their attackers followed like shadows. Ren flung fireballs at them, Kato his air scythes and the Shamaness her screams. But there were too many of them. Too many for three Scions to fight on their own. 
 Bull Skull emerged from the brush. Along with his other skull-mates. They took up their flank and created a ring of bodies through the wood. Overhead, vines creaked and moaned as they grew toward the encroaching gunmen. A stilted face appeared on a nearby tree and grinned, gaps replaced much of its teeth.
 “Human.” It said to Ren as she passed.
 Ren shot it a smile. Had that been the same tree that saved her from the Wilds Spirit all those months ago? Did it matter? It was saving them now as it grew a wall of vines. Cutting the gunmen off.
 “Thank you.” Ren muttered as the Wilds Spirits locked hands and claws and talons.
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 A silver stream cut through the Wilds like a trident, breaking off into three separate sections the further they tread on. At the three-pronged head of the stream, they came to a stop. Set up camp and looked between Ren and the Shamaness expectantly. 
 Ren didn’t like the looks she was getting. Least of all, the Shamaness’s white-eyed glare.
 “She is going to challenge you.” Elder Lindiwe had said. “Be prepared, Fire Scion.” 
 But Ren was tired as hell of fighting. She hoped that whatever happened next would be quick. 
 Leaning up against a nearby bamboo stalk, Ren listened to Mia’s wheezing breath as the other girl slept. The moment she sat down she passed out, Ren snickered at that. Kind of saw her old self in Mia. Almost couldn’t believe she had been that weak at one point. That eager to go back to the States. There was no way in hell she was going back “home”. This was her home now—the island.
 At least, here, she did things right. For once in her life, she didn’t run. She looked failure square in the face and spat. Who knew failure was easily scared off by that?
 Ren cracked a smile as she watched the bustle of the camp, smelt the tantalizing aroma of cook-fires burning boar and listened to the bell-like chatter of the remaining Mesh. From time to time, eyes fell on her almost tentatively. They were waiting for something to happen—expectant of it. Ever since Ren rallied the Mesh twice against the Shamaness’s orders, it seemed like they expected her to continue leading. As if the Shamaness wasn’t in the camp quietly seething, uncrossing her arms only to cross them again against her bloodied torso. Ren watched as the woman paced, speaking quietly to herself.
 As the moon hung high overhead, the camp quieted. The Shamaness tore through cook-fires and sleeping groups of Mesh to get to the center of the camp. With her eyes glued to Ren’s, she threw off her golden nail-guards and ripped off her bell-shaped skirts to reveal linen undergarments and brown legs overrun with black tattoos. Firelight crawled into the hollows of her face, flickering in the whites of her eyes.
 Mia snorted awake as Ren stood, taking her spear off of her back. Alright, here we go.
 “You have already challenged me.” The Shamaness began, her fingers contorting. Dancing by her thighs. “You all have challenged my leadership. My skills as Shamaness.” She whirled, pivoting on her heel. “Some say that I can no longer speak to the goddess. That Behemoth’s death rests on my shoulders and because of his murder, the goddess has pulled away from me. Thus, leaving my people to die. Thus, leaving all of you—” and she turned a slow circle, taking time to look into the eyes of all who respectfully stood. “—to die at the hands of the Outsiders—no—Invaders on the beach. Well,” she faced Ren again, snarling like a caged animal. “Here we are with a new contender for the title. For the rank and privilege. It is a shame none of my own people could brave the light of my fire. Or, rather—the filaments of my darkness. For you all are cowards!” she roared, throwing back her head. “All of you are cowards!”
 Elder Lindiwe parted from the crowd. Her face was ragged, slick with black paint and dirt. “Understand, Shamaness, that challenging the Fire Scion means if you lose you will have to forfeit your title.”
 The Shamaness nodded curtly.
 “Then, please understand; Nakato, Ren. Once this ring is drawn only one of you can step out of it alive. And that one shall be Shamaness.”
 Come again? “What?”
 The Shamaness—Nakato—barked her laughter. “Afraid, Outsider? Backing out already?”
 Ren gripped her spear tighter. Dammit, she hated Nakato but she didn’t want to kill her. She didn’t want to kill anymore. She gave Elder Lindiwe a pleading glance.
 The Elder simply shook her head. “It is our way. The goddess will not accept two leaders. Only one.” And she backed away. Three Mesh peeled from the crowd and began to trace through the foliage with their feet. Creating a large ring in the dirt that felt like a damned cage.
 Fuck.
 Mia clasped her hands together, slowly shaking her head. Face strewn with disbelief. If Ren lost this Mia could lose her life. Then, there was Kato. Standing on the edge, fists clenching and unclenching as he worked his jaw. “This isn’t a fair fight.” He murmured.
 Elder Lindiwe stood shoulder to shoulder with him. She had no words to say.
