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      The nightmares came every night, and they were vivid.

      But they weren’t nightmares. Not really. It would be easier if they were. Figments of her imagination, born from eating the wrong thing or partaking in too much drink.

      Instead, the horrific creatures with twisted faces and the perilous journey she was on were actual memories she couldn’t shake, no matter how much she tried.

      She really had been ripped away from her lover and friends, kidnapped, and locked in a cold, dark place to be used later for the sick amusement of her captors.

      This hadn’t come to pass. She’d been rescued—though that was a strong word for it. Taken from one band of roving marauders by another. They’d snatched her from where she’d been tossed, and then…things got hazy. She’d been in a great deal of pain, and luckily, her body had seen fit to give out. Occasionally, blurry images flashed before her eyes, and voices that sounded as though they were underwater filled her ears when she attempted to remember the trip, but nothing very coherent stuck.

      What she did gather was that these people—her “saviors,” if one wanted to call them that—were not like the others who’d taken her away from everything she had ever known. She couldn’t explain why, but these people weren’t violent—at least, not in the ways the last gang had been.

      Gang.

      Bleeders!

      She recalled someone screaming that word.

      A voice crying out. A battle. Fire Xanthcraft. Swords clashing. Weapons firing.

      Then she’d lost her footing. She’d fought and screamed and cried, but the beast of a man who’d snatched her up had too firm of a grip. The engine had roared underneath them, and her blood had boiled as fear overtook her, and she realized that she was being stolen away from everyone and everything she loved.

      No one was following.

      No rescue was coming.

      She had been Lady Aurora Verte once.

      She was now a severely wounded woman who could barely utter her first name, wholly dependent on the kindness of the strangers swabbing her sweaty forehead and forcing watery soup down her throat.

      And no matter how hard she tried to forget, the nightmarish memories, intense and unceasing, came whenever she closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later…

      Aurora woke with a start and yelped as pain soared up from her left leg. She saw stars and flopped back down on the pillow, uttering a helpless groan as she realized she wasn’t alone.

      The figure at the window laughed.

      Aurora twisted her head—she couldn’t move much else without pain—and glowered at the muscular man pulling the curtain open. Sunlight streamed through the glass shielding the room from the outside elements. The window stretched almost from the top of the door to the floor and was as wide as the front wall of the chambers in which she lay.

      During her convalescence, she’d been able to determine that she was in one room of many in a two-story tall building that had once been something the Ancients called a <motel>, one of a few buildings that sat behind heavily fortified walls. A battered parchment in one of the drawers in the nightstand next to her bed called it The Comfort Place.

      The Fatals called the building home.

      “Rise and shine!” the man said, walking toward her with a tray in one hand. A few different types of sliced, charred meats were covered with steaming baked beans. A metallic cup full of what looked like juice sloshed as he set the tray down.

      “No vegetables today,” he said. “But we have enough juice for everyone. Hopefully Blue Legion will return from up north soon with more canned goods.”

      Aurora sat as upright as she could. She couldn’t help but blush at the man’s state of almost near-undress. Now that it was Sixth Month, the heat had descended with a vengeance, but unlike within the Realm, the Fatals wore as few garments as possible when they were within the confines of home.

      “Why wear clothes when you’re not out on the road?” the man sitting before Aurora had asked a few days ago. His tone hadn’t been challenging, just full of confusion, as though clothing only existed to protect one from the elements.

      Aurora forced a smile at the almost naked man at the foot of her bed. It was early in the day, but already his tan, reddish-brown skin was kissed by perspiration. His short, straight black hair was damp—all Fatals kept their hair clipped as short as possible or shaved their heads—and his black eyes shone.

      “Eat up, and then we’ll work on trying to get you to stand,” he said.

      “Javier…” Aurora began to protest.

      She hated being in bed, but the thought of putting any weight on her wounded leg made her shudder. She’d already swallowed down many screams of agony during her convalescence, but she still didn’t relish confronting any more pain than necessary.

      “Red Legion has agreed to care for you, but we’re not nursemaids,” Javier remarked. “It’ll be our turn to head out onto the road soon. You won’t be expected to come with us this time, but you will need to be able to fend for yourself.” His tone was not menacing or demanding; Aurora knew he was simply stating facts.

      She rubbed a hand over her very short hair in an attempt to hide the fact that her hands were trembling. Though there were no looking glasses, she’d cried about her appearance when nightmarish memories prevented her from sleeping. Javier had explained that she’d been feverish and raving for days after her rescue, and clipping her hair short had kept her from succumbing to illness. The way he’d said it hinted that Aurora should be grateful for being alive, not mourning her luscious, fiery tresses, but losing her hair still stung. It was just one more reminder of her harrowing predicament, one more absence she’d be expected to bear with no complaint.

      Aurora tucked into her meager meal instead of responding.

      The Fatals weren’t cruel, but they all followed a strict code that ensured everyone contributed to the gang. From what Aurora had been able to learn during her recovery, they were a group of people from all over the lands outside of the Realm—some from even farther out west than Windy City or as far down south as Terminus. Each person belonged to a legion—a group of five or six people who operated like a familial unit. Javier and his second, a woman called Mara, had been with Queen Theodosia when they’d discovered Aurora in the back room of the dingy building called a guzzle station.

      Although the Fatals spoke with heavy accents, Aurora could mostly understand them, though they used a lot of terms she’d thought had died with the Ancients. Context and her lessons on the Ancient language from when she was a little girl made comprehending their speech relatively easy, but she was still learning many of their customs. Unlike her upbringing in the Realm, the concept of monogamy was far from one of their social mores. Additionally, no Fatal had to fear retribution or punishment for their attraction or devotion to someone of the same sex, which was considered criminal behavior within the Realm and severely punished.

      The walls between the rooms were thin, and from what Aurora had inadvertently heard, Javier took a different person to his bed almost every night. And though it was evident he was in a position of power, none of his liaisons sounded the least bit forced, which gave Aurora a small comfort.

      The Fatals had taken her in and were helping her to recover. But that came with the expectation of reciprocity. In the small hours of the morning, how Aurora was going to be expected to repay them weighed on her mind.

      Aurora shoveled the food into her mouth as quickly as she could. Initially, she’d taken her time with her meals, as she’d been taught when she was younger. This had earned her more than one look of derision from Javier, who scowled and then explained that food was like ethanol—the liquid that powered their biwheels. It was meant to be consumed to keep one on their feet, not enjoyed.

      Aurora gulped down the last of her juice, careful to not let the sticky, thickly sweet beverage fall down her chin, and then placed the metal cup on the tray. Fatals wasted nothing—not a scrap of meat or a drop of drink. Aurora had learned this the hard way when she’d refused to finish a meal soon after waking and had earned the ire of Mara who wasn’t as understanding as Red Legion’s leader. And she certainly didn’t seem to like Aurora very much.

      “You know what I had to do to get you all of this lovely meat?” Javier’s right-hand woman had asked. “Hmm? Don’t be an ungrateful!”

      Being labeled an “ungrateful” was very bad, Aurora quickly learned. Anyone who didn’t pull their weight or complained was given the worst scraps of food, stale water instead of juice, and the most unpleasant chores to complete. Ungratefuls who refused to learn the error of their ways were forced out of the camp and left to fend for themselves. This hadn’t happened in a long while, Mara had helpfully explained, but Aurora didn’t want to become the next example, did she?

      “Well,” Aurora said, throwing her shoulders back and grimacing, “let’s see if I can do this.” She placed the tray, covered in an empty plate and empty tin cup, on the side of the bed closest to the wall and steeled herself for her latest attempt at getting out of bed.

      Javier stood at the foot of the bed with his arms crossed. He might catch her if she faltered—he wasn’t a pitiless man by any means—but gang members were expected to be independent. Help was only offered under certain circumstances, and Aurora knew Javier had made several excuses for her already. She’d heard him arguing with Mara about it.

      Aurora nervously glanced up at Javier. It was difficult to tell his exact age, but he appeared to have about thirty years behind him. Mara, who brought Aurora her meals when Javier was indisposed, looked a few years older. She was short and muscular, and her skin would be almost as pale as Aurora’s if she stayed out of the sun. She had short, dark hair and piercing brown eyes that she used to glare at Aurora.

      Aurora guessed the woman hated her because Aurora appeared weak.

      Well, she wanted to change that—but she could only do so by standing.

      She grunted as she brought herself to her feet. Pain cascaded through her body, and her vision blurred. She felt Javier’s eyes on her, though, and remained standing, gripping the bedpost at the foot of the bed so harshly, her fingernails dug into the wood.

      “Ah! She’s up!”

      This new voice distracted Aurora, and her body trembled. Her wounded leg gave way, and she gasped, gripping the bedpost with as much force as she could muster. Embarrassment washed over her as she heard Mara cackle, but she bit back the tears that threatened to come. She would not cry in front of this woman.

      “Did she eat everything?” Mara huffed.

      Aurora forced her eyes open and watched the woman stroll around the bed, nodding at the empty tray.

      “There’s that, at least.”

      “Aurora will need a cane,” Javier stated. “See if the queen can spare one from our medical supplies.”

      Aurora grimaced as Mara’s lips settle into a tight, straight line. “I would be very…grateful for that,” Aurora said. “Thank you. I want out of this bed. This room.”

      “Not to your taste?” Mara spat.

      Aurora didn’t know much about the Fatals besides what she’d learned from Javier, but she knew people. She’d been raised to maneuver among the snarkiest and shallowest of those in the Realm’s society. Mara, Aurora knew, was telling the other Fatals about how weak she was and probably spreading lies about her being an ungrateful. People—no matter who they were—gossiped. It was human nature.

      “No! I’m not…ungrateful,” Aurora huffed, plopping back down on the bed. The willowy nightshirt she wore billowed around her. “I do w-want to contribute.”

      Mara crossed thick arms over her bare breasts. “Do you now?”

      Aurora nodded, keeping her gaze locked on Mara’s. She wanted to look to Javier for support, but that wouldn’t do. He was First of Red Legion, but she couldn’t hide behind him forever. It would bode very poorly for her if she looked like someone hoping to curry favor. Throughout her convalescence, Aurora had wondered why someone so high-ranking had taken on the responsibility of making sure she healed properly, and she had yet to find an answer.

      “Until you have a cane, you can’t leave this room,” Javier said. He turned to Mara when she opened her mouth to argue. “She dislocated her hip. It took two tabs to keep her out so the healer could set her leg.”

      “Two tabs,” Mara snorted. She shrank slightly as Javier glowered at her.

      “The queen agreed with the healer,” he continued, “who said she should be in bed so long. It’s been three weeks. She’s standing, but she needs assistance, as you clearly saw. I am authorizing that assistance. Go find a cane.” Javier uttered that last sentence very slowly.

      Aurora swallowed as Mara gave her a look that would freeze ice on the hottest day of the year, but the shorter woman did as she was told and left the room.

      Javier sighed. “Mara isn’t angry with you. She’s…just angry. She was on her own for a few years before joining us. She won’t say what happened, but I gather it’s a common story; she had a family, and she was the only one who survived…whatever they faced.”

      Aurora shifted on the bed, wishing she couldn’t sympathize with Mara. But she knew exactly what that was like.

      “That’s not an easy thing to put behind you,” Aurora replied carefully. Her position was still precarious, and she wanted to conceal anything that could be interpreted as weakness—even sadness about the death of her own family.

      “You shock me…Aurora,” Javier said. He smiled as he rolled her name around. “Your name is unusual. Are all names within the Border like yours?”

      Aurora laughed. “I suppose. My mother’s name was Briella.”

      Javier appeared amused. Aurora thought about sharing more—how her father had been called Tristian and her sister Eve—but somehow speaking their names aloud would solidify their deaths in her mind, as though explaining her losses would make them more real.

      “I don’t know how long Mara will be, but in the meantime…” Javier motioned for her to stand again.

      Her hip throbbed. She resisted the urge to protest and inhaled deeply.

      The expression on her face must have betrayed her thoughts however, because Javier then barked at her, “Get out of your head, and get on your feet!”

      Aurora obeyed, but tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. Searing pain made her grunt. The room tilted sideways. She felt Javier’s hands on her shoulders, and she murmured, “N-no. I’m not ungrateful. I can⁠—”

      “It’ll be alright. You won’t be wounded forever,” Javier said. His face twitched, his expression betraying vulnerability, as though a memory had just surfaced.

      Aurora smoothed a porcelain hand over his rough paw.

      He blinked and cleared his throat, emerging from his waking dream.

      “Mara will return with a cane,” Javier said, his voice low. “I will…need to send someone else from Red Legion up with your next meal.”

      “Th-thank you, Javier,” Aurora said. “I’m very grateful. Truly.”

      He departed from the room without another word, shutting the door softly behind him.

      Aurora smoothed her hands over her shorn head and blinked back fresh tears. Instead of allowing them to fall, she exhaled forcefully and fell back on the bed, willing her mind to stop whirling.

      Eventually, she fell into a fitful, sweaty slumber.
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      Aurora clenched her jaw. Sweat dripped down her body and pooled beneath her breasts and under her arms. A hot breeze whisked against her bare neck. Her knee-length sackcloth tunic was stuck to her sweaty back. She hated to think what she must smell like, but she also knew she had to rise above such thoughts; vanity didn’t exist among the Fatals. All she wanted to do was lie down, but she knew that probably wouldn’t be possible for several more hours.

      One foot in front of the other. You can do this!

      Javier raised his hand, and she stopped. She felt the stares of the other Fatals—actual members of the gang—bore into her. She had no idea what she’d done or not done, but one wasn’t summoned before Queen Theodosia unless the circumstances were dire.

      Leaning on the cane Mara had procured, Aurora had forced herself out of her room six days ago and done her best to make herself useful. This proved more difficult than she’d anticipated. It quickly became clear that the education she’d received back in the Realm had only made her a proper lady eligible for the hand of any man her father chose for her and wasn’t conducive to life outside of the Border. Aurora couldn’t sew, was a rather terrible cook, and, with her leg still wounded, was unable to help garden. When the others noticed that she lacked useful skills, Mara plopped her down in between two elders and told her to watch them to make sure they ate all of their meals and didn’t soil themselves.

      Now Aurora stood before the door leading to the chambers of the Queen of the Fatals. She glanced at Javier, whose expression betrayed nothing. He’d rescued her and nursed her back to health, so to speak, but he was not her champion. Aurora wondered if he cared about her at all beyond what common human decency would permit. He’d barely cast a glance her way, let alone spoken to her, since she’d emerged from her room. She then heard a loud whisper—Mara, no doubt—about how ungratefuls got what they deserved. Aurora gulped. She’d been trained to ignore gossip and kept her gaze straight ahead, but it was difficult to dismiss the blood rushing in her ears.

      If the Fatals cast her out of their complex, she was dead. It was just a matter of whether the Bleeders or exposure and thirst would do her in first.

      Roland…Roland, if only you were here…

      Aurora hadn’t allowed herself to think about her past life much since she’d awoken, wounded and alone, in the bed the Fatals had provided. She’d given in to despair during the first few lonely nights in her room in the <motel>, but she’d then forced herself to swallow her sorrow and concentrate on recovering from her injury. Thoughts of her found family or life within the Realm could do no good at present. Her survival was paramount, and there was no use focusing on anything else.

      She was now simply Aurora. Plain Aurora. No family name. No friends. No life full of luxury and pretty dresses and fun parties. All of that had been snatched from her.

      Plain Aurora thought about basic needs, such as guaranteeing she would get another meal.

      Plain Aurora couldn’t afford to think about anything else, or Plain Aurora would go mad.

      The door to Queen Theodosia’s room swung inward. Aurora gulped.

      Javier locked his eyes on hers. “She will see you now.”

      Aurora stepped forward, doing her best to hide her limp. Loud whispers of words like “ungrateful” and “weak” and “unfit” followed her as she made her way out of the hot sun. The eyes of every Fatal who could stand upright—babes and the elderly were the only ones excluded from a gathering such as this—followed her as she walked into the dark room.

      Aurora glanced at the doorway before she entered. She almost laughed at the odd wording on the door. It appeared as though the room she was entering had, at one time, been some type of <office>—not originally meant to house someone.

      The door shut behind her, jarring her from her thoughts.

      A sinewy person with brown skin, a shaved head, and piercing blue eyes crouched at the foot of the only chair in the room and emitted a low hiss. The few lamps in the dimly lit room made the person’s eyes shimmer like the sapphires Aurora’s Aunt Octavia was fond of wearing in her hair.

      Aurora couldn’t help but stare wide-eyed.

      “You’ll have to forgive my First Partner,” the husky voice of Queen Theodosia explained. “Jamal is very overprotective.”

      Aurora gazed at the woman sitting in the wide chair. She was not nearly as tall as Aurora, but every muscle in her body was toned and well-defined. Her bronze skin and dark hair, clipped closely to her scalp, glowed in the lamplight.

      “Ungrateful,” another voice hissed. “Useless.”

      Aurora noticed there was someone else in the room, standing in the shadows behind Theodosia’s chair. They were much shorter than either the queen or the first partner, but they, too, were powerfully built. Their head was also shaved, and they narrowed their dark brown eyes at Aurora.

      “My Second Partner, Duyen,” the queen replied, as though Aurora had asked for an explanation. She then clapped her hands. “Both of you, stop threatening this person.”

      The two people surrounding Theodosia stood up straight, each giving a short bob of their head.

      “Jamal. My pronouns are he/him. I serve my Queen and the Fatals and no others.”

      “Duyen. My pronouns are she/her. I serve my Queen and the Fatals and no others.”

      Aurora did her best to swallow, but her throat was parched. She knew the importance of impressing those closest to the one in power, but the pain shooting up her leg was overpowering every lesson she’d ever been taught about maneuvering in society.

      “I-I’m Aurora,” she managed. “I’m…her.”

      Theodosia and her partners all offered condescending grins at her attempt to properly identify herself.

      “She shakes,” Jamal commented, cocking his head.

      “She’s weak,” Duyen whispered loudly.

      “That is enough for now!” Theodosia yelled, slapping a hand on the arm of her chair. Both partners recoiled.

      Jamal then brought Aurora a chair. She nodded at him as he placed the rickety wooden thing behind her. She eased into it and almost cried at the relief of no longer standing on her injured leg.

      “Aurora.” Queen Theodosia uttered the word like a directive.

      The woman was more commanding than Aurora’s father and her half-brother, Leopold, combined. If she hadn’t been in so much pain and also fighting for her very life, she might have allowed herself a small smile.

      As it was, she sat up as straight as she could in the chair, which swayed underneath her as though it would give out at any tick. That was the last thing she needed—winding up in a pile of wood and wicker on the floor before the only woman who could save her life.

      “Yes? Um, my queen?” Aurora offered.

      The woman seated before her threw her head back and uttered a hearty laugh. “You are nothing if not polite. Much better than some of the other trash we’ve collected over the years. Where do you hail from? It can’t be from Windy City. You are too refined. Terminus, maybe? But that is so far away, and you’d have to have come all the way around.”

      Aurora blinked. “Around?”

      “The Forbidden Red,” Theodosia explained, as though it was obvious.

      “The…the what?” Aurora asked. She’d gotten used to their strange accents, but there were still many turns of phrase and bits of slang she didn’t understand.

      “The Forbidden Red burns if you approach,” First Partner Jamal offered.

      “Hotter than the sun,” Second Partner Duyen added.

      “D-do you mean the Border?” Aurora asked. “Oh, no! The Border isn’t hot. It will take your whole arm off if you try to touch it. It’s plasma, after all, but that was part of the Founders’ genius. Plasma without excess heat. You can walk right up to it without worry. That’s what we…what we did before we left the Realm.”

      Three pairs of eyes bored into her. She gulped as they all leaned toward her and squinted.

      Oh, Damnation! I said something wrong!

      “You are from within the Forbidden Red?” Queen Theodosia asked. Her voice was low and drawn out.

      “I-I am, yes,” Aurora stammered. Then, before she could help herself, words were flowing out of her mouth. “I was a lady within the Realm, but my father fell out with the sovereign, and he was…killed. I had to flee my home. I ran and ran and then came upon my friends. Well, they weren’t my friends initially. But Leora and Roland are so dear to me. Leora is my dearest friend, and Roland is, well, was… It doesn’t matter now.

      “We-we were all traveling together when we came upon a White Rider who turned out to be my half-brother. It’s a bit of a story, but we then wound up at my uncle’s house—my father’s brother—but we had to flee through the tunnels underneath their townhome because a bounty hunter found us. That’s when we found the Sanctuary, where we met Samuel, the son of the disgraced Lord Brookedge, who led an unsuccessful rebellion against the sovereign.”

      She knew she was babbling and that the queen and her partners probably didn’t understand half of what she was saying, but she found she couldn’t stop talking now that she’d started.

      “Samuel told us we could help the Realm by going to <New York>,” she continued. “And he had this code that would allow us to bring down the Border. I know it’s not ladylike, but my father was indulgent, and he allowed me to study programming, such as it was, and so I was the one who was able to bring down the Border so we could try and make our way to <New York> to ask for help. I know this sounds very…silly. Actually, when I say all of this out loud, it sounds fantastic—b-but it’s what happened.”

      Aurora licked her lips as she finished speaking, resisting the urge to pant. She was so thirsty, her throat was raw. Sweat poured down her body and into every orifice. She wondered if she had just saved or damned herself.

      “You conquered the Forbidden Red?” Queen Theodosia stared at her in awe.

      Aurora nodded, now almost at a loss for words. “I-I did.”

      “If she is from behind the Forbidden Red, she must know about the dark dust,” Jamal whispered loudly.

      “Do you know this? About dark dust?” Queen Theodosia demanded.

      Aurora cocked her head at the hint of excitement in the queen’s voice. “I-I might…but I don’t understand th-the terminology you use.”

      “Coarse. Fine. Like rock crushed over and over and over and over but…dark as night. Soft. But if you take it near fire…death all around,” Duyen explained.

      “Oh,” Aurora said. “You mean powder! Yes, I know it, and I know how to handle it. Do you have any out here? I wouldn’t have thought…well, I suppose I should stop assuming. You need to make incendiary devices. To stop the Bleeders? Devices to throw? To keep them away?”

      Theodosia and her partners looked at each other and laughed. The queen leaned close to her, placing her forearms on her knees.

      “Oh no, my dear,” she said, her voice low. “The Bleeders we handle with plasma weapons. The powder we need for something more…insidious. We don’t need the powder to keep someone away. We need the powder to keep something buried.”
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      The next day, Aurora woke with the sun. When she’d first met Leora, she’d wondered at the peasant’s ability to rouse herself just as the day broke.

      Now, she imagined she could put Leora to shame.

      It was more difficult to sleep in, after all, when one’s belly was never quite full enough and one’s bedding was more coarse than comfortable.

      Aurora tossed her tunic over her head and limped as fast as she could out of her room. Before she departed, she grabbed the pair of goggles Mara had begrudgingly shoved into her hand the day before. She cast a glance behind her at the bare walls and dilapidated furniture, feeling a strange sensation in her chest. She hadn’t thought one could get attached to such sparse accommodations, but her heart had been behaving strangely since her abduction.

      Roland’s face flashed in her mind, and she squeezed her eyes shut.

      Not now, my love. I need all of my wits about me…

      Her heart clenched.

      Then her stomach growled—it rumbled a lot these days—and she forced her mind to other things.

      Mainly the Ride.

      She had been led out of Queen Theodosia’s quarters yesterday by the woman herself. Aurora had done her best to slink down beside the formidable woman, but there was no hiding that Aurora was taller. Mara and a few of the other Fatals had narrowed their eyes at her, but then their leader had spoken.

      “This one is useful,” the queen had commanded.

      More than a few of the Fatals had whispered among themselves. Javier, Aurora noticed, had remained still, his face blank.

      “She is from behind the Forbidden Red!” Queen Theodosia had continued. “And she will teach us how to use the dark dust against the pestilence!”

      Throughout the queen’s speech, Aurora could feel Mara’s glare. She had stupidly thought the queen’s declarations would absolve her in the eyes of the rest of the Fatals, but as the queen finished speaking, Aurora understood that her new importance had put a different type of target on her back.

      “Ready?”

      Javier’s voice shook Aurora from her thoughts. Her eyes widened. He held a plasma weapon, but it was much larger than any model she’d ever seen. The one she’d been wielding when she was kidnapped paled in comparison to the one she was being offered now.

      “Guessing they don’t have firing power like this behind the Forbidden Red?” he asked, offering her a small smile.

      “Um, no,” Aurora said. “I-I’ve used plasma weapons before, but they were…not as large as this.”

      Javier nodded knowingly. “Probably an X2. Maybe a 90? Older models. We’ve got the latest. The last Resource War wasn’t kind to the Windy City, but those fucksters sure did leave a lot of firepower behind.”

      Aurora had been an avid student growing up and knew more about the Resource Wars than the average member of the gentry in the Realm. Two thousand years ago, the Fall plunged everyone on the planet into darkness. Not long after, the first Resource War began. Though truces had been reached here and there during the last two millennia, the violence of the final Resource War had prompted the Founders to bring the Border—what the Fatals called the Forbidden Red—online and create the Realm, a vast swath of land cut off from the rest of the continent.

      “Get in.” Javier’s tone wasn’t demanding, but it told her she had little choice in the matter.

      Aurora looked down at the sidecar connected to Javier’s biwheel and attempted to swallow her trepidation. It was awfully close to the ground—and closer to his front wheel—than she would have liked.

      But it was either join the Ride or be declared ungrateful.

      “Put your goggles on and then this,” Javier said, handing her a battered helmet.

      A small hole, its sides dented inward, burrowed at an angle through the right side, a few centimeters from the brim. Aurora glanced inside the helmet and gagged at the dried blood.

      “It’ll protect you,” Javier commented, uttering a slang word, then, that she didn’t understand. He saw her confusion and attempted to clarify. “From, you know, ah—dirt?”

      “Debris,” Aurora nodded.

      Javier continued. “Not much stops bullet weapons, I’m afraid. Clem learned that the hard way. What was his is yours now.”

      Aurora edged her goggles over her head and put them on her face. She’d played with them a bit last night, not wanting to look too green in front of the rest of the Fatals, and they fit snugly. She resisted the urge to retch as she placed the filthy helmet on her head. Fastening the strap under her chin, she shifted in the sidecar.

      “Mara!” Javier’s voice made Aurora jump. “Get the fuck over here! It’s almost time to ride! What are you fucksters doing?”

      The stout woman made a gesture to the Fatal she’d been talking to, then turned, strolling over to Javier’s biwheel as though she didn’t have a care in the world. Aurora bit her bottom lip to hide a smile. Whether parading around the Realm’s Capitol or out here in the wilderness, Aurora knew nerves when she saw them. Mara was not as calm and collected as she wanted everyone to think she was.

      “I don’t know about this,” Mara said, ignoring Aurora completely. “Does she even know how to use one of these?”

      “Did you on your first Ride?”

      Mara glowered and shoved a plasma weapon similar to the one on Javier’s back at him. “This one’s hers. Not my fault if she shoots herself…or you.”

      “Out in the dirt, we all make do,” Javier stated.

      Aurora saw a twitch in the woman’s expression. She wondered if Mara’s feelings for Javier ran deeper than friendship. But Mara wasn’t spiteful or overprotective toward Javier. She was just…wrathful.

      Mara’s lips formed a thin line. She crossed her arms over her chest in resignation and nodded. “You call for help if you need it, eh?”

      “When have I ever needed help?” Javier asked.

      Mara looked pointedly at Aurora, but it was Javier she addressed. “The last time your sidecar got shot up, as I recall.”

      Aurora remained silent under the weight of Mara’s comment. Mara strode back to her own biwheel, and Aurora’s thoughts turned to her own nerves. She’d been so scared last night, she barely slept. Now she took the plasma weapon Javier handed her as though it were a natural thing. Flashes of the last time she’d held one in her hands loomed in the back of her mind, but one quiet, deep inhale enabled her to dismiss such thoughts…for now.

      “Don’t fire unless I say so,” Javier commanded. “I know you claim you’ve used one before, but these larger models have more firepower than those older ones and⁠—”

      Aurora brought the weapon up on her shoulder, feeling its weight and how she’d need to sit to fire it properly. She expertly switched the safety off and on again, then grinned up at Javier.

      “I’m a woman of many talents,” she said.

      Javier attempted to hide a smile. “I bet you are. Just making sure that safety is on. I’m about to start the biwheel, and the last thing I need is your happy trigger finger squeezing before it’s time.”

      Aurora clicked the weapon off and set it on her lap.

      “You won’t be able to hear me over the engine,” Javier said, bringing his own goggles down over his eyes. He strapped his helmet in place and looked down at her. “Show me what I taught you last night. ‘Acknowledged,’ then ‘Forward,’ then ‘Shoot.’”

      Aurora did as she was told, carefully motioning the signals in order.

      He nodded at her. Aurora thought she detected a softness in his expression.

      “You scared?” he asked.

      She shook her head. Her pulse was quickening, but there was no way she was going to betray that. “Of course not.”

      Javier snorted. “Everyone says that on their first Ride.”

      “Fatals!” Jamal’s voice carried over the din of conversation.

      Aurora whipped her head toward the front of the gang. Most straddled biwheels with spikes protruding from the rims of their wheels, but a few were shoved into quads—vehicles with four wheels with doors and roofs reinforced with metallic plates.

      “Fatals! Today we embark on a Ride! This is not a raiding party! This is not a scouting operation! This is a Ride! We move as one! We serve our Queen and the Fatals and no one else!” Jamal bellowed.

      Javier stood up and dropped his foot on the opposite side of the biwheel down. The violence of the motion made Aurora jump. The engine roared to life—as did the many others around her—and Aurora was glad she’d memorized those hand signals last night. The din of rumbling and revving engines was maddening.

      Theodosia emerged, strolling as though she didn’t have a care in the world. Her chin was titled upward, and her eyes scanned the crowd. She nodded to one or two people before locking her eyes on Javier. She was clad in a leather jacket, the shoulders decorated with metallic spikes that glinted in the sunlight. Her leather pants were utilitarian but somehow also looked polished, as though someone had treated them with grease recently. In one hand she held a long, metal staff topped with what appeared to be nails. Aurora gulped as the queen’s gaze moved from Javier to her. Theodosia nodded her shaved head at Aurora, and Aurora felt all eyes turn toward her.

      “Today, we depart for the Windy City to rid it of the pestilence!” the queen shouted, raising her staff high above her head. “Today we Ride!”

      Aurora winced as the Fatals screamed and whooped and hollered and revved their vehicles’ engines. Javier glanced down at Aurora and caught her eye. He nodded, and she reluctantly joined in the revelry, forcing out a feeble cry.

      Roland, if you’re out there…if you’re still alive…know that I love you. I will love you with my dying breath…

      Trembling in the sidecar, Aurora placed both of her hands around the large weapon in her lap and braced herself for whatever horrors she was about to face.
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      She forced her eyes to remain open. Aurora was worried that if she allowed them to shut for even the briefest tick, she would succumb to the exhaustion threatening to overwhelm her.

      They’d been riding for a few hours, and the constant rumbling underneath her and the earsplitting whir of the biwheel’s engine continued to take their toll. The Fatals outfitted everything for use, not comfort, and Aurora had long ago lost feeling in her rear. Her goggles were doing an excellent job of keeping the dirt out of her eyes, but filth caked her cheeks and chin. The leather jacket she wore felt fused to her skin, sticky with sweat. Her cloth leggings were saturated, and there was little room in the sidecar for her to maneuver, so shifting positions was out of the question.

      She had been too terrified to ask how far away this Windy City was, but now she regretted keeping her mouth shut. If she knew when this torture would end, she could mentally prepare. As it was, they continued moving forward across a vast, dirt-covered abyss. There were no trees, no plant life…nothing. No evidence that anything had lived here, let alone humans.

      Scorched earth, indeed.

      Aurora’s eyes locked onto something in the distance. As the gang sped closer, she realized it was a road sign, not unlike the others she’d seen when she’d been traveling north with her lover and her friends.

      She strained to read the letters. Outside of the Border, the people who had survived the First Resource War and established the New United States around the Ancient year 3800 continued to use the language of their ancestors. The letters were the same as the modern language, but the place names were sometimes those that the Ancients had used, not what Aurora and everyone else in the Realm had learned. At least the distances were in kilometers; before the Fall, the Ancients had used a confusing system of measurement called <miles>.

      “Chi-chee-cah-go?” Aurora muttered to herself as the large engine of Javier’s biwheel rattled onward.

      I guess that’s what the Ancients called Windy City?

      The name was unfamiliar, but the number wasn’t. Aurora wanted to cry out in agony as the number of kilometers loomed before her. There was absolutely no way they could cover that much distance in one day, and the sun was already starting to sink. Would they ride through the night? And into the next day? When would they rest?

      Aurora’s lower back burned, her legs ached, her arms were stiff, and her mouth was bone dry. She glanced up at Javier, who stared ahead as though nothing was amiss. Wasn’t he hungry? Thirsty? Didn’t he have to piss? Did any of the Fatals?

      Just as she was about to motion for Javier’s attention, a scream echoed above the roar of the engines.

      Aurora’s head snapped around as Javier whisked the biwheel hard to the left. Her heart slammed in her chest. He looked down at her and made a gesture—the one he’d told her was the most important of all.

      Attack!

      Aurora’s palms slicked with sweat. She struggled to flip the safety and activate her plasma weapon. Though Javier was armed, it was her primary job to shoot. He was the one driving the biwheel, after all, and if he lost control, they were both dead.

      She raised her weapon, signaling she was ready to fire. Javier whipped the bike back around, and several other biwheels fell into formation behind him. Aurora glanced over and saw Mara to her left, steering her own biwheel with one hand and wielding a bullet weapon in the other. Not all biwheels were equipped with sidecars—the Fatals had to take what they could scavenge—thus, some had to steer and fire at the same time.

      The driver of the biwheel on Javier’s right whooped as they steered their vehicle and spun a thick, heavy chain above their heads. Their helmet was darkly colored and decorated with a white skull.

      Aurora forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand. She hadn’t been told who or what was attacking, but she could guess.

      She gulped around the lump forming in her throat.

      Bleeders!

      It was the Bleeders who’d torn Aurora from her lover and friends.

      And it was the Bleeders that bore down upon her now.

      The menacing group barreled toward them on their own biwheels and in their own quads. As they quickly approached, Aurora heard the cackle of the man who’d grabbed her. She felt his spit slide down her cheek as he’d breathed over her, pinning her down as the wheels of his biwheel spun round and round.

      No!

      Stop!

      Never again!