 Nakato began to pace, prowling around her back to the crowd. “You killed him, didn’t you?” she said, fingers moving like they were marionettes on invisible strings. “I see it in your eyes—ah, a soul swims in your crystal without me refilling it. Nothing can quench your thirst, can it? Your thirst for fucking power.” At that, three more Nakatos rose up out of the ground. Brown as clay for one moment before filling with color. Spitting images of the woman who worked a slow circle around Ren. “I was like you once.”
 “No more talking.” Ren gritted out, eying the three reflections before glaring at the real Nakato. “Either kill me or don’t. I don’t give a fuck about your manifesto.”
 “Well said.”
 The mimics lunged, all arms no magic. They came at Ren with their arms outstretched, talons growing from the beds of their nails. Ren swung her spear in a large arc, ripping through the images. Turning them back to clay and dust. My turn, Ren smirked. But as fire roared up her arms, the Shamaness disappeared.
 And inky tentacles curled at Ren’s back. She pirouetted, spear clutched between her hands, batting the tentacles away. They melted to shadow as the Shamaness shoved the heel of her naked foot into Ren’s chest. Ren hit the ground with an oof. Her spear rolled away.
 Fuck.
 Silence fluttered through the crowd like a crow on broken wings. Ren brought her hands up to protect her face, fire spewing from her skin. But Nakato wasn’t coming down. “Get up.” Nakato hissed.
 Ren rolled to her spear and sprang to standing as Nakato called three more mimics. They circled around her like vipers, grinning. Stretching their lips like they were wearing fleshy masks instead of faces. Ren speared through one, sending her screaming to the ground in a cloud of dust and dirt. The other two disappeared. Puffing out of existence only to reappear. One at her front, the other at her back. Slapping Rens spear out of her hands, the mimic at her front grabbed her face. Squeezing her cheeks. The one behind her snatched her hands, holding her wrists in a death grip.
 Real Nakato reemerged, sauntering toward Ren with a seductive sway of her hips. Ren bucked. Fought against the mimics and kicked. But their hands were like stone, holding her in place. Melding around her like rivers surrounding an island.
 The mimic before her broke into a cloud of black soot as Nakato sauntered right through it. Nakato bent, moving as slow as molasses as she searched for Ren’s spear, grabbed it and hoisted the tip right into Ren’s diaphragm.
 “This is what you did to my brother,” Nakato cocked her head, “Correct?” 
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 The crowd fell away as Ren stared at the spear. Soon, it would begin sucking. Stealing everything from her. Her power, her soul, her life force. It would leave her alive, but barely. Ren wouldn’t be a Scion anymore if she didn’t destroy it.
 Nakato’s mimic still held Ren’s hands behind her back. Blood dribbled from where the spear-point pierced her as her crystal hummed. The incision crying out. Gritting her teeth, Ren sent a tidal wave of flame spiraling down her right leg. Shoving her knee into the spear, the fire caught. Roaring up the spear and biting into Nakato’s hands as she held it. Dropping the spear, Nakato screamed as her hands became burning lanterns lighting up the appalled faces of the crowd. 
 “You bitch!” she wailed, collapsing to her knees as she tried to pat the flame out.
 Behind Ren, the mimic yanked at her wrists. Hard. Both went sputtering toward the ground, falling into a tangle of hair and flesh. Rolling over, Ren braced her palms against the mimic and set it aflame. It became mud beneath her. A clay model in the shape of a woman.
 Ren stalked toward Nakato. The fire had gone out, though Nakato’s hands were blackened and scorched. Much like Ren’s forearms.
 “Stay away.” Nakato hissed, slithering through the dirt like a snail. “Stay the fuck away, Outsider.”
 Ren’s spear was gone. Blackened and charred. There was no way she’d ever be able to use it to drain another Scion’s power again. Ren kicked it away as she advanced toward the Shamaness, hands bright with flame. Her crystal emptying as she held onto the flickering scarlet light. She wasn’t sure how she’d deal with Nakato, but she’d sure as hell do something.
 “Do it.” Nakato hissed, forearms flush against the dirt as she glared up into Ren’s eyes. “My time is over. Do you want to know the truth, little Scion?” she grinned crookedly. “Moira is silent because she is dead.”
 The crowd gasped.
 Ren shrugged. She didn’t believe in goddesses anyway. She stood over Nakato’s body. Hovering. Her indecision would be the death of her—but she didn’t want to murder the woman.
 “I am the goddess!” Nakato screamed. Falling to her back, she opened up her arms wide. “I am what protects you. What refills your crystal and restores the land. I am your goddess!” her crazed eyes snapped to Ren. A shadow passed through them, fluttering from eye to eye. Ren watched the shadow move and it tugged at her. The longer the Shamaness kept her eyes on Ren the less in control of her body she felt. It was like she was becoming a puppet, bowing to Nakato’s will.