      You are not a lady. You are a woman who fights—act like it!

      Aurora raised her plasma weapon and glanced over at Javier, who was frantically giving her the signal to shoot. Everyone else who had a weapon was already firing, but as clouds of dirt swirled around them, hardly any of them were making their marks. The Bleeders, fortunately, weren’t much better shots.

      Aurora took a deep breath and steadied her hands.

      She exhaled and squeezed the trigger and⁠—

      A Bleeder flew backward, his biwheel soaring out from underneath him. The crunch of his bones was lost in the din as a Bleeder quad raced over his lifeless corpse.

      Swallowing bile, Aurora aimed at the next closest Bleeder and fired. Again, she felled the person—enemy—in one shot. The screams of both her comrades and their attackers faded as she gazed through the dust and din.

      All she had to do was breathe.

      In, steady.

      Out, fire.

      The sidecar jerked, and Aurora yelped. Her body slammed from side to side, but though she would have powerful bruises in the morning and maybe a cracked rib or two, nothing was severely damaged.

      Now she understood why the sidecar was so tight.

      She looked up at Javier, who crossed his arms before him.

      Breaking away!

      Aurora wondered at that, especially since the Bleeders weren’t letting up. The two gangs were evenly matched, numbers-wise, from what she could tell, and the battle still raged.

      Javier raced away from the thick of the fracas, however, and Aurora didn’t have the means to question him even if she wanted to. She took a look over her shoulder and realized a few of the other biwheels with sidecars were breaking away, as well, though they were going in different directions.

      She watched in awe as Theodosia rode through the crowd, bringing her staff down and whipping it back up with seeming ease, bashing the heads and shoulders and chests of every Bleeder she encountered. No wonder she had the title of queen.

      Aurora jerked, then, as she felt a pounding on her helmet. Rattled, she looked up.

      Pay attention! Javier signaled.

      Aurora gasped as she realized that a Bleeder quad and biwheel had both broken away from the skirmish and followed them. Javier was doing a good job of snaking the biwheel back and forth to avoid the shots coming at them, but though his hands were covered with gloves, Aurora could see they were shaking.

      Aurora twisted around as much as she could in the sidecar. The small space allowed for very little maneuverability, but she managed to bring herself to her knees so she was facing backward, though her wounded hip sang out with throbbing pain.

      A blast of plasma shot so close to her cheek, she felt the heat. She channeled her fear and focused through her dirty goggles, squeezing the trigger.

      One of the Bleeders hanging out of the window of the quad crumpled, his plasma weapon falling out of his hand and crunching underneath the rear wheel of the vehicle. The driver of the quad screeched and raised his hand, pointing at Aurora.

      Despite the oppressive heat, chills ran down her spine.

      She gripped the plasma weapon in her hands to prevent them from shaking and fired again.

      She missed and screamed a curse, her voice lost in the din of blaring vehicles.

      The sun beat down on them mercilessly as Javier steered their biwheel further away from the battle. Adrenaline pumped through Aurora. She fired again—and missed again—and the quad and biwheel bore down on them.

      Damnation! Damnation! Damnation!

      Aurora glanced over at Javier, who raised a trembling arm and signaled.

      Keep firing!

      Aurora attempted to swallow, but her throat was so parched, all she did was choke. As she struggled to regain her composure, searing pain ripped through her upper arm. Blinking away the stars dancing before her eyes, she whipped her head down, then up, down again.

      A rusty, bent nail was sticking out of her body.

      She looked up in horror as she realized that the driver of the biwheel was firing some sort of modified bullet weapon that spit out nails instead of rounds.

      “Fucking shit fuck!” Aurora screamed. She faltered. Agony prevented her from raising her plasma weapon.

      All they’d have to do was hit Javier once in the back to make him lose control of the biwheel.

      Aurora fired blindly at the Bleeder on the biwheel, tears streaming down her cheeks as she kept the trigger depressed. She then gasped, recalling that plasma weapons could overheat, and eased her finger away.

      What’s wrong? Javier signaled, then locked his goggled eyes on her injury.

      Keep moving! Aurora motioned back with her good arm.

      Javier continued to bob and weave. Several nails clanked off of the biwheel and sidecar.

      Whap!

      Another burst of searing pain, this time in her stomach. Aurora didn’t bother looking down, worried that if she did, she would pass out. She could feel where the nail had pierced her, and the knowledge it was there intensified her suffering. Another burst of plasma whizzed by, giving her the distraction she needed. The driver of the quad was firing and steering at the same time, but luckily, the person was a poor shot.

      Aurora ground her teeth. Channeling every bit of strength she had, she inhaled, locking her eyes onto the Bleeder firing nails.

      Time to die, fuckster!

      Aurora exhaled and squeezed⁠—

      —and the Bleeder flew backward as the burst of plasma hit them directly in the forehead. Their biwheel spun out of control and collapsed directly in front of the quad. The driver of the quad screeched and frantically tugged on the wheel, but it was too late. The quad collided with the biwheel. Metal crunched sickeningly, and the quad flipped on its side, sliding across the dirt.

      Javier spun his own biwheel around and braked. The engine idled, and Aurora twisted in the sidecar to stare at the two vehicles she’d just felled.

      Javier leapt out of his seat and tugged his plasma weapon from his back. He flipped off the safety and crept toward the crushed quad. Panting, Aurora moved to follow him, but he motioned for her to stay put. Javier slowly approached the crumpled metal, placing one booted foot before the other and then⁠—

      A scream unlike any Aurora had ever heard emanated from underneath the twisted frame of the quad. Aurora winced as a mangled body—moving like no person should be able to—crawled forward. The being was barely recognizable as human. The mask the person had been wearing was plastered to their face, and white bone stuck out of their bloody arm. The Bleeder opened their mouth, and blood came pouring out as their wrecked jaw worked. The words they uttered were incomprehensible, but they swiped at Javier all the same.

      Javier jumped backward and fired his plasma weapon, ending the mangled person’s horrifying existence.

      Aurora ripped her helmet off, then climbed out of the sidecar, wiping a leather-clad arm across her forehead.

      “Fuck,” Javier spat, his eyes glued to her.

      Aurora blinked at him. She was about to scold him about ogling her chest when the debilitating pain returned, and she realized he was staring at the wound in her shoulder.

      “Fuck, indeed,” Aurora said, glancing first at her shoulder and then down at her stomach. An idea wormed its way into her brain. Even if they could get the nails out, what about lockjaw? She hadn’t ever thought she’d have to worry about the strange disease that occasionally afflicted those who’d stepped on rusted metal within the Realm. She’d been a lady, after all, and hadn’t ever had to shoe a horse or hammer a nail. Now, however…

      “Don’t you fucking pass out on me,” Javier said without malice. He walked over to the biwheel and yanked a canteen off the right side of the bike. He shook it and then handed it to her. “For emergencies. Guess this is one, huh?”

      Aurora’s mouth watered more than it ever had in her life, but when she brought the canteen to her lips, all she could do was take a small sip. And then another. And then one more. And though she wanted to drink the entirety, her stomach rebelled, and she had to resist the urge to vomit.

      “Look at me,” Javier commanded.

      Aurora blinked, feeling the weight of her goggles on her face.

      “Look at me!” Javier yelled.

      Aurora tilted her head downward and locked eyes with the leader of Red Legion.

      “Stay awake until we get to the meeting point,” he demanded. “Then we’ll get those out of you and you can rest.”

      “What if…what if they won? The Bleeders? What if⁠—”

      Aurora gulped as Javier shook her.

      “If the Bleeders won, then there’s no need to worry about those na—your wounds,” Javier said. “We’re both dead already. Get back in the sidecar.”

      Swallowing thick spit, Aurora did as she was told. As they rumbled back toward where the main battle had taken place, she gripped her plasma weapon in her lap and scanned the terrain. Though she was sick and weak and hungry and thirsty and exhausted, she did her best to keep her wits about her.

      She was out in the dirt, and she had to make do.
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      Aurora limped toward the blazing campfire rebelling against the setting sun. The last slivers of blood-red light from the colossal star in the sky were slinking defiantly across the barren landscape. A dry wind whipped against her ears and moaned as though apologizing for its hot brutality. Clutching her stomach, she ground her teeth against the pain throbbing across her midsection and concentrated on keeping her face steady. There would be no pity doled out among the group of people hunched around the pyre.

      The Fatals had survived the battle. They had killed most of the attacking Bleeders, though as it became clear who was going to win their skirmish, Queen Theodosia signaled for her people to allow the remaining Bleeders to flee.

      Javier had laughed at Aurora’s shocked expression. “Doesn’t do any good winning if everyone from the other side dies. If no one tells tales of our brutality, was the brutality even worth it?”

      Aurora had crumpled over soon after, no longer able to hide her pain. Javier, Mara, and the two other members of Red Legion held Aurora down as the Fatal’s apoth extracted the nail in her arm and the one buried in her abdomen. The pain made her so dizzy she’d thrown up the small amount of water in her stomach. Apoth Hull had then shoved a tab into her mouth, bade her to drink the stale water being offered, and instructed she be allowed an extra ration.

      “Unless you want her dead,” the apoth had said.

      Javier had shaken his head; the other three members of Red Legion had laughed uncomfortably.

      “There she is!” Mara haughtily raised a tin cup. Sitting on the lap of a tall, powerful person who’d stripped down to a simple loincloth, she slurred her words as she brought the cup to her lips and drank.

      For a tick, Aurora allowed herself to imagine what her half-brother, a former soldier, would have to say about allowing the intake of spirits after such a fierce fight, but Leopold wasn’t present, and Aurora’s opinion was irrelevant.

      Aurora met Mara’s glare but then turned away. She had spotted an unoccupied opening in the large circle of humans surrounding the campfire several paces from where Mara and the other two members of Red Legion had situated themselves. Aurora ignored Mara’s snort as she made her way around sprawled arms and legs. Some of the Fatals still sipped on their drink rations, like Mara, while others had curled up to slumber on their own; more, however, had paired off or formed small groups of three or four to pleasure each other.

      “Aurora.”

      Javier spoke her name softly, but there was no mistaking the command.

      Aurora turned and gazed over at the man making his own way through the small crowd. Though she was taller than him by several centimeters, his eyes bore into her as he approached her and looked upward.

      “Join us,” he said, gesturing toward Mara, her companion, and the other two members of Red Legion.

      Aurora hesitated but acquiesced. Javier was the reason the Fatals hadn’t cast her out. She didn’t especially enjoy the fact that she was in his debt, but it was a fact.

      Mindful of her footing now that the sun had completely disappeared behind the horizon, Aurora carefully stepped toward Red Legion, wincing against the tender new skin on her stomach and arm. Apoth Hull had used what he called a “dermal generator” to close her wounds. She’d marveled at the thin, metallic tool as he’d dragged it over the punctures, cauterizing them. The pain was blinding but faded as soon as he’d finished. Now, two fresh scars throbbed where the nails had penetrated her flesh.

      The light of the bonfire burned bright and hot to her left. Aurora gingerly eased herself down onto a spot on the ground near, but not next to, Javier.

      “One tab not enough?” Mara scoffed, though her tone wasn’t as caustic as it had been before the Ride.

      “She got two nails—one in the gut,” one of the other members of Red Legion shot back. “I’d be sore, too.”

      Aurora knew this person called themself Faith, but her dislocated leg had prevented her from getting to know them or Gus, the other member of Red Legion, beyond an occasional polite head nod.

      “Two scars from your first Ride. Not bad,” Gus said. He tilted his tin cup upward, slurping at the last drops of drink. “How’s the leg?”

      Aurora did her best to ignore the dull, persistent pulse in her hip still plaguing her. She forced a smile. “I’ll live.”

      Mara snorted but said nothing else. She turned to her wiry companion and grunted. She brought herself to her feet and held out her hand. Her companion took it and stood with her.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Mara said, locking eyes with Javier. “I’m going to spend the night with Yellow Legion. Let’s go.”

      As she led her companion away, they looked back at the group and shrugged.

      Faith rubbed their hands over their short, pale locks, which glowed pink in the intense light of the fire. They turned their empty tin cup over and grunted in disappointment. “Hope those two have fun.”

      “Guess I’m no longer Mara’s favorite,” Gus sighed, though there was no hint of regret in his voice.

      He was a few centimeters shorter than Aurora, taller than Javier, and thick as a brick wall. In the sun, his skin was tan like Javier’s, but the firelight made it appear more like the color of amber. His sweaty, clean-shaven head glistened in the firelight.

      Aurora wondered if she’d ever be able to grow her hair long again. Now that she’d been on a Ride, she understood keeping one’s hair shorn or shaved had as much to do with surviving in battle as it did with combatting the heat. She wanted to remain useful—and was still wary about being declared ungrateful, even despite her contributions during the battle—but during quiet times, such as the dead of night, her vanity surfaced. She yearned for her long, fiery hair.

      Gus cackled, yanking her away from her thoughts. The expression on her face caused him to hold up his hands dramatically. “I didn’t mean to offend you, you poor delicate flower.”

      “I’m not delicate!” Aurora yelped. She clenched her teeth as a few heads around the bonfire turned. Lowering her voice, she pursed her lips and continued. “I was on the Ride today. I contributed like everyone else.”

      “Delicate,” Faith laughed. They then scratched the back of their neck and nodded. “You contributed…and then some, from what Javier says.”

      Aurora swallowed, calming her racing pulse. “I did what was asked of me, yes.”

      “Sharpshooter,” Javier said. He locked his dark brown eyes on her. “How did you learn to aim like that?”

      She cleared her throat and wondered at the meaning behind Javier’s look. It certainly wasn’t full of menace, but neither was it heavy with lust. It bore a resemblance to the glares Leopold had cast her when they first met—looks full of anger but tinged with a hint of protectiveness.

      “My f-father, back in the Realm, taught me. Powder weapons. There is skill to be learned, for certain, but, um, I was a natural talent, I suppose you could say,” Aurora stammered.

      “Powder weapons aren’t plasma weapons,” Javier stated.

      Aurora cocked her head to the side, shifting to ease the discomfort in her hip. Clearing her throat again in order to suppress a groan, she continued. “No. Well, shortly after we left the Realm, we encountered Border Guards. They showed us plasma weapons and took us to Delphia, where we⁠—”

      “Delphia?” Gus interrupted.

      “The city of love?” Faith gasped. “It exists?”

      Aurora struggled to understand the two people seated before her as they peppered her with questions using words she didn’t understand. She shook her head and looked at Javier, who held up a hand.

      “Delphia is a myth,” Javier stated. “You cannot have been there. It burned down. Like Trent Town.”

      Aurora shifted and crossed her legs in front of her in an attempt to ease the ache in her hips. “I was in Delphia two months ago. I don’t know what…Trent Town is, but I assure you Delphia is very much a real—and thriving—city.”

      Javier’s face darkened, which Aurora noticed, but Faith and Gus called her attention elsewhere before she could think too much about it.

      “Is it true sparkling drink flows like water there?”

      “Are there beautiful people clad in thin silks who will dance with you?”

      “I’ve heard there’s a never-ending supply of food! Can you eat until you’re full?”

      “Do they have a border that protects them from danger, too?”

      Aurora glanced from Faith to Gus and back again as they eagerly clapped their hands and looked at her with glee in their eyes.

      “Yes,” Aurora nodded. “I mean…ah, no, they don’t have unlimited resources. That’s not possible, but they do have protection⁠—”

      “Enough!” Javier’s voice was a loud whisper that cut across their hushed conversation. “Look around. It’s time for sleep.”

      Aurora then realized that most of the other Fatals around the fire had curled up to rest. She suppressed a gasp as she glanced across the flames and saw Queen Theodosia standing slightly apart and behind the ring of bodies. Both her partners, Jamal and Duyen, lurked in the shadows behind her. Theodosia’s eyes glistened as they locked onto Aurora.

      “Time. For. Rest.” Javier’s words made it clear he wouldn’t tolerate any argument.

      Gus and Faith cast each other resigned looks and then both laid down.

      “Take this,” Javier said. He shoved a coarse woolen blanket on top of Aurora and then shuffled up next to her and wrapped it around her shoulders. The gesture wasn’t spiteful, but it wasn’t gentle, either.

      Aurora tugged at the ragged wool and forced her eyes shut, though she was certain sleep would elude her. Javier rolled away from her and was soon snoring. Memories of the Realm and Delphia raced through her mind.

      Her father’s voice echoed in her mind as she pulled at the coarse blanket again.

      You just need a bit of rest. All will look better tomorrow. It always does.

      When she next gasped, it was morning.
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      “Ow!” Aurora hissed as she yanked her hand away from the wheel of the machine before her. She stuck her fingers, stinging with pain, into her mouth and then, remembering herself, yanked them out and waved them in the air.

      “You’re not paying attention,” Javier huffed. His voice was heavy with sleep.

      Aurora glared up at him. The sun, just barely over the horizon, was already beating down. A hot breeze blew thin wisps of dust into Aurora’s face. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought the attack was calculated by the earth.

      “You were talking too quickly,” Aurora replied through clenched teeth. “I couldn’t follow what you were saying! I wasn’t raised around biwheels, you know!”

      “You said you knew {machines},” Javier spat back.

      Aurora bristled, both at his tone and the unfamiliar word. She stared down at the large wrench she’d dropped, willing the forthcoming tears of frustration back. Though she’d slept soundly, the Ride—and her injuries—had taken more out of her than she’d initially thought. She was exhausted and already drenched in sweat. But she couldn’t cry. Not in front of this man. Not in front of any of the Fatals. Wringing her left hand aside her body again, she sniffled and grabbed the metal tool. She rued the fact that she no longer had her long, crimson locks to hide her face.