 Ren’s knees buckled. She dropped to the ground, thighs hugging the Shamaness’s prostrate body. “Kill me, Outsider. End my life so that I may gnaw on your soul. Kill me!”
 Ren’s fingers moved like snakes, crawling up Nakato’s sweaty torso. Wrapping themselves around her tender neck.
 “Do it.”
 “I am not a murderer!” but her fingers wouldn’t respond to her. Her body wouldn’t budge. “Why are you doing this?”
 Black darkened Nakato’s eyes, swallowing them whole. “Because, even gods must die.”
 Fire exploded from Ren’s palms, sharp burning blades of flame scissored through Nakato’s neck faster than she could let out a scream. A plea.
 Blood. It burst like a geyser, smacking Ren’s face. Trickling down Nakato’s brown skin. It stained the dirt, Ren’s tattered t-shirt, and jeans. Her hands were soaked in it and for a while, she couldn’t tear them away. Ren just stared. Stared and saw Itzel for a moment, reliving her dream all over again. She was the Mafioso—indulging in blood and murder—and Nakato was her best friend, Itzel. Her dead friend. 
 Fuck.
 If she could compel Ren—why hadn’t she done that during the fight? Why force Ren to fucking kill her? 
 Bitch had a god complex.
 That wasn’t right. Ren shook her head, her stomach tumbled. Bile burning in her throat. A hand touched her shoulder. It slid down her arm and hooked around her wrist. Holding her wrist, it brought her arm up. “Nakato is dead.” Elder Lindiwe wheezed. “From Moira, we come and to Moira, we must return. May the Shamaness hear her voice.”
 The phrase was repeated. Over and over, it was repeated.
 Ren looked away, dropping her head. Why didn’t this feel like a win? 
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 “Please, follow me, Shamaness.” Elder Lindiwe said, bowing. Her hand still hooking around Ren’s wrist.
 Ren snatched her arm away. “Give me some time.”
 “We must complete the Cleansing and you must convene with the goddess. There is no time.”
 Ren shot her a tired glare. “Make some.” She said. “Please.”
 Elder Lindiwe sighed and nodded. Merging into the surrounding crowd, she calmed them in island-speak. Ren took this as her opportunity to run.
 She slid past Mia and a gaggle of worried faces. Following the stream, when it broke into three silver fingers she followed the innermost one. Stepping in and out of the water, she let her pant legs get soaked by the icy stream. Once the orange cook-fires blurred in her vision, the firelight like the shadows of burning ghosts, she sat down in the mud. Looked over her shoulder and puked.
 No matter how hard she tried—she’d always have to kill, wouldn’t she? This place was savage. Unforgiving and terrible.
 Magical. She almost forgot magical. Ren lifted her palm. Her crystal was almost out but she still let the fire come. The mud around her dried, the water steaming to nothing as the fire roared in her hand. Her crystal wasn’t humming, her lungs weren’t aching. Was she pulling power from nature? Letting the mud fuel her fire?
 Well, it explained the ash that now sat below her. The mud long gone. With a sigh, Ren let the flame die out.
 A shadow crunched up the path toward her. “Look—I told you—I need some time.”
 It wasn’t Lindiwe. Not this massive shadow.
 Kato crouched and plopped down next to her. Without a word, he took her hands in his own. He didn’t flinch when her recently burning hand bit his, he simply grasped it tighter. Threading his fingers through hers. “I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself,” he told her, “if Nakato had killed you. I would have left the tribe. Become an outcast.”
 Ren wanted to snatch her fingers away. “It’s like…” you actually fucking care. It wasn’t normal to her. Her ex had always been so sarcastic and biting. He didn’t shy away from calling her names and destroying her stuff if she pissed him off. Ren had always held to the belief that…maybe she deserved that kind of treatment. She was, well, some kind of failure. But here, she actually mattered to someone. She was actually treated…kind of okay.
 Ren tried yanking her fingers away, but he only pulled her in closer. So close that she almost tumbled into his lap, her forehead almost touching his muscled chest. Dipping his forehead to hers, their foreheads kissed. Ren bit her lip as tears crested her eyelids. “Why are you being so nice to me?” it was word vomit. She didn’t mean for that nonsense to come out. Ren, you fuck up.
 Kato chuckled. It was a low and deep rumble that bubbled through him and into her. She clamped her lips shut and smiled. Felt the stream lick at her toes as she rested her forehead against his.
 Peace.
 Wasn’t that what she had been fighting for all along? Peace? Her muscles cried out as adrenaline left them. Muscles she hadn’t even knew existed were sore and biting, moaning with every movement she made. 
 “I like you.” He finally said, pulling away from her. Letting her hands go, he brought his gaze to the stream. “Around you, I feel like a different person. A better one.”
 Ren’s heart leaped at that. She reached for his hands again, but he pulled them out of reach. Turning toward the stream, he dropped them into the water.
 “You will be our Shamaness soon.” His voice sounded hollow, almost sad. “It is a shame.”
 “Why?” she blurted.
 Kato fixed her with a strained smile. One completely forced. “You don’t know our traditions. You don’t understand what you’ve been forced into.” He shrugged. “Nakato fucked you.”
 It would almost be funny if his voice weren’t so drained.
 “What do you mean?”
 “You will see.” He simply said. “You will see.”
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 Traveling back to the camp alone, Ren found Mia waiting near the head of the river. Where the river broke into three.
 She had her arms crossed. The Mesh had given her clothing; a loose leather skirt and matching top, but they didn’t fit her. Not mentally. Her skin strained against what must have felt unnatural.
 “Ren!” she squealed, waving her arm frantically. “Come here!”
 “Mia?”
 Mia stomped her foot into the dirt. “I can’t stay here. There are bugs and animals and these people use their hands to eat. I need to go back to the States. All of this—it was a mistake to ever come here.” She leaned in close. “You—you killed that woman.”
 Ren sighed. “I know. I was there.”
 “I want to go home.”
 “It’s not that easy.”
 “Is it?!” Mia screeched. “Just take me back to the goddamned compound and I can find a way home myself.”
 Ren rubbed the back of her neck. “I kind of…I might as well have flicked grandpa off. I kind of burned a lot of the compound trying to…escape…”
 Mia’s face went scarlet. “What do you mean—I kind of burned the compound—” she said, mimicking Re’ns voice with violent air quotes. “What in the fuck have you done, Ren? Did you think, ‘Well, fuck Mia! She’s not gonna want to go home. She’s gonna enjoy living with my savage friends just like I am! Oh, la-de-da, don’t give a fuck about my friends!’”
 Ren had been through some shit today. She sure as hell wasn’t going to take any more. “You know—this could have all gone differently. I told Grandpa about you being fucking kidnapped, and you know what he said? ‘You’re my priority.’ Or some dumb shit like that. He didn’t give a fuck about you, Mia. So what makes you think he wouldn’t have his men shoot you on sight if I dropped you off at the compound?”
 “They have guns there too?” she said, touching her hands to her face. “No way—what kind of fucked up resort is your grandpa running?”
 “One that’s not a resort. One that’s poisoning the island and killing its people.”
 “Well—I—” she blinked away tears. “—dammit, Ren. I just want to go home! I just want to go home!” she sobbed, rubbing the heels of her hands into her eyes.
 Ren brought her into a hug, but Mia shoved her away. “Don’t fucking touch me. Don’t act like everything’s going to be okay. This is your fucking fault! You just had to climb that goddamned wall, didn’t you? Now—now because of you—Itzel is dead and I’m stuck in this hellhole! It’s your fucking fault.”
 Yeah. It was. Itzel’s death would always weigh on her soul. “I’m sorry.” It was really all she could say. “But, maybe we were brought here for a reason—”
 “Oh—so Itzel could fucking die and you could shag savages?”
 Ren bit her lower lip. “I don’t know!” she shouted back. “I don’t fucking know. But you’ll never see a place like this again—”
 “Good!”
 “Shut up.” Ren hissed. “Shut up and fucking listen to me for a change, Mia. This place could change you. You might find a better life here—”
 “I have a family back home, Ren. A mum and two brothers. Unlike you, I have something to go back to. Don’t fucking say that like you understand me.”
 Ren held her forehead. “Okay. Fine. How about this? The first chance we get, I’ll send you back. On a boat, a helicopter—whatever we find.”
 “I’m not following your savages.”
 “Then you’ll die out here.” Ren said matter-of-factly. “You’ll die alone.”
 “Which way is the compound?”
 Ren pointed.
 “And how far is it?”
 Shrugging, Ren shook her head. “Ten miles, give or take?”
 “I’ll go on my own, then.”
 Ren moved to block her. “At least let me send someone with you.”
 Mia took a step forward. Stood nose to nose with Ren. “Do you know why I was naked, Ren? Huh? Are you blind and stupid or just too damned naive?” she sucked in a breath. “They raped me. The ones in the masks. They fucking raped me. Took turns doing it. Day after day after motherfucking day.” She lowered her voice to a hiss. “So when you tell me that I won’t survive out here—out fucking here—I just remember the torture. The fucking. I just remember that and I tell myself—nothing can be worse than that. Nothing—nothing—can be worse than never knowing when it’s going to fucking end.” She shoved Ren away. “Ten miles, you said? I can do that.”
 Ren swallowed. 
 “See you around.” Mia called, walking off into the darkness. “Maybe.”
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 Rust bled through the sky, coming in with the morning. Nakato’s body still rested in the drawn circle, day old blood had blackened. Dried out like soot.
 Elder Lindiwe led Ren to the body. “So begins the Cleansing.” She told the Mesh as Ren knelt before the body. Ignoring the urge to vomit.