      “I know computers,” she forced herself to say around the lump in her throat. “Not these types of…vehicles.”

      “The queen says you’ll be of use when we get to Windy City,” Javier said. Aurora could hear the doubt and disdain in his voice. “But you are not useful here. Go back to the pyre and help the others salvage wood.”

      Aurora clenched her teeth so hard she saw stars dance before her eyes. The unfairness of everything that had happened to her during the past four months weighed on her shoulders like an anchor. Her father’s murder at the hands of White Riders obeying a corrupt sovereign; her twin sister’s disappearance and death—had Eve even been given a proper burial? Her whirlwind romance with the rogue peasant, Roland, and her reunion with her half-brother, Leopold. The unlikely friendship she’d formed with Leora, who was quite possibly the most powerful Xanthi who’d ever lived. The kidnapping that had dumped her at the feet of people who could care less if she lived or died.

      Irritation and fatigue won. She tossed her head upward and locked eyes with Javier.

      “No,” she said.

      Javier raised his dark eyebrows.

      Before he could sputter a reply, Aurora continued, “I am Aurora. Aurora Verte. Vertes don’t give up. Show me how to do this properly. If I’m going to ride with you, I need to know how this thing works.”

      Javier crossed his arms over his chest and then flung them down to his sides as though at a loss as to how to respond. Clearing his throat, he slowly knelt down in the dirt next to her.

      “Give me the wrench,” he said in an even tone.

      Aurora handed it to him.

      “Watch me carefully,” Javier said. He leaned toward the wheel of the biwheel and clamped the wrench onto a bolt. He looked over his shoulder and motioned with his head for her to lean closer. “I’m only going to show you this once.”

      Aurora listened. An hour later, the sun was higher in the sky, and she stood, stretching as she raised the wrench over her head with both arms.

      Javier grinned up at her and then slapped the tire of the biwheel. He nodded at Aurora’s work. “I hate to say this, but I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      “Well,” Aurora said, dropping her arms and clutching the wrench in her left hand. “You did help. A lot.”

      Javier allowed himself a small laugh. Though dirt and grime were caked on his skin and clung to his dark brown tunic and pants, his demeanor was much friendlier than it had been when he’d woken her earlier that morning and demanded she follow him away from where the bonfire had raged. His bronze skin gleamed with perspiration. He rubbed a grubby hand over his bald head and then wiped his hands on his thighs. He was handsome, Aurora realized, in his own way.

      Roland’s face flashed before her eyes then.

      Javier’s eyebrows narrowed. “What’s the matter?”

      “Ah, um, a memory,” Aurora stammered. As much as she wanted to put Roland’s glorious grin out of her mind, she found herself unable to in the moment. “He was—it was…nothing.”

      Javier inhaled, his nostrils flaring. “We all have those we can’t forget, no matter how hard we try. I know it might not seem so, but you’re not alone.”

      Aurora snorted in spite of herself. Worried that dwelling on Roland would only lead to tears, she shook her head and raised a hand to cover her eyes. She gazed toward the doused pyre in the distance. “Where did the wood come from?”

      Javier blinked as though not expecting the change of subject. “Scouts. This wasteland actually isn’t as desolate as it seems. There isn’t much forest, but there are still trees—well, mostly the remnants of them—not far from the main road.”

      Aurora raised her eyebrows. “What road?”

      Javier cocked his head as though he didn’t understand her. He opened his arms and gestured at the packed earth all around them. “This. The road. Are they different in the Realm?”

      Aurora laughed. “Well, they are paved.”

      “Oh. Ah. Like the {Black Top}. The one that follows the coast and leads north and south?” Javier asked.

      “You mean the <interstate>? Apologies—that’s what the Ancients called it,” Aurora replied. “No, not exactly. Roads in the Realm are paved with stones. What you call {Black Top}  is made of a material called <asphalt>.”

      Javier narrowed his eyes. “Well, I don’t know—or care much—what the Ancients called it. All I know is it’s mostly off-limits. Bleeder territory. It’s the only {Black Top} that survived the last war. We’ve been trying to take it for years. The Bleeders are ruthless, as you know. They have magic.”

      Aurora’s eyes widened. “They have Xanthcraft?”

      Javier spat as though what she suggested was nonsense. “There are no Xanthi out in the dirt. They were all exterminated generations ago. Before the last war, from what I’ve heard. No, the Bleeders have dust. White dust. I’ve seen them snort it. It gives them strength but also affects their minds. They act…crazy.”

      “Like they have nothing to lose?” Aurora mused, more to herself than Javier.

      He laughed out loud at that. “Well, now you’re describing everyone out here. Follow me. Let’s grab some rations. I imagine the queen will want to continue the Ride soon.”

      Aurora fell into step behind Javier. She couldn’t help but allow the corners of her lips to curve upward as he slowed so she could walk beside him.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora sucked down the last of the syrupy juice she’d been given by a person who appeared as though they barely had fourteen years behind them. She tugged on the stretched neck of the long-sleeved tunic she wore. It was hot—she was soaked in sweat—but she was grateful for the protection against the ceaseless sunshine. With no foliage of any kind in sight, the brown, barren land stretching in every direction was a brutal reminder of what hundreds of years of war could do.

      Though information about the Realm before the Border went online was far from complete, Realm scholars agreed that the First War began about five hundred years after the Fall, around the Ancient year 2500 or so. It lasted for about fifty years, though most information regarding the period between the First and Second Wars was lost to time. The Second War was estimated to have started around 3200, and about five hundred years after that, peace between city-states was documented. Documents and records from this time period were more plentiful since the New United States had been established. Peace and prosperity were short-lived, however, and the attempt to revive democracy failed. Chaos reigned again, and the Founders eventually saved the Realm from total destruction when they put the Border online in 4055.

      “What’s got you?” Gus asked.

      Aurora realized then that she’d become lost in thought. She licked the inside of her tin cup—a behavior that she would’ve found abhorrent when she lived behind the Border—and tipped it upside down, signaling she’d consumed all of her rations.

      Gus’s grin of acceptance was all she needed to continue.

      “What year is it?” she asked.

      Gus burst out laughing. He slapped Faith playfully on their arm. The person turned away from the conversation they’d been having with a member of Yellow Legion and swatted back at him.

      “What?” they asked.

      “Delicate here wants to know what year it is?”

      Faith looked Aurora up and down and snorted. “Did Apoth Hull give you more tabs we don’t know about?”

      Aurora shifted in her seat, still uncomfortable with the nickname Mara had bestowed upon her. Evidently all of the Fatals had heard Aurora’s protestation the night after the battle. Though Gus and Faith used the sobriquet with humor, it was a reminder that she was still teetering on the edge of being perceived as ungrateful.

      “No, of course not,” Aurora insisted more forcefully than she intended. “I’m just curious. How the calendar works outside of the Realm. Out here.”

      “It’s 4385.” Mara’s voice invaded the conversation before Gus or Faith could reply. She plopped down next to Faith, slurping on her own can of juice. “Thank fuck for canned goods. The citizens of the {New United States} didn’t do much correct, but they got this down.”

      It took Aurora a tick to realize the unfamiliar words Mara had uttered were how the Fatals referred to the government that had collapsed around the year 4020.

      “They’re all dead, and we get their spoils, such as it is. Canned goods stashed away in crumbling buildings scattered all across the land,” Gus mused.

      “You know, someone told me once the {Black Top} used to go all the way across the land. From ocean to ocean,” Faith said. Their expression was one of mock-wonder. “The Ancients called it <from sea to shining sea>.”

      “Don’t ever attempt to speak the Ancient Language again,” Gus teased. “You suck at it.”

      Aurora giggled, agreeing without voicing her opinion.

      “The queen wants to see you,” Mara said, turning her empty can over to signal she’d finished her juice.

      “Oh, I—” Aurora began. Her pulse quickened. “I should go, then.”

      “Heard you fixed the biwheel this morning,” Mara said, looking up at Aurora as the taller woman stood.

      Aurora resisted the urge to turn her nose upward. She nodded instead. “I can be useful.”

      “Useful…and delicate,” Mara said. Her words were hard, but one of the corners of her mouth quirked.

      Aurora smiled, but Mara had already turned away from her and launched into a raunchy tale, regaling Faith and Gus about a recent tryst with her partner from Yellow Legion.

      At least she doesn’t openly detest me anymore. It’s a start.

      

      Aurora made her way toward Queen Theodosia’s tent. Though she had repeatedly told herself that it didn’t matter what Mara thought of her, the fact that the woman was no longer being openly hostile soothed Aurora’s nerves. Mara was rough around the edges, but she was popular among the Fatals. Her opinion carried weight, and Aurora hoped her fears about being declared ungrateful would soon be mere memories.

      New trepidations surfaced as Aurora approached the queen’s shelter. She leaned forward slightly, unsure as to how to announce her presence, and then gasped as Queen Theodosia’s second partner, Duyen, emerged.

      “You’re here,” she said without emotion. “Good. The queen doesn’t like to wait.”

      I imagine not, Aurora thought, though she kept her mouth closed.

      Duyen cocked her head and motioned for Aurora to follow. Aurora winced as her eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness.

      Queen Theodosia sat on a small wooden stool before a makeshift table comprised of three planks of rotting wood. Though she was clad in a thin, long-sleeved tunic and form-fitting leggings with a coarse cloth draped over her shoulders like a cape, she appeared regal as she brought her gaze upward to peer at Aurora.

      “You read, I’m told.”

      Aurora nodded, unsure of whether the woman had asked a question or uttered a statement.

      Queen Theodosia rolled her eyes. “You may speak when spoken to. I don’t cut out tongues. Anymore.”

      Aurora gulped, but Duyen emitted a sound that could have been interpreted as a laugh as she stood beside her mistress.

      “What does this say?” the queen asked, pointing down at the parchment on the makeshift table.

      Aurora blinked. Her eyes had fully adjusted to the dim light.

      “I, um…can I?” Aurora asked as she gestured to step closer to the table.

      The queen flicked her wrist, giving permission.

      Aurora tilted her head and then gingerly placed one hand out and slid the parchment to turn it sideways. Her eyes widened as she read the message. It was hand-written, but the letters were large and legible. A few of the words were completely foreign to her, but the gist was easy to discern.

      “Um, it is ah—what we call a ‘notice’ behind the Border,” Aurora offered. “It’s advertising a fair. A type of gathering. For the summer solstice, from what I can gather.”

      “From what you can gather?” Queen Theodosia asked. “You either can read or you can’t. And what is this…‘solstice’?”

      “Well,” Aurora began, “the Realm has been separated from the rest of the world for over three hundred years. I do have my letters, of course, but language changes over time. I know most of the words, but…ah, you and I use different words for the longest day of the year, for example. I know what you mean, but the word I used is unfamiliar to you. Maybe you use this word—the one on the parchment I don’t know? Um, {solstice}?”

      Queen Theodosia threw her head back and laughed. “That is not quite how you pronounce it, but yes. We call it {solstice}.” The queen slapped her finger down on the parchment. “That is how you write that word?”

      Aurora nodded.

      “What about this down here?” the queen asked. “These markings are not like the others above.”

      “Those are numbers. It’s a date. The time and day when this celebration took place,” Aurora mused. “Almost exactly two years ago to the day. This parchment is dated the twenty-third day of Sixth Month in the year 4383.”

      “Two years…” Duyen muttered. The woman turned her head away, upset.

      “Some of us, including my second partner, hail from near here. Duyen…left her home village long ago but had hoped for good news now that we’re back in this area.” Turning to her partner, she said, “I am full of sorrow, dearest.”

      Duyen shook her head. Her face once again became a stoic mask. “You are my family now.”

      Queen Theodosia grabbed Duyen’s hand and squeezed it. The gesture was over as quickly as it had started, but it was clear that a great deal of feeling had passed between the two women.

      Aurora bit her tongue as dozens of questions raced through her mind. She couldn’t help but step backward as the queen rose. The leader placed both hands on the rickety table and leaned forward.

      “The Fatals have existed for a long time,” Queen Theodosia began. “We started as a group of renegades and deserters from one of the warring armies battling for this land—don’t ask me which side we were on or what the armies were even fighting for. Even if I cared about such nonsense, that information has been long lost—and it certainly doesn’t matter anymore. The war ended soon after your Red was created. Very little was left, especially out here. Nothing but dirt. Those that remained had to make do. Some hunkered down. Others, like us, chose to Ride. Unfortunately, we weren’t the only ones.”

      “The Bleeders,” Aurora whispered.

      “Their proclivity for violence allowed them to dominate a large swath of territory quickly. We’ve been fighting ever since. Sometimes they win. Sometimes we triumph. Back and forth, back and forth, and round and round we go. Up until five years ago.”

      Aurora jumped as Queen Theodosia slapped another parchment down on the makeshift table. This one was easy to read, even upside down.

      “I do not have letters,” the queen said, “and even I can tell what this means.”

      Aurora gulped.

      Danger. Keep Out. Infected.

      The words practically jumped off the page. The Verte household hadn’t been affected by the red fever that swept through the Realm during the previous winter, but Aurora had certainly read plenty about the plague in the weekly parchments delivered by servants from the market.

      “Red fever?” Aurora asked, briefly forgetting where she was and who she was standing before. “Um, a bad illness. It makes you cough and cough, and you get a bright red rash on your face and chest. You get a very high fever. It’s very contagious and…deadly.”

      “You mean {scarlet sick}? Oh, no. We have Apoth Hull to make potions to cure that. This is much, much worse. We don’t know how—or why—but the dead have started walking.”

      Aurora clenched her jaw in order to prevent herself from laughing out loud. It was evident the woman before her and her companion believed what the queen said. She didn’t know much about this world she’d been thrust into, but she knew for a fact that no potion could cure red fever. And she was quite certain once someone was dead, they didn’t reanimate. Even the most powerful Xanthcraft couldn’t heal someone once the heart stopped beating.

      “They keep trying to come west, and I have half a mind to let them now that I know what I know. We came this way earlier this year, hoping…but all we found were these parchments. They’re not just coming; they are overriding villages and towns. If we are to survive, if we hope to maintain the fight against the Bleeders in the future, we need to secure our territory, which means eliminating them.”

      “Them?” Aurora asked. She was still skeptical, but the queen spoke so emphatically, Aurora was now certain there was some sort of threat lurking out in the dirt, undead or not.

      Queen Theodosia stood back up to her full height and locked eyes with Aurora. “The wretched. The dead who walk must be stopped, no matter the cost. And you are going to stop them.”

      She was interrupted by a loud and long shriek before she could reply. Queen Theodosia’s expression hardened, and Duyen snatched the parchments off the table, rolling them quickly and stowing them in a battered sack sitting next to the makeshift table.

      “Get to your Legion,” the queen commanded.

      Confusion rooted Aurora in place. She willed her body to do as she’d been told and almost smacked into Jamal as he raced into the tent.

      Knowing better than to ask questions, she edged around the burly man and blinked against the harsh, blinding sunlight as she was all but pushed out from under the dingy canvas. She glanced over her shoulder and jolted as she watched Duyen and Jamal hurriedly folding the canvas. Duyen tossed aside the rotten boards that had been a table moments before as Jamal brought the cowl of Queen Theodosia’s cape over her head.

      Aurora looked around and didn’t have to wonder at the panic of the Fatals. Her eyes widened, and her heart thudded in her chest as she saw what loomed in the distance.

      A massive, whirling cloud of sand was spinning violently toward them.

      Without additional prompting, Aurora raced as quickly as she could as the wind picked up. Loose bits of detritus twisted around her. She ducked her head and struggled to avoid the other Fatals racing around her. Engines roared to life, and cries were lost in the wind. The sky had turned a sickly chartreuse.

      Aurora tripped over her own feet and practically stumbled into Javier’s arms as she met up with the other members of Red Legion. He signed at her to get into the sidecar, and she acknowledged his command, grimacing as the newly grown skin around her wounds tugged uncomfortably. She yanked her goggles over her eyes with trembling fingers and slammed her helmet onto her head. She wormed around in her seat, bringing her plasma weapon in front of her. Her entire body vibrated as Javier kicked the biwheel to life.

      Then they were riding, falling into formation with the rest of the Fatals. Debris and sand spun so thickly, it was difficult for Aurora to see the biwheels next to her and Javier; she didn’t know how any of the drivers were avoiding each other. The group put the storm to their left and raced north, speeding as quickly as they could away from the terrifying twister headed for them.

      Aurora resisted the urge to squeeze her eyes shut as they raced for what she could only hope was safety.
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      “Hurry the fuck up, would you?”

      Aurora growled silently at the form marching before her. The dust storm had lasted two days. All of the Fatals had hunkered down in a long-abandoned <motel> as it raged outside, each Legion cramming into one room. It’d been stiflingly hot and cramped, and of course, the running water had ceased working years, if not decades, prior.

      When the clouds finally parted, the Fatals had emerged only to find untold destruction in the wake of the tempest. More of the already crumbling building had disappeared in the wind, and pieces of rubbish of all sizes littered the brown dirt that was all that was left of what appeared to have been a courtyard.