 “Why have you just…left her here?” It wasn’t right. “She deserves to be buried.”
 “Yes.” Lindiwe nodded, dreadlocks sliding over her shoulder. “To begin the Cleansing, you must take her body to a secluded place and give her back to Moira.” The elder lowered her voice. “She will not be buried. Her bonded Tevran will take care of the remains.”
 Ren twisted her face. “You mean the lion thing with the ram horns? It’s—it’s going to eat her, isn’t it?”
 “It is tradition.”
 “It’s disgusting.”
 Elder Lindiwe touched her shoulder, digging her nails into Ren’s skin. “Do not make light of this. Take her body and go. We will be waiting here.”
 Ren looked to the crowd. They were waiting for this. Knew what would happen. It wasn’t right, but to these people all of this nonsense made sense. Ren regretted killing Nakato, but to gain the confidence of the tribe she’d have to do this.
 “Okay.”
 Ren scooped the corpse up. Noticed that the gash she’d left in Nakato’s neck had been stitched up so that the head wouldn’t fall off. Instead, it lolled gracelessly to the side. 
 “Take her far. Then, return when you are ready.”
 Ren nodded, clamping her lips closed. She’d do this. Dump the body somewhere, and…
 Damn. Ren shook her head slowly as she left the camp. She couldn’t just dump Nakato’s body—that wasn’t right. She could dig a shallow grave with her hands though. At the very least, she could do that.
 Finding a spot in a copse of towering bamboo shoots, Ren rolled the body away and began digging. The sun hung high overhead by the time she was done. Pushing the body into the hole, she began scooping dirt over it. Wiping sweat from her forehead, she stared down at her handiwork when she was done and felt absolutely sickened. That Tevran thing would eat the body no matter how far down she dug the grave. It was just tradition, as Lindiwe said. But just because it was tradition didn’t make it right.
 Maybe it was just what Nakato had wanted. From Moira, we come and to Moira, we must return. Was the Tevran of Moira? The dirt, the rivers, the mountains?
 “Come out.” She said, wiping her hands on her pants. “I know you’re out there.” By now, she knew the slinky crawling feeling of sunken black eyes boring into her skin. Out of the corner of her eye, Bull Skull emerged from the bamboo copse. Was he paying tribute?
 He clasped his taloned hands together before him. Bowed his head slightly at the grave and then looked at her.
 “You’re…human, right?”
 The thing just looked at her blankly.
 “How did you become…that?”
 She saw a glimpse of sapphire eyes beneath the black sunken ones. Saw a flutter of tanned skin stretch. Was he smiling?
 “My place is not to explain.” It wheezed, straining its words. “My place is to help. To protect. Shamaness.” And it bent its knee, kneeling before her. Bleached forehead touching the ground. 
 Ren’s jaw dropped. Her hands clenched into fists. Rising slowly, its bones creaking and rattling, it turned from her without another word and lurched away.
 When Ren returned to the camp, humidity beat at her. Sticking her hair to her face. At her return, the Mesh crowded around her. Elder Lindiwe peeled away from the gathering of sweaty bodies. “It is done?”
 “Yes.”
 “Then, let us continue.” She took Ren’s hand.
 Leading Ren toward the stream, Lindiwe spoke: “Moira lives in the land. In the rivers and streams. In lakes and oceans. She is our island and we are her lifeblood. Her caretakers and givers. When we die, our flesh becomes one with hers again. Or, we go on to help our brethren.” Lindiwe said, pointing at Ren’s crystal. “The dead fuel your magic. As do the living.”
 “What?” the living could fuel her fire?
 “Power requires price. If there are no souls to feed to it, then it will take from the life forces of the living. Of the trees and the grass. Of animals and people. It will take, it will drain, and if it takes too much; it will kill.” Lindiwe broke away from her. The river licked at Ren’s toes. “Strip.”
 Ren threw her a furtive glance.
 “Your body belongs to the Mesh now. To the goddess and to the island. Before them, you must strip.”
 Now Kato’s words made sense. He couldn’t have her because everyone would. Even the dirt.
 Ren had to be strong for the people though. With Nakato dead, they depended on her now. And there were worse things than nakedness. Things like her grandfather and Xavier. Things like guns and pollution and the Scourge. Biting back bile, Ren stripped. Dropping her clothes to the soil, she stared at her reflection in the river. Caramel skin and frizzy locks stared back. Eyes full of worry looked on with pseudo-confidence. Let’s do this.
 “You must fully submerge yourself.”
 Ren gawked. “How?”
 “The goddess will create a way.”
 Okay…the river came up to her knees. There was no way in hell she’d be able to fully submerge her body in it. So she went in headfirst before lying prostrate in the river. Water rushed gently above her head as she pressed her palms into the riverbed. She spotted tiny silver fish and bumpy river pebbles. Above the surface, everything seemed silent. Untouched.
 Ren flattened her palm against the bottom. Drew a circle and hatched an idea. In the center of the circle, she drew Bull Skull’s symbol; a fancy looking trident. 
 The thing glowed blue. 
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 A transparent hand reached through the circle. It gripped her neck. Ren screamed, bubbles of air floating to the surface before it pulled her down.
 Everything was dark. Water no longer rushed in her ears. A chill swept through the black and she hugged herself. Her feet touched nothing but air, she felt weightless. Almost as if she was floating. 
 “Welcome home.”
 Light. Bright blue light. A panoramic sky, gossamer clouds floating over her head. Under her feet. Below—fuck—the ocean. Blue as the sky, emerald almost. Farther up, a mass of green land turning ashen at the northern edges. A sea of trees. Beaches to the east and south. An island surrounded by calm emerald seas and a massive whirling funnel. A veil of clouds and wind and threading lightning.
 The Island. She was staring down at the Island.
 She almost had a fucking heart attack. What was keeping her up here?
 A surge of mist blew into her face, momentarily blinding her. Peeling away like a lace veil, the mist disappeared around a body. Skin dark as night, hair curling like gigantic ocean waves lapping at a beach over and over and over. Golden eyes smiled at her. The woman’s dark hand opened, reaching for her.
 Ren put her hand in the woman’s.
 “Renata Morgan Black.” Her voice was a song melded in smooth crystal. Her face seemed frozen in a perpetual smile. “Would it be cliche to say that I’ve been waiting for you?”
 Ren chuckled. “Cliche as hell.”
 “Well, allow me to say this instead: I have been expecting you.” She sighed. “For some time.”
 “Still kinda cliche.” Oh, fuck. “Are you—are you a goddess?”
 “Guilty.” She shrugged. Clouds misted over her, a white gossamer gown slithered over her naked form. “Or, not guilty. There is only so much I can say. But I can tell you this: this island here? It needs your help.” Moira’s grip tightened. “I need your help.”
 “If you’re a god, can’t you help yourself?”
 “There are protocols in place. Rules.” She shook her head. “There is only so much I can do.”
 Ren’s heart skipped a beat. “Am I high?” she rolled her eyes. “As in—on drugs?”
 “You are safe.” Moira said, avoiding the question. “Look.” She pointed. Finger hovering over the northern tip of the island. “That is the Northern Shore. And further up,” her finger fell on the ocean of trees. “That is what the people call, ‘the Wilds’.” She sneaked a glance at Ren before continuing. “Oh my, are you afraid of heights? Are you going to be sick?”
 Ren swallowed the bile charging up her throat. “Nah.” She gritted out. “Just—go on.”
 “At the very tip of the Wilds—that there is the Heartlands.” And her finger stopped. “You must go there.”
 “Why?”
 Moira quieted. Brought her golden gaze to the sea and shivered. “Because I am dying. And if I die, the entire island will suffer. The Earth will be thrown out of whack.”
 “The Earth?”
 “What your people are doing on the shore is poisoning me, the island. It is a sickness that bleeds into my bones, my soil. It is a slow and painful death that, luckily, can be halted. I must be reset.”
 “What do you mean?” Ren’s head hurt. None of this made sense to her. First, she had to accept the existence of magic and magical creatures. Now, she had to acknowledge that a goddess really did take care of the island. Not only that, but she was the island. And if the island suffered and died because of her grandfather’s operation, then the Earth would suffer too. “How is all of this possible?”
 Moira sighed. “There is only so much I can say.” It felt like the goddess’s go-to answer. Like scripted lines.
 Ren shook her head. “How can I help if I don’t understand?”
 “I gave you power, didn’t I? I did this because I knew you’d help. I knew you’d accept our ways.”
 What?
 “There are twelve Scions, Renata. And you must find them all. You are my reset button. Without my Scions, I will die and the island will perish. The Earth will cease to exist.”
 Ren coughed. “You could say the same thing a hundred times over and I still wouldn’t understand it. You’ve gotta explain!”
 Moira narrowed her eyes. “I apologize, but there is only so much I can tell you. Meet me in person and you will understand everything. But in order to do that, you must gather my Scions and descend into my heart. Do you understand this?”
 Meet you in person? Ren blinked. Were they not already meeting in person? “Your Scions?”
 Moira smiled softly, her shoulders relaxing. “In the Heartlands, there are four. On the southern shores, there are four. And the Mesh, my dear, are missing two. Find them all and descend into my heart, here.” She jabbed a finger at the Heartlands. 
 “And you will explain everything there? No more of this—there is only so much I can say?”
 Moira stiffened. “Is that any way to speak to a deity?”
 “You’re the one asking favors of me, lady.”
 At that, the goddess chuckled. “Such spirit. Yes, Renata. But you must gather my Scions and prolong the poisoning of the island by your friends. This Morgan Black.”
 “I can do that.”