      Aurora almost tripped over her own feet as she brought herself to an abrupt halt directly behind Mara, who couldn’t be bothered to hide her foul mood. Aurora was not in the best frame of mind herself. The close quarters the Fatals had been forced to endure had everyone on edge. She resisted the urge to utter a witty comeback and instead said nothing for a tick.

      “I can keep up,” Aurora said, controlling her breathing to mask her panting. It was an old technique she had perfected when she’d had to dance at balls in a restrictive corset.

      Mara glowered at her. “Of course. You’ve got long legs.”

      The statement was very clearly not a compliment. Ignoring Mara’s spite, Aurora cast her gaze over—not around—the shorter woman and nodded. “Is that where we’re headed?”

      Mara snorted. “Looks like. Doesn’t seem like there’s much else around here, and the scout said it was a long building.”

      Aurora had winced earlier in the day when Javier commanded her to accompany Mara and Gus on a supply run. She hadn’t protested, but her nerves were frayed, and she didn’t know how long she’d be able to tolerate Mara’s hostility. The shorter woman had been silent while Gus drove them across the dirt in a quad, but as soon as they got out of the vehicle, she started spitting venom.

      A troubling thought pestered Aurora. What if Mara truly lost her temper? Both she and Aurora carried plasma weapons. It would take the veteran Fatal no effort to be rid of Aurora once and for all.

      Aurora imagined Mara shrugging as she returned to Gus alone.

      “Delicate is dead. Eaten by one of the wretched. She couldn’t cut it out here in the dirt.”

      How long would Javier—or any of the members of Red Legion—mourn her? Would they even feel anything at her loss? Would she wind up like her twin sister, a body rotting out in the open? Those thoughts hurt more for some reason than the idea of Mara cutting her down when her back was turned.

      You can survive this. Roland would say⁠—

      Aurora clenched her jaw at the thought of her beloved. What would her lover—former thief and bane to every copper in the Realm—say to her now?

      Always watch where you’re going before jumping out of a window.

      His smooth, husky voice echoed in her mind now. Roland Shallowbrook had practically raised himself, losing his entire family to a house fire at the tender age of thirteen. He’d been forced to survive on the streets of the Realm’s dirtiest city with only his wits about him, and by the time he met Aurora, he had twenty-five years behind him, a limp, and a missing canine tooth. He’d fallen in love with her almost instantly, and she’d found herself willingly returning his passionate affections. He’d made it easy to cast some of her gentry habits aside, and chided her when she gave into snobbery and ignorance. She thought about how he’d react now and straightened her shoulders, determined.

      “Let’s go, then,” Aurora said, fingering the trigger of her plasma weapon. She jolted as Mara grabbed her upper arm. “What are you doing? Let go of me!”

      Mara dropped her hand and scoffed. “You can’t just go walking into buildings out here, Delicate. There could be wretched. You—we have to be careful.”

      Aurora swallowed, clutching her plasma weapon to disguise her nerves. She didn’t believe the dead could walk. That was impossible. But something lurked out here, scaring even the fiercest of warriors.

      “I know to be cautious,” Aurora said, though she heard her voice betray her trepidation.

      “I don’t like this any more than you, but we all have to contribute. Today is Red Legion’s turn. Besides, Javier ordered me to {clock your six}, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      Aurora narrowed her eyes at the unfamiliar phrase. “He ordered you to what? And I can take care of myself!”

      “I don’t know how {swanky} people in the Realm say it,” Mara huffed as she stepped around Aurora and continued toward the sprawling building off in the distance. “Um. Look out for you. But from behind.”

      “Ah! You mean watch my back?” Aurora replied, falling into step beside Mara. The woman was short, but she moved quickly.

      “If that’s what {swanky} people call it,” Mara said.

      “I take it that word is an insult. {Swanky}?” Aurora asked.

      Mara snorted again, but her scowl faded. “Among the people I grew up with, yeah. I wasn’t exactly raised by those who had a lot of {credits}.”

      Aurora kept her tone steady, calling upon strategies she’d developed after years of being forced to converse with pompous, prickly men at balls. “You didn’t have coin?”

      Mara shook her head but kept talking, and Aurora gave herself a mental pat on the back. She was no longer a lady, but she was still Aurora Verte, the woman who could charm practically anyone.

      “Do you know the geography of the Ancient United States well?” Mara asked. When Aurora shrugged noncommittally, she said, “I was born and raised in a settlement in a place that was called Can’t Tuck by the Ancients. It’s a few hundred kilometers southeast of here. Our settlement was some sort of capital thousands of years ago, or so I was always told.

      “During the most recent Resource War, it was a stronghold. Fort F. It was safe from the Bleeders and other raiding groups, but the military hunkered down, took over, and made sure that they had access to the best resources. There was the military and their families…and there was everyone else. Like me and mine.

      “We weren’t without completely, but we had to scrape and sometimes beg to get by. No coin—and bartering was barely tolerated. {Credit} was all that was available, and everyone—and I mean everyone—who wasn’t military was indebted. ‘The cost of keeping everyone safe.’ If I had a {credit} for every time I heard that phrase…”

      “Why did you leave?” Aurora asked, keeping her eyes on their destination.

      Mara shook her head and ignored the question as they drew closer to the looming abandoned building. “Pay attention. If you hear anything that sounds like a moan, flip off your safety. Some wretched are fast, especially if they’ve just risen.”

      Aurora resisted the urge to push back at the fantastic notion that the dead actually had the ability to come back to life. She fell into step behind Mara. “How many wretched have you seen up close?”

      “None, thank fuck,” Mara said. “The one time we did encounter them as a group, we were riding, and I was on my biwheel. Got several of them with my plasma weapon, though. Right between the eyes.”

      “If they’re so fast, why didn’t Gus drop us closer with the quad?” Aurora asked.

      Mara came to a halt before what appeared to be an entrance to the extensive structure. The doors appeared as though they’d been retrofitted with metal to make them heavier. A word Aurora couldn’t understand had been painted on the metal, the letters scrawled by what had probably been a shaky hand. From the door handles hung rusty chains, and Aurora gulped at the realization that this building was secured from the outside.

      As though someone wanted to keep someone—or something—in…

      “{Scope it out.} There could be canned goods,” Javier had instructed. He’d talked at Mara while looking at Aurora. “Duyen says the building housed a thriving community not more than three years ago, so chances are there’s still lots to be had.” His tone turned even more serious as he added, “First hint of anything—footsteps, groans, anything—you run. Both of you. We always need food and supplies for the Ride, but we don’t need individuals putting personal glory before the needs of the gang.”

      Aurora had only nodded, unsure what exactly Javier meant by that.

      Now, she gulped against the acrid air around her and clutched her plasma weapon in one hand while gesturing at the word she couldn’t read with the other. “What’s…um, what’s that mean?” Aurora asked.

      “Wretched.” Mara spat the word out like it was poison. “I’m not great with my letters, but that’s a word I know. Follow me. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get back to the camp. I promised Rubio I’d suck their cock this evening.”

      Aurora rolled her eyes. “If you are trying to be crass for the sake of it, please spare me. I heard enough bawdy jokes during my time in society from gentlemen who thought they were being scandalous. And I’m not pure, by the way, if that’s what you were thinking.”

      “You’re just full of surprises, Delicate. Now keep quiet and stay behind me,” Mara commanded.

      “I thought you were supposed to be watching my back,” Aurora joked, though as soon as she uttered the words, she winced at the possibility of a negative reaction from Mara.

      The shorter woman looked over her shoulder and guffawed. “You got a mouth on you.”

      Aurora thought about attempting to make a lewd comment of her own but simply smiled and shrugged. Mara placed a finger to her lips, and Aurora nodded in agreement. She maintained a white-knuckled grip on her plasma weapon as Mara edged open the door to the building. A musty smell, thick with rot, assaulted Aurora’s nose, and she gagged as she followed Mara, stepping carefully around shards of glass covered in filth and glistening dully in the sunlight.

      “What the—” Aurora whispered as she took in the scene around her.

      The building was unlike anything she’d ever seen. A cavernous corridor extended off into the darkness to both her left and right. The main hallway was about thirty meters in width, illuminated by a lone beam of sunlight that poked through a rather large hole in the ceiling. Black and white alternating tiles, smeared with dirt and a dark substance Aurora assumed was dried blood, decorated the floor as far as she could see in either direction. On either side of the corridor were vast, odd-looking rooms, each seemingly dedicated to a specific grouping of wares.

      “A <shopping mall>,” Aurora breathed.

      “Keep your voice low and neutral,” Mara warned as she spoke through clenched teeth in a monotone. “What the fuck are you on about?”

      “I read about these during learning when I was growing up,” Aurora replied through barely moving lips. “Before the Fall, these structures were very popular with the Ancients. They would congregate in these indoor markets and go from room to room, amassing whatever they could. Clothing. Books. Curiosities. It was like a game to them, I think. They would compete with each other to see who could bring more back to their domiciles.”

      “They would battle for wares?” Mara asked. “I thought the Ancients were supposed to have been better than us. More civilized.”

      Aurora shook her head as she crept alongside Mara. She glanced to her right at a place that appeared as though it had specialized in undergarments. It had been mostly looted, but a single bit of fabric shaped to cover breasts and not much else hung from a damaged mannequin. Aurora wondered how anyone would feel supported wearing so little, while simultaneously yearning to reach out and caress the gentle fabric. She suddenly realized how much she missed soft, pretty things.

      “The only time they ever battled for wares was close to the winter solstice,” Aurora muttered. “I think they were mostly peaceful with each other in these places otherwise.”

      “Why the winter solstice?” Mara asked quietly.

      Aurora shrugged. “The Ancients enjoyed giving each other gifts when it was cold. I don’t think anyone knows why, really.”

      Mara snorted. “I did my fair share of battle for supplies when the temperature dropped at Fort F. Makes sense.”

      “But what is a structure like this doing here?” Aurora asked. “And this place doesn’t appear as though it’s been deserted for long.”

      It was Mara’s turn to shrug. “All Duyen would say is that her people were devoted to restoring the old ways. {Normalcy}, she called it. Guess building this was part of that.”

      Aurora wrinkled her nose at the strange word and glanced to her left and into another stall. During her learning, she’d read that many of the alcoves in <shopping malls> had been separated from the corridors with glass windows, but evidently the people who’d constructed this edifice hadn’t had those resources. Glass was expensive even within the Realm; Aurora wasn’t sure if the people out here in the dirt even had the means to make it. But they had done a remarkably good job recreating the Ancient idea otherwise.

      Next to the undergarment store was some sort of area where people who enjoyed wearing skirts could purchase clothing, and next to that was a place dedicated to outerwear. As her eyes darted back and forth and she took in the various stalls, she stopped in her tracks.

      “There won’t be any food here,” Aurora said slowly.

      Mara turned carefully and glowered at her. “What do you mean?”

      “These places weren’t for living. They were for…relaxing. People would travel to these indoor markets and acquire goods. Food that was served in them was prepared that day; why did the scout think there would be anything canned here?”

      “Duyen says this place was both. People would sell wares here, but they also lived here. Then the infection spread…”

      “And whoever made it out chained the doors shut,” Aurora stated.

      Mara locked her dark eyes onto Aurora’s green ones, and Aurora nodded.

      “We need to keep moving,” Mara said evenly.

      “You lead. I’ll {focus on the six behind you},” Aurora offered.

      Mara rolled her eyes, but her tone was, for once, not laced with venom. “It’s {clock your six} but…thanks.”

      Aurora bit her bottom lip to prevent herself from smiling, and they crept onward into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora gulped as she made her way carefully downstairs. Her heart was pounding so badly, it felt as though it was going to leap out of her chest. Despite her best efforts, her breath came in short gasps, and she had to clench her teeth to prevent herself from huffing loudly. The walk from the entrance to the first set of stairs had realistically taken them no more than thirty ticks, but time had lost all meaning for Aurora as they proceeded into the darkness.

      The roof of the building had been complete at some point, but disuse and, Aurora imagined, violent storms like the one the Fatals had recently experienced had torn planks away. Beams of sunlight highlighted macabre evidence that this place had once thrived. Articles of torn clothing were strewn about, some bits of fabric covering discarded poles and rods that Aurora assumed had been used as defense weapons, as the edges had been filed into points and were splattered with dried blood.

      Aurora had to tear her gaze away from yet another bloody handprint smeared on the wall, browned by the passage of time. She placed one booted foot before the other, carefully avoiding shattered glass and detritus in an attempt to keep her steps as quiet as possible. The cavernous building was as silent as a tomb, and Aurora was certain Mara could hear her heart racing.

      “Fuck me,” Mara whispered.

      Aurora stopped behind Mara and turned her gaze to what the shorter woman was staring at. She clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming out loud.

      Before them was a pile of bodies, many of which had decomposed to little more than skeletons. Dozens of skulls stared out at Aurora, their long-dead smiles like gaping maws in the slanted sunlight bearing down on them from a crack in the roof. The sight was ghastly, but it was also strange. Aurora wondered at the collection of so many people in one place in such a manner. Had someone collected the dead and put them here? And if so, why?

      Mara glanced back at Aurora and motioned with her head that they should carefully walk around. Aurora nodded in agreement. Mara placed one foot in front of the other, and Aurora opened her mouth to cry out, but it was too late. She watched in horror as Mara’s boot connected with a thin metal rod concealed in darkness. The rod spun across the floor, the clatter of its movement echoing off the walls.

      Aurora’s heart leap into her throat as a long, low moan reverberated.

      The pile of bodies shifted.

      A skull cascaded downward, stopping as it collided with Aurora’s boot.

      Aurora’s eyes widened as a creature that did, in fact, look like a corpse reanimated popped upward. Bones scattered downward and away from the being. Bits of cloth and dust twisted in the air. It may once have been a woman. Longer hair, plastered to its skull with sweat and blood, wrapped around its head like a grisly halo. The ragged remains of a dress or a long tunic hung from the creature. It extended an arm and cocked its head, opening its mouth. Dark red liquid oozed from the gaping hole as it uttered a long, low moan.

      It was a sound Aurora would never forget, even in her old age.

      “Fucking fuck!” Mara screeched as she fumbled with her plasma weapon.

      Though the creature appeared half dead, it yanked its body through the pile of bones with remarkable dexterity. It lurched awkwardly toward Mara. She almost tripped over her own feet as her shaking hands fumbled to get her plasma weapon working properly.

      The creature was nearly upon her.

      Aurora took a deep breath in, held it, and squeezed the trigger on her own weapon.

      Blood exploded from the wound the beam of plasma created in the middle of the creature’s forehead. The body dropped like a sack of grain on top of the pile of bones. Mara stared up at Aurora, her chest heaving. A single tear glistened in the corner of one of her eyes.

      “F-fuck me,” Mara said, staring down at the creature. It twitched as though attempting a final protest and then lay still.

      Aurora exhaled and lowered her weapon. Her body quaked from adrenaline. She exchanged a glance with Mara and swallowed against the taste of metal in her mouth.

      Off in the distance, the sound of feet slapped on the tiled floor.

      Many feet.

      “Run!” Mara screamed.

      Aurora stared to her left, unable to make herself look away, as a gaggle of creatures stumbled out of the darkness and toward the pile of bones.

      “Fucking run!” Mara cried again, shoving Aurora.

      Aurora’s body started moving before her mind actually made the decision. As though lost in a twisted trance, she mindlessly scrambled toward the staircase, one booted foot moving as quickly as it could in front of the other. She glanced backward at Mara plodding behind her, and then her eyes locked on the shuffling reanimated corpses gaining on them with remarkable speed.

      “Go go go go go!” Mara shouted as Aurora reached the top of the stairs.

      One of her boots slipped on a gooey substance. She screeched as she stumbled forward. Her body slammed into the stairs and a jab of intense pain in her ribs whited out her vision for a tick. She quickly righted herself and swung around, pulling the trigger on her plasma weapon just as one of the beings was about to sink a twisted, claw-like hand into Mara’s shoulder.

      Mara leapt over the last two stairs and turned, blasting her plasma weapon at the horde. Several creatures emitted guttural squawks as their diseased bodies exploded and desiccated parts rained down on the monsters behind them.

      Aurora grabbed Mara by the arm and forced her to move in the direction from which they’d come. Her breath caught in her throat, however, when she caught sight of a twisted silhouette—then another—then another—stumbling in front of the entrance.

      “Fucking fuck!” Mara shouted again. “We need another way out!”

      Aurora shook her head. “We can’t run around in the dark without knowing where there’s another entrance! What if the other doors are all blocked?”

      Mara held down the trigger on her plasma weapon again, blasting a neat arc through the closest creatures scrambling up the stairs.

      “We can’t keep this up for long!” Mara shouted. “Our weapons will burn out!”

      Aurora glanced away from the advancing horde from below and over toward the doors. There were five beings shuffling around the doors now. Though it wasn’t ideal, it was nothing compared to the numbers that were rapidly crawling up the winding staircase.

      “No way out but through!” Aurora yelled. The rasping moans of the wretched resonated in her ears.

      “You fucking crazy—alright, I’ll follow!” Mara shouted, shaking her head.

      A strange smile crossed Aurora’s lips as she huffed in and out. Tossing her shoulder back, she raised her plasma weapon and prepared to run.

      Just pretend they’re handsy gentlemen at a ball. You were an expert at avoiding those monsters…

      “One. Two. Three!” Aurora screamed.

      The store front of the <shopping mall> blurred in the corner of her vision as she forced her body forward. Light from the outside wavered before her as her vision swayed with every step she took. The creatures grew closer.