 “And, let me reiterate, if the island dies, the Earth will perish along with it.”
 Ren still didn’t understand that part. “Can you…explain?”
 Moira shook her head. “No.” The mist returned, swallowing her form. Blinding Ren in a fluffy white. “There is only so much I can say.”
 Ren woke up choking. 
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 Gasping for air, Ren stumbled out of the water. Took the first hand offered her and shivered as Kato drooped a cotton cloak around her shoulders. A semicircle of wide-eyed Mesh surrounded her, the people gaping before dipping into bows. 
 “Elder Lindiwe?” 
 The elder stood from her crouch, painted face calm. “Yes, Shamaness?”
 “Please—come with me.”
 The elder grinned. Nodding curtly, she turned to follow. Ren grasped Kato’s hand tighter, “You too.”
 “Are you calling a meeting?”
 Ren cracked a grin. “Something like that.” I’ve got a lot to tell you.
 Moving to a secluded spot in the trees, Ren pulled the cloak closer to her body despite the damp heat pushing down on her. Up above, the canopy blocked out the sky but she knew it to be midday. How in the hell?
 Elder Lindiwe met her, along with three other grim-faced looked elders. Kato joined last, hands clasped behind his back.
 “What did you see?” Elder Lindiwe asked. “Have the Mesh finally been given a purpose again?”
 Ren swallowed. “The people on the beach—I’m just going to call them Morgan Black, okay? They took your village because they plan to move further inland to drill down into whatever they can find there.”
 Kato gritted his teeth. “They will go to the Great River, then. Or, the Heartlands.” He kneaded his forehead. “Either one would result in disaster. The Great River supplies all of the island’s water. If the black tower contaminated that it would kill off every living thing.”
 “Exactly.” Ren said, scanning the elders’ faces. “Every living thing would die. Pretty much speaks for itself, right?”
 “Has the Goddess given you a plan of attack? Will she destroy Morgan Black and the black towers for us?” Elder Lindiwe said, clasping her hands before her chest in a sign of hope.
 Ren shook her head. “She has told me to gather the Scions. All twelve.”
 Elder Lindiwe’s face fell. 
 “That would mean…”
 “Contacting the other tribes.” A man stepped forward, his voice gravelly and low. He wore the same facial markings as Lindiwe, black with a hint of gray spreading across his cheeks and forehead. “This is something we have not done in centuries, young Shamaness.”
 “For good reason.” Lindiwe continued. “Through the Wilds, we have the Heartlands and the Vost. To the east, is Angel Fire Steppe. Opposite the steppe and the Heartlands is the Meridian Sea and the Sitras. We are far and few, Shamaness. Where exactly did the goddess tell you to begin searching?”
 Ren bit her lip. Things weren’t going to be as easy as she hoped they would. And of-fucking-course they wouldn’t be. “The Heartlands.”
 “The Vost.” The male elder corrected. “The goddess wants us to begin with the Vost.”
 Elder Lindiwe sighed. “They are an aggressive bunch. Wary of all Outsiders.”
 Ren kicked a rock. “Are you saying we can’t do it?”
 “The elder is saying that it will not be easy.” Kato said, crossing his arms over his muscled chest. “But it is possible.”
 “Possible, yet what if it proves fruitless? The goddess says to gather the Scions, and for what?” the male elder asked, his long earlobes dancing as he shook his head.
 “The island is dying.” Ren said matter-of-factly. “You want to ask her yourself? She’ll tell you the same damned thing. The island is dying and she needs her twelve Scions to reset her.”
 “Reset her?” Elder Lindiwe repeated. “Reset her as in…?”
 “Descend into her heart.” It sounded even crazier coming from her mouth. Ren shrugged. “Hey, it’s what she said. I can’t make this shit up. Things keep getting weirder and weirder out here.”
 At that, Kato chuckled.
 “She says go to the Vost to begin the search. That would mean we would be searching for the Vost Shapers.” Elder Lindiwe stroked her chin, her eyes concentrating on the forest beyond. 
 Ren narrowed her eyes. Lindiwe knew more than she let on. “And why are they called Shapers instead of Scions?”
 “The Mesh have always ruled the Elementals. Sitras, the God Callers. The Vost call Moira’s Power with their hands, voices, and vision. One is even able to steal another’s skin.” Lindiwe said. “Centuries ago, elders didn’t just sit on councils and initiate Dreaming ceremonies. Long ago, we were ambassadors. We were the bridges between the Mesh, Vost, and Sitras. We were more than we are now.” Lindiwe looked to Ren now, face full of hope. “And thanks to this calamity, we may yet again become what we were in our long past. Great.”
 When the sun hung low, cresting the horizon, Ren dismissed the group. Their decision: travel to the Heartlands in the morning.
 “How far away is it?” Ren asked Kato as she slumped against a tree trunk, still naked beneath her blanket.