      Don’t fire yet.

      Wait a tick.

      One of the beings reached its arms out toward her. Bits of…something flaked off of its appendages. Aurora hoped it was fabric and not flesh.

      Wait.

      Wait.

      Another creature cocked its head at her, its neck twisted at an impossible angle.

      Now!

      Aurora pressed down on the trigger of her plasma weapon and moved it quickly but purposefully from her left to her right. All five of the beings were sliced in half, their bowels and chests exposed. The stench of singed viscera filled the air. Taking her finger off the trigger for a tick to let the weapon recharge, she spun around and gasped as she saw Mara trip. The shorter, stockier woman faltered but caught her eye.

      “Get the fuck outta here, Delicate!” Mara screamed, her voice cracking.

      Aurora watched in horror as a creature staggered toward Mara, gnashing its teeth. It wrapped an arm covered in rags around her body and expanded its rictus, preparing to bite. Mara clawed with one hand as she struggled to clobber the creature with her weapon in the other.

      “Mara!” Aurora cried. “Don’t move!”

      The shorter woman’s eyes widened as Aurora brought her plasma weapon upward.

      I’d put my life in your hands. I think we all would.

      The words her half-brother Leopold had said to her months ago echoed in her mind as she breathed in—and then out—and then carefully aimed.

      Aurora squeezed the trigger of her weapon, and a neat line of plasma surged forward, hitting her target exactly where she’d intended. A dark hole about five centimeters in diameter smoldered in its forehead. The being gurgled and collapsed.

      “Come the fuck on!” Aurora screamed.

      Mara blinked in shock, then surged forward. Aurora grabbed her hand, and the two raced out of the <shopping mall> and into blinding sunlight.

      “Gotta keep moving!” Mara panted, tossing Aurora’s hand aside and sprinting as quickly as her short legs could carry her across the dirt.

      Aurora moved to follow, then thought better of it. Spinning around, she kicked the door to the structure shut and wrapped the limp, rusted chain around the door handles. It wasn’t nearly enough, but all they needed was a few ticks to get back to Gus and the quad.

      The door jolted just as she dropped the chain, her palms covered in brown flecks of rust. Keeping her plasma weapon in front of her, she shuffled backward for a few steps and then turned and sprinted as fast as she could away from the decrepit building.

      “Get in! Get in!” Gus cried over the roaring engine of the quad as he spun the vehicle toward her.

      Mara hung out of the open passenger side door and extended her arm. Aurora clamped her hand around Mara’s forearm and tumbled into the front seat next to her companions. Gus gripped the wheel and propelled the vehicle as fast as he could away from the building. Aurora twisted to look out of the back window. She watched the door tremble and then swing outward. A steady stream of the wretched stumbled their way out of the <shopping mall> as it disappeared in the distance.

      “The whole gang’s gonna have to move,” Gus panted. “We gotta get to the queen!”

      “Oh, fuck!” Mara yelped, pointing at Aurora.

      Aurora looked down at her stomach as she pressed the yellow button on the bottom of her plasma weapon, putting it into safe mode. She swallowed, then, and stared at the red blooming across her tunic. A jagged piece of metal was stuck between two of her ribs, protruding painfully.

      “Was she fucking bit?” Gus screeched.

      Aurora shook her head and hissed through pain-gritted teeth, “Not. Bit. Piece. Of. Metal.”

      “You sure she wasn’t bit?” Gus yelled at Mara.

      Mara nodded and cried something back, but all Aurora could hear was the roar of the quad’s engine as it sped over the dirt. The red continued to spread across her garment, and she slowly realized her stomach was sticky.

      “Contributed,” she said to no one in particular. She attempted to keep her eyes on the brown, barren ground in front of her but couldn’t stop her eyelids from closing.

      “Lady no more,” she muttered. “Just Aurora.”

      And then everything around her darkened to black.
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      The cool liquid caressed her lips. She could taste each droplet as it flowed into her dry mouth and down her parched throat. As soon as the flow started, however, it ceased. Desperation wracked her body.

      “More,” Aurora whimpered as loudly as she could.

      The creak of battered furniture next to her made her realize someone had been close by. She struggled to open her eyes as the footsteps moved away from her and then back to her side. She shifted her head to the left in an attempt to face the person, but her eyelids remained stubbornly shut. Another creak indicated that the person had sat back down in the aged chair next to where she lay.

      “Please stop trying to move.”

      The voice was strange but oddly familiar at the same time. The fog in her brain cleared, and she grasped that the voice belonged to Apoth Hull.

      “Where…” she began, but her voice croaked and caught in her throat.

      More droplets of water fell onto Aurora’s lips and rolled down her throat before she was overwhelmed by coughing. She swallowed the precious liquid and stilled.

      “Better,” Apoth Hull replied. “I’m used to the rest of this gang ignoring me to their detriment, but I thought you were smarter. Turns out I was wrong.”

      “Mmph,” Aurora attempted to protest. She then found herself emitting a guttural moan. As she returned to consciousness, searing pain radiated outward from her stomach, overwhelming her. Her body jerked, then a hand pressed down on her left shoulder.

      “Don’t fucking move!” the apoth commanded.

      Aurora wanted to scream, but all she could do was open her mouth and emit a pathetic mewl. She felt a small prick, and her arm inadvertently jerked.

      “That’s the last you can have,” Apoth Hull replied. “‘Cause if I give you any more, you’re liable to overdose. You’re safe in my infirmary. You fell on a rather large piece of metal and almost punctured your own lung. Lucky for you, I’m good at what I do.”

      Aurora’s heart beat faster. She slowly opened her eyes. Her vision focused on the man staring down at her. His deep brown eyes met hers, and the pale skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled. She made to move her arms in an attempt to explore why her midriff ached so much, but the apoth stilled her with one hand.

      “I had to cauterize the wound, but not before going in and fixing a few things first. If Blue Legion hadn’t stumbled upon that abandoned camp with all of those supplies, I wouldn’t have been able to knock you out, and you’d carry the memory of that pain with you for the rest of your life, believe me,” the apoth explained. “I’ve been pumping you full of painkillers and antibiotics ever since. You’ll live to fight more wretched another day…but you need to stay still for now.”

      Aurora opened her mouth to protest, but whatever the apoth stuck her with was clouding her mind.

      “Don’t worry, Delicate.” Apoth Hull’s voice grew more distant as Aurora was pulled back downward. “We Fatals watch out for our own.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurora next awoke to the sound of a door slamming into a wall, as though someone had violently pushed it open. She blinked, her vision clearing, then she jolted as she realized Mara was staring down at her.

      “She’s awake!” Mara yelled. The burly woman stepped away from the bed and emitted her signature snort.

      “Keep your voice down!” Gus commanded just as loudly. He burst into the room, followed by Faith, who rubbed their newly-shaved head nervously. “It’s good to see you, Delicate!”

      “You’re awake!” Faith cried happily.

      Aurora nodded her head and winced. She rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands and blinked again. The three members of Red Legion peered down at her, leaving her feeling exposed.

      “I, um—ack—” Aurora began. Her voice caught in her throat, and she coughed. She felt the normally inconsequential action throughout her body, and she couldn’t help but whimper.

      “Get back, all of you,” Apoth Hull said. He huffed, evidently exasperated, as he made his way into the room.

      He was followed by Javier, whose muscular body glistened with sweat in the light peeking in through the window to Aurora’s right. As he looked her over, the scowl on his face softened. The comfort she felt at this surprised her.

      She then realized that the light from the window wasn’t the only light in the room. She brought herself upright so she was sitting. Grimacing against the pain in her side, she took in her surroundings.

      She was in a small bed covered with a clean, white sheet and lightly colored wool blanket. The walls in the room were stark white. To her left, there was a small wooden table the same height as the bed. An empty syringe gleamed on a metallic tray. Drapes as thick as carpet hung on either side of the window to her right, covered with a filthy, crud-encrusted screen that Aurora assumed existed in order to keep out insects and vermin.

      Above her, a light fixture glowed. Aurora cocked her head as she marveled at the contraption. She had certainly seen her fair share of intricately crafted chandeliers in her time, but this was not that. The fixture was connected to the ceiling and was mysteriously glowing independent of any candle wax or gas.

      “What the—” she began.

      “Don’t worry, Delicate,” Apoth Hull said soothingly. “The Ancients called it <electricity>. It won’t hurt you.”

      Aurora felt his eyes on her as she continued to stare. She’d encountered many strange things since she’d departed the Realm, but this had to be the oddest.

      “I-I’ve read about it,” she stammered. “I thought that technology was lost during the Fall.”

      “As far as anyone knows, it was,” Apoth Hull replied. He stood beside her and showed her his hands. “I need to feel your belly if you’re going to continue to sit up like that. If I have your permission.”

      Aurora shifted as the apoth gently examined her.

      “We think the people who established the New United States brought it back somehow,” Javier said. “Though no one really knows. This place has had it as long as we Fatals have been stopping here. The Managers—the people who run this place—don’t share any info they don’t have to. But it’s nice, eh?”

      Aurora nodded slowly, forcing herself to tear her eyes away from the marvel above her. Myriad questions bombarded her, but she was interrupted by a stab of pain. “Ow!”

      “She’s not ready to be up and about,” Apoth Hull huffed. “Needs at least another day.”

      Panic surged through Aurora. “No! I can contribute! Just let me—ow! Fuck!”

      Apoth Hull gave her a knowing look, and she glowered back at him. When she caught Javier’s gaze, his expression was full of relief, not aggravation.

      “We know you can contribute, dearest,” Gus said. He plopped down at the foot of her bed and placed a hand reassuringly on her ankle. Warmth from his palm radiated through the wool blanket.

      “Not many people would risk their life for Mara here,” Faith said.

      “Shut up,” Mara replied, rolling her eyes.

      Aurora moved her gaze cautiously toward the prickly woman, who appeared as though she was propping up the wall with a broad shoulder. It was then that Aurora noticed Mara had a bruise on her cheek and a purpling black eye.

      “Rubio and I had…an interesting evening,” Mara said, responding to Aurora’s unasked question. She winked. “Don’t worry. Neither of us got really hurt. Rest up, Delicate. I’m tired of doing your chores in addition to mine.”

      Then Mara grinned.

      Aurora nodded wordlessly, looking down at her lap. She felt the uncomfortable tugging that came with new skin growing over yet another wound healed with a dermal generator. Her body was quickly becoming a roadmap of wounds and scars. She forced thoughts of vanity away, willing herself to ignore the thought that now Roland would find her hideous.

      “Well, fuck this,” Mara said. “I’m finished with the coddling. I’ll see you when you’re back on your feet, Delicate.”

      Aurora allowed herself a small laugh as Mara spun on her heel and left the room, shutting the door loudly behind her.

      “That’s our Mara,” Gus said. He shifted on the mattress and cradled his chin in one hand. “Red Legion does miss you, though.”

      Faith agreed. “It’s not the same without you! And Mara says we have to ask you for details about the wretched. She says you were fierce with your plasma weapon!”

      Aurora’s heart surged at the compliment. She cast a small, humble smile at Faith. “She said that, did she?”

      Her gaze then moved to Javier, who was looking at her with what appeared to be pride.

      “You can see she’s on the mend,” Apoth Hull said, breaking into the moment. “All of you can come back at the same time tomorrow when I release her. Get out.”

      “Rest up,” Faith said, casting Aurora a reassuring smile. “The queen mentioned you—by name—during the morning meal.”

      “Saving the life of another Fatal is very important,” Gus added as he stood. “You’re famous!”

      Aurora laughed at that.

      If you could see me now, Father…

      She then looked at Javier, who seemed eager to depart. He locked eyes with her and licked his lips as though he was about to say something important. Instead, he turned to Apoth Hull. “Let me know if there’s any change?”

      Apoth Hull nodded.

      Exhaustion overwhelmed Aurora, then, as she watched the rest of Red Legion leave the room. Thoughts of Roland combined with the realization that she had acquired yet another scar swirled around with the notion that the Queen of the Fatals had called her out by name. She not only no longer had to fear being deemed ungrateful but was also now considered an important warrior by the gang. It was…overwhelming.

      A sob escaped her before she could stop herself. She sniffled and wiped the back of her hand across her face.

      Apoth Hull looked down at her, his face full of sympathy. “It’s a combination of adrenaline and the {dope} I’ve been giving you,” he said. He walked over to the table and picked up the used syringe, then wrapped it carefully in a cloth and put it into one of the deep pockets of his long, white coat.

      “{Dope}?” Aurora asked, rolling the strange word around in her mouth.

      “Painkillers,” the apoth replied. “Our slang for them. They’re powerful, and they work in small doses, but if you take them for a prolonged period, they can mess with your mind. Make you see things that aren’t there. Behave in ways you wouldn’t normally. Such as crying.”

      Aurora snorted back the ball of snot that had gathered in her nose. It slid down her throat, and she resisted the urge to gag. She nodded at the apoth. “What about the—the antibiotics? I thought those were just a myth.”

      Apoth Hull chortled. His grin faded, though, when he realized she was serious. “You’re telling me you don’t have antibiotics in this Realm of yours?”

      “Every parchment we have claims they either no longer exist or were just a fairytale to begin with,” Aurora explained. “You’re telling me you have the means to give me medicine that will prevent infection?”

      “Well, kill it and stop it from spreading is more accurate,” Apoth Hull said. His eyebrows rose, wrinkling his forehead further. “What do you do in the Realm when someone gets sick?”

      Aurora felt a strange sort of elated terror worm around in her gut as she considered the implications of what this apoth—this doctor out in the dirt—was telling her. Medicine—real medicine—actually existed.

      “We have potions made from plants. And alcohol. But nothing like you’ve described. Occasionally, someone with enough coin could maybe bribe a Xanthos with healing to make an attempt, though most Xanthi don’t have actual Xanthcraft anymore⁠—”

      “Wait. You’ve—you’ve seen an actual Xanthos?” Apoth Hull asked. He then looked over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “Yellow eyes and all? I thought they were all dead! And they have actual {magic}?”

      Aurora nodded. “One of my dearest friends is—was a Xanthos. And she did have abilities, though I’ve never heard the word you just used. We call it Xanthcraft.”

      “I think we have a lot to discuss, Delicate,” Apoth Hull said. “But now you need to rest.”

      “Yes. I will,” she said, a tad dismissively. “But first, can you tell me…what is this place? This isn’t like the <motel> we were at before.”

      “Oh. Yes, of course.” He gestured around the room. “This must all seem so strange. You’re at the Glory Days Inn.”

      Aurora quirked her eyebrows upward. “The…what?”

      Apoth Hull nodded. “It’s the safest, most secure place you’ll ever visit out here in the dirt. The queen pays a hefty price to keep up good relations with the Managers. They don’t always have the capacity to help us, but when they do, it’s an excellent place to hunker down and rest.”

      “Glory Days Inn,” Aurora mused. “Every time I think I understand what’s out here, you Fatals surprise me.”

      “Sleep now,” Apoth Hull said, touching a panel on the wall next to the door.

      The lights above Aurora dimmed, and before she could utter a response, sleep took hold.
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        * * *

      

      Apoth Hull roused Aurora early the next day, tossing loose pants and a tunic her way. She stood on unstable feet and donned the clothing as soon as he departed the room, though she had no doubt he’d seen every centimeter of her body when he’d worked to heal her.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked after he returned.

      Aurora prodded her newly healed wound. “It’s tender, but I think I’ll live.”

      “Well, I’d like to allow you to rest more, but Queen Theodosia is asking for you,” the apoth said. “And you know our fearless leader always gets what she wants.”

      Aurora nodded. She then thought about the sovereign of the Realm and his absolute power and cocked her head. “I don’t want to speak out of turn…however, everyone seems to follow her without question. And while I haven’t seen her act without the interest of the gang at the forefront of her thoughts, I⁠—”

      “Queen Theodosia has proven herself time and again,” Apoth Hull interrupted. “Many of us made our way to the Fatals from…worse. Put your boots on. Let’s go.”

      Aurora clamped her mouth shut and shoved her socked feet into the boots on the floor near the bottom of the bed. She wriggled her toes, enjoying the feeling of the thick wool. Javier had given her the footwear before they’d set out on the Ride, and they were the most comfortable article of clothing Aurora had possessed since she’d been kidnapped. She was grateful they’d survived her ordeal at the <shopping mall>. Nothing else she’d been wearing had, from what she could gather.

      She trotted after the apoth as quickly as she could, ignoring the dull ache in her side. She brought her fingers up to the wound several times as they strolled down one corridor and the next but resisted the urge to actually touch it each time.

      “Don’t worry, Delicate,” Apoth Hull said, glancing at her over his shoulder as they walked. “The boys will still find you attractive. Or whomever you prefer.”

      “That’s not—” Aurora began to protest, but her voice caught in her throat.

      She’d been gorgeous her entire life—fawned over by everyone she’d encountered—and though she hadn’t ever thought of herself as exceptionally vain, she’d enjoyed being able to wield her beauty like a sword. Now that had been taken from her, like so much else, and she winced at the thought of never feeling pretty again.

      “I don’t particularly care what you look like,” Apoth Hull said, turning down yet another hallway, “but I don’t care what anyone looks like. Never could understand what all of the fuss was around fucking. Ah, we’re here.”

      “Do you know what this is about?” Aurora asked.

      The apoth shook his head. “I don’t question the queen.”

      Aurora nodded, but she wasn’t really sure about what. As she considered the man beside her, she said, “I-I just realized I never thanked you.”

      He looked up at her and narrowed his eyes. “For what?”

      “F-for saving my life, of course.”

      “I’m an apoth,” he commented.

      To him, it was axiomatic, evidently, but to Aurora, it was important. “Well, just the same…”

      He opened the door and turned to her, his expression softening. “You’re strong. You’ve adapted. But don’t let them change you too much, Delicate. And never mistake kindness for weakness.”

      Aurora smiled. She glanced at the word on the door, black letters etched on a brass plate, but the door swung away from her too quickly for her to determine what it meant.

      “There you are!”

      Theodosia, Queen of the Fatals, rose to her feet. She was clad in form-fitting black leggings and a tight, darkly-colored tunic. Her head looked freshly shaved, and her eyes glistened in the <electric> light illuminating the room. A strange looking round table made of highly polished light-colored wood filled most of the windowless room. The queen’s partners sat on either side of her—Jamal on her right and Duyen to her left. Beside Duyen, Javier hunched, with his broad forearms resting on the table before him. On the other side of Jamal, a man and a woman sat, each with their fingers clasped in front of them on top of the table.

      Aurora blinked as she took these strangers in. She noticed first that both had full heads of hair and that the woman’s was long, though it was wrapped tightly on the top of her head in a neat bun. They both wore long coats similar to Apoth Hull’s, though theirs were dark blue. Each was clad in a crisply pressed white shirt made of light fabric that buttoned down the front. Thin strips of odd fabric wound around their necks underneath the collars of their shirts, then knotted at their throats before draping down the front of their shirts.

      “My queen,” Aurora said, bowing her head politely and keeping her voice low.

      “She’s polite for a savage,” the oddly-dressed woman commented.

      Aurora furrowed her brow but knew protesting would only give the woman more fodder. She glanced at Javier, who scowled.

      “She contributes,” he growled.

      “She saved the life of another when it could have cost her her own,” Queen Theodosia said. Her voice was even but firm.

      “Then not everyone who lives behind that monstrosity you call the Forbidden Red is selfish,” the oddly-dressed man said to the queen.

      Aurora’s heckles rose as she watched a small, disdainful smile curve on the woman’s lips. “I’m Aurora Verte,” she said, smiling broadly and introducing herself as politely as she could without sounding prim. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Her comment wiped the smile from the woman’s face, and both of the strangers seated at the table grow more pallid, a feat Aurora didn’t think was possible.

      “You’re a descendant of Doctor Verte?” the woman hissed.

      Aurora glanced again at Javier. He stared back blankly. She felt the eyes of the queen and her partners on her, as well.

      “Um, I don’t know?” Aurora swallowed roughly, suddenly feeling exposed. “I am of the Great House Verte. We can trace our lineage back to the Founders.”

      “He really did it, then,” the man scoffed. “He—fucking Doctor Fuerte—really did establish his own sick society behind that stupid plasma wall.”

      “What are you even doing out here?” the woman asked. “How did you get out here? Fuerte’s whole plan was to keep ‘his people’ cut off forever.”

      “I don’t—” Aurora began. She looked nervously at Queen Theodosia, who had raised her eyebrows. Taking the woman’s silence as permission to continue, she cleared her throat. “I-I lowered the Border. As a-a member of the gentry, I had access to b-books about computers. It wasn’t considered lady-like, but my father…allowed me to learn about technology.”

      “Not like the other girls, eh?” the woman snorted.

      Aurora clenched her fists, willing her pale cheeks not to heat. She didn’t owe these two hostile strangers anything—and she certainly hadn’t expected to find herself defending the Realm. The sovereign was a brute who’d ordered the arrest and torture of her own father, and yet she wanted to scream that these people mocking her former way of life knew nothing.

      “Enough of this!” Queen Theodosia slammed her hand on the lacquered surface. “She brought down the Forbidden Red, and she knows about the dark dust. Now, you—” She pointed at the strangers. “—tell us what you’ve discovered. You—” She pointed to Aurora. “—sit.”

      Aurora remained silent as she stepped further into the room and sat down in the chair next to Javier. He was also quiet, but his hand brushed against hers as she took her place, and Aurora’s heart jolted. It wasn’t the same feeling as when Roland touched her—not even close—but Aurora realized she was starved for any sign of affection at all and found herself wondering at his intentions.

      “Before you begin, why don’t you tell her your names?” Apoth Hull asked, easing himself into the seat nearest the door, leaving several empty chairs between himself and Aurora. “She gave you hers, after all.”

      The two replied in unison so quickly, Aurora barely understood them.

      “Manager Crystal,” the woman stated.

      “Manager Stone,” the man uttered.

      “Now then…” Queen Theodosia said. “If you could please get on with it.”

      “As you know, we pride ourselves on our facilities here,” Manager Stone replied. “We were lucky after the last Resource War petered out. Our neutral stance meant that the gangs let us be…mostly. Our ability to harness the technology left behind when the New United States crumbled also kept us safe. Much like their…colleague, Fuerte, our ancestors were able to erect a boundary and gave their descendants the ability to maintain it.”

      “Unlike Fuerte, those who founded the Glory Days Inn didn’t insist everyone follow strange, draconian rules and give up economic freedom for safety,” Manager Crystal spat.

      Aurora furrowed her brow. She’d never heard a bad word uttered against the Founders, though all learning in the Realm had been based on parchments written by members of the gentry who’d benefited from the established system.

      This isn’t what the Founders intended…

      Leora had uttered those words when she’d awoken from being overcome by her Sight Xanthcraft. Aurora had always assumed that meant that somehow what the Founders had wanted had become corrupted during the three centuries since the Border went online. It had never occurred to her that their original intentions had been poorly conceived.

      “Yes, well,” Manager Stone said. He glanced at the glowering queen then made a noise in his throat, a clear indication to his partner to stay on topic. “We’ve analyzed several blood samples, given to us as payment by various…groups…seeking shelter from the Bleeders.”

      A subdued Manager Crystal said, “We can now ascertain with certainty that the wretched are not, in fact, rising from the dead.”

      Aurora resisted the urge to snort.

      I could have told you that, you sour-faced asshole.

      She kept her face like a mask, however, as the two kept talking.

      “It is a flesh-eating disease that attacks the brain as well as the body,” Manager Stone said. “Nearest we can ascertain, it was created during the last Resource War as a biological weapon. Once infected, a person appears healthy for approximately seventy-two hours. Then the virus overtakes both the mind and the body, and the host dies slowly.”

      “It’s horrific, as you well know, which was why it was never deployed,” Manager Crystal said. “But it is safe to hypothesize that somehow it was released. Given the anecdotal data we have, we can estimate the first infections began around five years ago.”

      “And while we can’t tell you when the first person became sick, we can tell you where they became ill,” Manager Stone said. “There were only two facilities storing this poison—one was in a place called Motor Town which was completely destroyed well before the last Resource War ended. And the other was not far from here—in Windy City.”

      “So I was correct,” Queen Theodosia said. She steepled her fingers and placed her forefingers to her lips. “You are certain enough dark dust will kill them?”

      “They are as susceptible to explosives as you or I,” Manager Stone confirmed. “They appear invincible because the disease rots their mind. It robs them of the ability to feel pain, which is why they will still run at you, even when gravely wounded.”

      “You can slice and dice them as much as you want,” Manager Crystal said. “It’s their bite that’s deadly. As far as we know, the disease is transferred through blood, though I wouldn’t get too close to them, regardless.

      “Easy for you to say,” Aurora derided before she could help herself. She tensed as the two managers glared at her. Forcing a small smile, she muttered, “But helpful to know, nonetheless.”

      “If you’re going to lead the battle with the dark dust, it’s important for you to know everything you can,” Queen Theodosia said.

      Aurora’s heart lurched. “L-lead? I’m not—I’m an expert shot, I’ll give you that. But-but I’m no leader!”

      She ignored the small exhalations that came from the two managers and kept her gaze on the queen. Her heart slammed in her chest and her breath shortened as she thought about being responsible for lives that were not her own.

      “You know the dark dust; you will place the powder,” Queen Theodosia stated. “Red Legion will lead our assault on Windy City. You two will teach her what she needs to know, and you will not hold anything back from her. We ride in a week.”

      “Might I remind you that you are a guest here?” Manager Crystal yelled. “You don’t tell us what to do!”

      Aurora jumped as Queen Theodosia quickly rose to her full height. Jamal and Duyen stood, as well, flanking her and making her appear quite imposing.

      “In that, you are correct,” the queen said. Her voice was soft but firm. “So perhaps you don’t need the plasma weapons we brought, after all?”

      Manager Stone held up a hand as Manager Crystal opened her mouth. She clamped her jaw shut, and the man replied, “There is no need for that. We will, of course, provide…Aurora Verte with all the information she needs.”

      “I would like Javier to learn, as well,” Aurora blurted. She turned to Queen Theodosia. “That is, if I have that permission?”

      The queen smirked. “You do. Jamal, Duyen—with me.”

      Aurora bowed her head as the queen quickly departed the room with her lovers following her. She felt the glares of both managers bore into her but kept her eyes locked on Javier.

      “Who’s hungry?” Apoth Hull asked. His loud voice sliced through the tension in the room.

      Aurora looked at Javier and couldn’t help but smile as he raised his eyebrows at her.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Aurora shuffled out of the dining hall with the rest of the Fatals. As far as she had been able to gather, the Glory Days Inn was a commodious complex that was at least thirty stories high. The building was heavily fortified, and a swath of land that stretched two kilometers in every direction separated the structure from the outer <electrified> perimeter. They had eaten at long tables under blinking <electric> lights, the food surprisingly fresh and delicious.

      Satiated, she and the rest of Red Legion clomped up two flights of stairs to one of the floors comprised of nothing but bedrooms. Apparently, many of the floors of the structure were built like an old <luxury hotel>, which is what the Glory Days Inn had been originally.

      “Fuck yeah,” Gus said as he pushed through the door in the stairwell. “Rest at last!”

      Aurora saw that many of the Fatals had already opened the doors to some of the rooms, staking their claim. It appeared as though there were enough rooms on the floor so no one would have to share, but Aurora now knew from experience that almost no one would choose to sleep alone. Combat and fighting for survival created the need for closeness. Aurora wondered where Gus and Faith were going to rest their heads and if it would be too forward of her to ask to slumber with them.

      “Paradise restored,” Gus laughed.

      Aurora looked over at her companion, who nodded his head at what was occurring down the hall. Mara was pressing Rubio up against the wall. Their bodies ground together, and Mara yanked on the string that kept Rubio’s pants up. She shoved her hands down into them and began to tug. The look on Rubio’s face said that they didn’t mind, however, and Aurora averted her gaze.

      “I adore the fact that fucking still makes you blush, Delicate,” Gus snickered.

      Aurora rolled her eyes. “Just because I don’t want to watch a member of my Legion fuck doesn’t mean I don’t know how.”

      Gus raised his eyebrows, but before he could reply, Faith appeared. “Look what I have!” they cried out, holding up an almost full bottle of amber drink.

      “Don’t mind if I do!” Gus whooped. “It’s been ages since we’ve had a proper amber drink!”

      Aurora looked around and saw that a member of each Legion was passing a similarly filled bottle around. It was evident the queen knew what her Fatals needed and when.

      She watched Faith and Gus each take a sip, then she motioned for the bottle.

      “Yes, Delicate!” Gus cheered.

      Aurora took a long swig, relishing the pleasant burn as the amber drink slid down her throat. She uttered a slight cough as she handed the bottle back to Faith and wiped her forearm across her mouth. She then looked down at Faith and Gus, who stared at her with wide eyes.

      “Oh, come on,” Aurora huffed. “We have amber drink back in the Realm. My sister and I used to sneak sips during balls all the time. I⁠—”

      A vision of her twin, Eve, danced before her eyes, then. Though it had been months since she’d learned of her sister’s death, she still sometimes expected the woman would appear right next to her if only she turned her head quickly enough.

      “You had a sister?” Faith asked.

      “A twin. I was older by a few hours, but…” Aurora trailed off and forced a smile. “Hand me the bottle again?”

      Faith gave Aurora a knowing look and extended their arm.

      She took another long gulp, then passed the bottle to Gus, who also took a heavy pull. He then shoved the bottle back at Faith, who sunk a stopper into the top.

      “Had a brother.” Gus nodded. “He was strong but…{scarlet sick} got him just before he started to become a man. I sometimes wonder if…but I had to leave that all behind. And I’m here now.”

      “Here now is all that matters,” Faith said. They grinned and wiggled their eyebrows at Gus. “Why don’t you take me into a room and fuck me on a comfortable bed for once? Here you go, Delicate.”

      Aurora accepted the bottle that Faith shoved in her hands. A few weeks ago, she would have agreed with Faith’s sentiment about leaving the past behind, but now that she was more adjusted to life out in the dirt, she found herself taking comfort in her memories. It was another lifetime, and she would never return to the Realm, but thoughts of those she’d lost—Roland, especially—now served as a strange sort of consolation.

      She offered half of a wave of her hand as Gus carried Faith, squealing merrily, through the crowd and into an unoccupied room.

      She lowered her eyelids and raised them slowly, realizing the amber drink was affecting her more than she anticipated. She had eaten heartily, but it had been months since she’d imbibed the way she used to at fêtes—and even then, she’d spaced her consumption out during the course of very lengthy evenings.

      Clutching the bottle to her chest, she stepped over and around her colleagues, who were too involved in raucous conversation or romantic encounters to pay her much heed. She reached the end of the corridor and pressed lightly on an ajar door with her fingers.

      “Anyone in here?”

      Met with silence, she stumbled into the room. Out of habit, she cursed herself for forgetting a candle and then recalled she needed no such thing here at the Glory Days Inn. She fumbled around, slapping her hand repeatedly against the wall until her palm came into contact with a small, flat panel. She tapped it, and the room was flooded with artificial light.

      She winced against the brightness. “Still not used to that. Ugh.”

      The room was sparse but somehow felt comfortable. Two beds separated by a small table were situated up against one wall. A window covered with a thick, strong screen made up most of the wall across from the door. A hot breeze wafted inward, and the fresh air carried smells of scorched pavement and thick dust. Aurora thought about yanking the thick curtains closed but found herself mesmerized as she stared outward. The glow of the building illuminated the barren landscape stretching out in every direction for kilometers, and Aurora thought she could imagine the terrain covered with tall, tawny grass instead of barren filth if she just concentrated hard enough.

      <Amber waves of grain> were the words the Ancients had used to describe this part of their land, or so Aurora had been told during learning.

      A knock at the door startled her.

      She spun around, clutching the bottle of amber drink to her chest as though her life depended on it. She exhaled loudly as she faced Javier.

      “Fuck’s sake,” she said. “You startled me.”

      Javier motioned that he wanted to enter, and Aurora nodded her head. Though she had ridden next to him and fought beside him, she still felt awkward when talking to him.

      “Want some?” she asked, offering up the bottle of amber drink.

      He grinned. “Can’t go wrong with {bourbon}.”

      Aurora scrunched her nose at the odd word. “You mean amber drink?”

      Javier widened his grin to a full smile. “You Realm folk have strange words for things.”

      “‘Realm folk’?” Aurora scoffed. “We call ourselves citizens. Citizens of the Realm.”

      The smile faded from Javier’s face, then, and his familiar mask returned.

      Aurora shifted on her feet as she took the bottle back from him.

      “You, um,” Javier began. “You still think of yourself as one of them? One of those people from behind the Forbidden Red?”

      Aurora exhaled. The urge to explain herself warred with her desire to consume more amber drink and leave the idea of confronting her emotions to another day. She answered simply. “I don’t know.”

      “How much of that have you had?” Javier cast his gaze down at the half-empty bottle in her hand.

      Aurora shrugged. “Enough to make the pain go away, but not enough to knock me off my feet. Why?”

      Javier shifted from one foot to the other and then locked his dark eyes onto hers. “I was…well, I was wondering if you wanted to fuck.”

      Aurora laughed loudly, then covered her mouth. She felt her face and chest flush. Since she’d been kidnapped, she’d experienced nothing but misery and pain and was just realizing she hadn’t felt sexual in weeks.

      “I wasn’t making a joke,” Javier said, his pride clearly wounded.

      “No! Fuck! I laughed because I… Before I was taken by the Bleeders, there was a man. I was—am—in love,” Aurora stammered.

      Javier stared at her.

      Aurora found herself feeling very exposed. The thought of any man other than Roland touching her made her stomach roil. It wasn’t just that he’d been her first lover, she realized. She hadn’t given much thought to her feelings before, but now that she considered it, she understood that she couldn’t behave as many of the Fatals did, much like she hadn’t been able to identify with many of the citizens of Delphia who were able to trade partners or have more than one mate.

      “I’m—I’m in love,” Aurora whispered. “I can’t…”

      Javier nodded. “But he-he could be dead. For all you know.”

      Aurora smiled, conceding the point. “But…I’m still alive. And I’m still in love.”

      Javier slowly extended a hand, and Aurora realized that her answer was just that—and he accepted it.

      “Think I’ll have another drink now,” he said.

      Aurora handed him the bottle, and he took a long sip. He winced as he swallowed and gave it back to her.

      She laughed as she took it in hand and drank a small bit herself. “Not as tough as you appear, huh?”

      Javier took two steps forward, so he was standing by her side at the window. He breathed in and looked out across the swath of land surrounding the Glory Days Inn.

      “I was in love once,” he remarked.