 “Five days trek if you’re alone. Maybe more with a group.”
 “Have you been to the Heartlands before?”
 He shrugged, arms crossed. “Before the Heartlands comes the Great River. We must cross that before we can even think about treading into Vost territory.” He was being curt with her. Professional and short.
 Ren raised an eyebrow. “Should I say sorry for something?”
 He wouldn’t look at her. “You wouldn’t understand. I think I should apologize.”
 “For what?”
 “Breaking tradition.” He said, his voice softening. “I’m not supposed to touch you.”
 Kato left her with that. Ren listened to his footfalls crunching through leafs and foliage. 
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 Several days passed before they made it to the edge of the Wilds. As they made camp for the last time on the Wilds outskirts, Ren listened to the monstrous roaring of a massive waterfall falling into a colossal divide that seemed to span the entirety of the island. 
 Hanging from a teakwood branch, Ren stared out at the Great River beyond. It carved through the plains like the wide, jagged, mouth of a jack-o-lantern. White foamy water poured through its stony sides, washing down into an enormous abyss. 
 “There used to be a bridge spanning it.” Elder Lindiwe said, holding her shawl tight around her body as she kept watch. “Now, I do not even see the remains of one.” She spoke in a gutted version of English-island-speak. Ren was getting used to the language. “I am not sure how we’ll cross.”
 “We’ll climb.” Ren said. “Seems simple enough.”
 “Women and children.” Elder Lindiwe’s voice was flat. “Climbing that monstrous drop?”
 It looked to be a couple hundred feet deep. But, then again, even from this vantage point Ren couldn’t see the floor of the abyss. It was probably flooded with water. “Well, do you see another way across?”
 Lindiwe pointed toward the west. “We could travel along its side and meet the Meridian Sea. Sitras built a stone bridge a long time ago. We can hope that it still stands.”
 “And if it doesn’t?”
 Lindiwe shook her head. “Then, I guess we are climbing.”
 Ren chewed her bottom lip. There had to be a better way. “Think Kato could throw them?” she regretted the words before she had even finished speaking.
 “Yes, let us throw people fifty feet across and hope they do not become fleshy pancakes. That seems feasible.” 
 Rolling her eyes, Ren let out a snort. “How do you know what pancakes are?”
 “I have my ways.”
 In the distance, a feathered silhouette sat perched on the gorge’s huge edge. Someone was watching them and it wasn’t Bull Skull. Maybe whoever was keeping tabs on them across the river would be willing to help? There was only one way to find out.
 A tangerine sky outlined Ren, Kato, and Lindiwe as they peeled away from the outskirts the following morning and trekked to the edge of the Great River. From here, the monstrous waterfall was deafening. Ren had to shout to be heard over the cascading rapids of waves.
 Across the edge, she could make out a huge bird. Probably about the size of the White House back home. It spread teal wings but didn’t fly. Instead, its clawed feet curled into the ground as the thing walked toward them. Teetering in an obsidian saddle sat a woman with a face of stone. At her neck, a light blue Scion crystal dangled. Ren’s face lit up—had they already found their first Vost Shaper?
 The woman scowled as her bird crept to the edge and perched there. Standing in the saddle, she screamed at them: “I am Madalitso of the Heartlands. Only Outsiders trek this close to the Great River. This holy area is off limits to all but the Paragon!”
 “While the Mesh have a shamaness, the Vost have a paragon. That is their leader.” Lindiwe murmured.
 Ren took a step forward, pebbles crumbled underfoot as her toes met nothing but air. “We are the Mesh! We come seeking your Paragon. The goddess has requested the help of her Shapers.”
 The gigantic bird screeched. Ren ignored the urge to slap her palms over her ears as the thing’s screeching caw tore through her eardrums. “Outsiders may not cross. Nor may Outsiders enter the Paragon’s city.” She shifted on the bird, sliding a hefty spear from her back. “This is your last chance to turn round before I attack. This area is off limits to all but the Paragon!”
 “That’s a cockatrice.” Kato hissed, squinting his eyes. “We need to leave.”
 “A what?”
 “It’s breath will turn us to stone. We must find another way. There is no point in dying today.” Lindiwe muttered, taking a step back. “Come.”
 “So—we’ve come here for nothing, then?” Ren wouldn’t move. “Fuck that. Hey!” she screamed over the waterfalls. “This is your last fucking chance to listen to me—or, I’ll burn your fucking bird, Mada-whatever! The island is dying. The goddess needs her Scions. So that means you—yeah, you—have to let us across.” Fire cut through her palms. Her contorting fingers contained it. “Anyone in the mood for fried chicken?” Ren teased.
 Kato and Lindiwe huffed as the bird took flight, its scream spearing across the sky like a missile.
 “Your jokes are bad and you should feel bad.” Kato hissed.
 Ren rolled her eyes. “Oh, shut up and help me KO this thing.”
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