      Aurora turned to look out of the window with him. “And I remind you of her?”

      “Fuck no,” Javier scoffed without heat. “I hope I didn’t offend you. You looked pretty terrified there.”

      Aurora shook her head, taking another sip from the bottle. The amber drink warmed her belly, and though she had just rejected Javier, she felt an odd tranquility standing beside him.

      “The men I said no to—the men who called themselves gentlemen—often…weren’t,” Aurora said softly.

      “Until you met one who was?” Javier asked.

      Aurora nodded, suddenly feeling her throat close. She blinked back tears as she stared out at the barren wasteland illuminated by the powerful Glory Days Inn.

      “I-I’m sorry.” She forced the words out around the lump in her throat. “I just—I can’t⁠—”

      “Aurora,” Javier said.

      She felt him gently shove her arm, and she turned to meet his gaze. Instead of anger, she saw earnestness on his face.

      “I asked. You said no. That’s all.”

      Aurora sniffled. “That…that’s all? You’re not going to⁠—”

      “That’s all,” Javier said. “No means no. We Fatals respect each other too much to behave otherwise.”

      Aurora felt waves of embarrassment and then exhaustion wash over her. She clutched the almost-empty amber drink bottle in her hands and turned to look out across the illuminated wasteland before her.

      “I was…I was flattered, you know,” she said, removing the stopper and taking another small drink.

      Javier motioned for her to give him the bottle. She handed it over, and he swallowed the rest of the drink. He shook his head. “Well, it wasn’t high praise. You should know by now I’ll fuck anyone, Delicate.”

      Aurora placed a hand on her chest and laughed out loud.
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      The battered skyline loomed before her. A shudder raced down Aurora’s spine, and she gripped her plasma weapon. She’d tried to mentally prepare herself for what a city that had been left to rot would look like, but nothing in her wildest imagination had equipped her for what she now saw.

      Buildings that had once towered and cast massive shadows over the lake in the distance now stood empty. One appeared as though it was swaying in the wind. Another had collapsed into the structure next to it, smashing a gigantic hole in the side of its upright partner. The sun beat down relentlessly on twisted metal and shattered glass, scattering blinding rays of light in all directions. A hot, sticky wind coming off of the lake whipped around ceaselessly, creating a menacing sort of hollow cry emanating from the distance.

      Seven days had passed since Queen Theodosia gave Aurora her orders. She and Javier had concocted what Aurora had thought was a fool-proof plan, but now that she was faced with the deserted city, doubt plagued her.

      “This is as far as I go,” the sinewy person seated in the driver’s seat of the quad said. They didn’t have more than fourteen years behind them and were part of Yellow Legion. Though they had been riding with the Fatals for most of their life and had seen their fair share of combat, they also couldn’t tear their eyes away from the scene before them.

      “Thanks, Bats,” Javier grumbled. His voice was thick and gravely.

      Bats nodded, rubbing a hand over their shaved head. “Be careful, will you? Rubio’ll wring my neck if you don’t come back.”

      Mara snorted and shoved the back left door of the quad open. “If you think I’m letting Rubio off of the hook that easy, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      Bats grinned. They looked over at Javier as he slid out of the passenger seat and clomped a heavy boot onto the parched soil. Aurora caught Bats’ eyes in the rearview mirror and hoped she didn’t look as terrified as she felt.

      “Go on…” they said, obviously fumbling with how to finish that sentence.

      “You can call me ‘Delicate,’” Aurora said. “Everyone else does.”

      Bats cast her a bashful smile. Aurora stepped out of the vehicle. Clutching her plasma weapon, she gave Faith and Gus a quick nod as they came bounding up to the rest of Red Legion. Rubio had driven them, and he now waved from inside his own quad.

      Javier shifted the pack on his back. Each member of Red Legion had a similar bag full of various-sized bombs made by the Managers with Aurora’s guidance. Though the Managers had the tools left over from the last Resource War, none of them had experience using powder, which was why the queen had been interested in Aurora in the first place. Aurora had contributed nervously; she’d been around powder all her life but had never used it in such quantities before. She kept this to herself as she and the Managers worked, but doubt wormed around in her gut now that the time had arrived to deploy the incendiary devices.

      Javier clicked the yellow button on his plasma weapon, disengaging the safety. The rest of Red Legion followed suit, Aurora completing the action with shaking hands.

      You can do this you can do this you can do this…

      “Let’s go,” Javier commanded.

      Mara fell into step beside and slightly behind him. Aurora had made the bombs, but Mara was still second in Red Legion. Faith and Gus brought up the rear, each creeping after Aurora, their boots crunching on the arid soil.

      Aurora heard the quads drive away but refused to look backward. She was drenched in sweat and worried that keeping her eyes on anything other than the path looming before her would cause her to lose her nerve or, at least, the food she’d consumed earlier.

      “Remember what the Managers said,” Javier said. His voice was low despite the fact that they still probably had another two kilometers to walk before they actually entered what had been the city limits. “The building we’re looking for will be white. Newer than most of the others. The closer we get, the more wretched we’ll probably encounter. They like to cluster, apparently.”

      “According to the Managers. Who never leave the Glory Days Inn,” Mara scoffed.

      “She’s right,” Faith said when Javier cast an annoyed look behind him. “Most of what the Managers told us was only conjecture.”

      “We know the wretched are coming from Windy City,” Gus countered. “And the Managers have observed them for years now. Not all of their information is wrong.”

      Aurora swallowed repeatedly as the others around her talked. Her throat was parched, and the journey had only just begun. She concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other as Mara and Gus argued.

      “—don’t know everything,” Mara was saying. “This could be futile. Sure, maybe the Managers know what’s causing the wretched, but they’ve been spotted all over this area. What’s to say this is the place?”

      “We have to try,” Gus insisted. “Once we eliminate the wretched, we can concentrate on wiping out the Bleeders. Then all of this will be ours!”

      Faith stared ahead at the decrepit city, saying sarcastically, “Yeah, what a prize.”

      Aurora couldn’t help but chortle at that. Her scalp itched. She and the rest of Red Legion had all taken turns shaving each other’s heads the night before. Javier hadn’t said anything, but it was apparent he’d wanted them to bond. Aurora had felt pride instead of pain when Javier drew the blade across her scalp. She owed her life to Queen Theodosia and the Fatals. It was her duty to act in their best interest, even if that meant sacrificing her lovely hair.

      “Keep your eyes open,” Javier said as they approached the outermost limits of the city. A charred quad, black and rotting in the oppressive summer sun, greeted them. “And call out if you see anything—and I mean anything—move.”

      Aurora looked up at the sign positioned on two wooden poles rising above the ground. It was green with white lettering, though most of the letters had faded away. Someone had written an indecipherable word over the remaining letters with brownish paint—or perhaps blood. She gulped.

      The <shopping mall> doors had been adorned with the same warning.

      An eerie quiet enveloped them as they made their way forward. Though no city in the Realm could compare with the geographic size of Windy City, Aurora had never encountered a silent metropolis of any size. A thick, humid breeze whipped through abandoned buildings, causing bent metal to creak and shattered glass to clink. The echo of their booted footsteps bounced off the buildings’ façades and rang in Aurora’s ears.

      Javier slowed as they reached an intersection. He pulled a parchment out of his pocket, unfolded it, and glanced down. Aurora knew he barely had his letters, but the Managers had used a thick piece of black charcoal to lead Red Legion to where they were supposed to go. The parchment was a replica of one of the maps of Windy City that had been available at the conclusion of the last Resource War. As Aurora had watched Manager Crystal and Manager Stone discuss how they were going to direct Red Legion, it was evident that they didn’t necessarily have all of their letters, either.

      Aurora now smirked at the memory.

      Cocky fuckers, she thought as she watched Javier motion for them to move to the right—and further into the city.

      “Ugh!” Faith exclaimed, then clamped a hand over their mouth.

      Aurora followed their eyes and bit down on her bottom lip to keep from gagging. Three decomposing bodies hung from a lamppost. As they twisted in the wind, Aurora thought back to the last time she’d seen corpses displayed in such a manner. She’d been with Roland, Leora, and Leopold, and they’d encountered a gruesome scene just before arriving at the northernmost town in the Realm. Each body had been marked with the crime they’d committed—and Roland turned away when he saw one person had been executed for being backward. Aurora’s heart clenched at the memory, and she inadvertently glanced at the rest of Red Legion. The Fatals loved and fucked without rules or abandon. So had the residents of Delphia. The residents of the Realm deserved the same rights as those outside of the Border—but that was something Aurora couldn’t consider now.

      “Wonder if they killed themselves,” Gus muttered.

      “Or if they had someone do the job for them,” Faith replied.

      “Keep moving,” Javier commanded.

      Aurora turned away, forcefully ignoring the tattered clothing falling off the desiccated forms. Their stench indicated that they had recently died.

      “I thought you said Windy City was abandoned but for the wretched,” Aurora said, stepping as close to Javier as she could without overtaking Mara.

      Javier shook his head. “Could’ve been folks looking to scavenge. Maybe they were bitten and decided to finish themselves off rather than succumb.”

      Aurora stared at the back of Javier’s head as he turned away from her and concentrated on the road ahead. He clearly didn’t believe what he was saying, but Aurora didn’t contradict him. They were in Windy City to put a stop to the wretched, not worry about why three peasants might have died by suicide.

      But what if…

      Before Aurora could finish the thought, a loud screech pierced the silence surrounding the group.

      “Fucking fuck,” Mara hissed.

      “Fucking Bleeders? Here?” Gus growled.

      “They’re everywhere else out in the dirt,” Javier replied. “Ready your weapons.”

      Aurora watched in horror as a lone Bleeder emerged from behind a pile of rubble in front of the nearest abandoned skyscraper. The person was clad in ripped leather pants and wore no shirt. A thick, gaping wound scraped down their bare chest. Their hair was bloody and matted against their forehead and the right half of their skull. Their eyes lolled as though struggling to focus. They opened their mouth, and blood flowed down their chin. They twitched and then stumbled as quickly as they could toward the group.

      Aurora jolted as Javier raised his weapon and fired at the seemingly undead creature careening toward them. The Bleeder dropped, twitching where they had fallen, emitting one final gurgle before lying still.

      Javier panted beside Aurora. Her own blood thrummed in her ears. All of Red Legion remained still as each person perked up their ears for signs of additional movement.

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” Javier said as silence descended again. “Follow me.”

      Aurora again placed one booted foot in front of the other as her eyes darted back and forth. Her colleagues treaded alongside her, their breaths coming short and quick. Hot winds whipped around them as they continued traveling further into the bowels of the diseased city.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora panted heavily. She had twenty-one years behind her, but her knees were aflame as though she were several decades older. She winced as she pushed herself to take another step—and then another. Before this trek, she thought maybe she’d recovered better from the wounds she’d sustained. Now, her entire body screamed in protest. The new skin on her wounds created by the dermal generator throbbed.

      “Here should be good,” Javier grunted. Beads of sweat rolled down the sides of his face and his thick neck. The air in the abandoned stairwell was stifling even though most of the glass in the widows had been shattered long ago.

      It had taken Red Legion about half an hour of traveling over piles of debris under brutal, baking rays of sunlight to get near their destination. They had each caught leggings or tunic sleeves on twisted bits of metal, though they had all managed to avoid scraping themselves. No one wanted to risk developing lockjaw as a result of carelessness.

      Aurora glanced over Javier’s shoulder and shuddered.

      Beings that used to be people twisted and writhed around a white building surrounded by rubble and debris. Aurora wondered why it appeared relatively pristine when everything around it had crumpled long ago. The former humans were mostly naked, but bits of ragged clothing still clung to some of them. Though Aurora and the rest of Red Legion were now ten stories above the ground, she could still see the vacant expressions on their faces and hear their pitiful groans as they meandered.

      “This makes no fucking sense,” Mara spat. “What the fuck are we doing here, Javier?”

      Javier clenched his jaw and said nothing. He shifted his feet. The equipment in the pack on his back clanked.

      Aurora caught Mara’s eye and swallowed, spittle sticking to her parched throat. Red Legion had been hydrating as much as they could since entering Windy City, but they could only carry so much water in each canteen, and the sun and heat were relentless.

      Aurora’s gut twisted. Mara did have a point.

      “We’ve come this far,” Gus said. “Why don’t we just plant the bombs, set them off, and get the fuck out of here? Who cares why we’re doing what we’re doing? The queen wants us to eliminate this threat—that’s what we should do.”

      Aurora stared back down at the ivory building. Everything she knew about the wretched, which admittedly wasn’t much, suggested that they simply couldn’t live for weeks, let alone months. If it was an infection of some sort, it would live off of the host until the host died—and no person could survive for more than a week or so without food and water. The beings below weren’t undead demons that had been stumbling around for months or years; they were people who had recently been infected despite the fact that the epidemic—or whatever one wanted to call it—had been raging for years.

      Mara’s unwavering gaze on Javier was making him nervous. Aurora could see it. She glanced at Gus and then over at Faith, who stood leaning on a brick wall. Faith gave her a brief nod, and Aurora turned back to Javier.

      “Javier?” Aurora asked.

      “Any, um, details you want to share with us that might have been left out of Queen Theodosia’s original orders?” Mara added forcefully.

      Javier spat on the ground. Keeping his eyes on the structure beneath, he sighed heavily. “The queen doesn’t know exactly when they took the building but…the Managers have reason to believe the Bleeders have had control of it for at least the past three years.”

      Aurora and the rest of Red Legion emitted a collective, exhausted groan.

      “From what we know, they’re responsible for the spread of the wretched. We think they learned how to harness the weaponized disease and use it on the poor fucks they capture in battle and perhaps people who were still living here among the rubble. We think, too, that they’re using whatever’s in that building to create that white powder they all use to give themselves those bursts of energy that make them super strong.”

      “So the Managers knew this has been going on for years and did nothing about it?” Mara asked angrily.

      Javier shook his head. “They’re scientists, not warriors.”

      “She’s both,” Gus nodded his head at Aurora.

      Aurora threw up her hands. “I am hardly⁠—”

      “She’s the first person anyone has come across in decades who knows how to manipulate the dark dust so that it doesn’t blow up in her face,” Javier shot back. “You think the queen would have waited if she’d had a choice?” Mara opened her mouth, and Aurora shivered as Javier warned, “I’d be careful with my response if I were you. You’ve been loyal to Red Legion and the Fatals for as long as I’ve known you, Mara.”

      The shorter woman glowered. “Didn’t realize loyalty meant always blindly following whatever the queen says.”

      Faith propelled themself off the wall. “The queen fights for the good of all Fatals. You know this, Mara.”

      “We are nothing if we don’t fight together,” Gus said, though there was a hint of hesitation in his voice.

      Aurora felt Javier’s glare before she met his eyes. She glanced down at him and then again at the gleaming white building. Its pristine white roof glistened in the sun.

      “Back in the Realm,” she said, “I was forced to flee because I didn’t have the means to fight for myself. None of my friends did. We dropped the Border because we didn’t want to hide and die like cowards. Better to face the unknown than to have no future at all…or so we thought.” Her voice was low and even. “I don’t like this. I think we’re all going to die, but we have no choice. It doesn’t matter who controls that building or why. That’s where the wretched are coming from, and the wretched are a threat. The queen told us to neutralize the threat so…that’s what we have to do.”

      Aurora turned to look back at her companions, nervous that her speech had gone too far. Faith and Gus grinned at her, and even Javier allowed a small smile to twist his lips. Mara’s face was stoic, but she snorted.

      “Careful,” she said, nodding at Aurora. “You’re starting to sound like one of us.”

      “We’ll rest here until nightfall,” Javier said. “Wait until the moon rises—it’s almost full, so there should be plenty of light—and then we’ll set our bombs. Once they’re all in place, we’ll meet back at the entrance of this building and light the fuse.”

      Aurora shouldered the pack off her back and glanced around for a place to lay her head. She proceeded to help Faith and Gus shuffle the detritus that had gathered in the stairwell, pushing it into a corner with her booted feet.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” she offered.

      “Do we know if the wretched can climb this many stairs?” Faith asked.

      “Do we know they can’t?” Gus countered.

      “The wretched in the <shopping mall> flew up one flight with ease,” Mara said. “Delicate has a point. Wake me when the sun sets. I’ll relieve you.”

      “And I’ll take the shift after that,” Gus volunteered.

      Aurora nodded at her companions and couldn’t help but feel her heart swell. A month ago, they had all regarded her with indignation or mere indifference. Now, they relied on her just as they would any other Fatal.

      As she settled into as comfortable a position as she could manage on the stairs, the recent scar tissue that had developed on her stomach tugged as she moved.

      You are something else, Aurora Verte…

      Roland’s voice echoed in her mind.

      Aurora blinked away tears. From the angle at which she now sat, she couldn’t see the entire laboratory anymore, so she instead focused on a sole wretched ambling wildly over what had once been a road but was now pile after pile of chewed-up stones.

      I love you, Roland.

      Aurora allowed her mind to wander as she watched the diseased being stumble.

      Even in this darkness, so far away from you—I love you. Now and always…

      And then, just as she felt unable to keep her eyes open any longer, Mara toed her thigh with a boot, letting Aurora know that it was now her turn to keep watch. She nodded gratefully, scooted away from the staircase, and curled up in the corner of the stairwell near Gus and Faith.

      She jolted awake at the sound of a piece of metal scraping softly along the floor. She immediately grabbed the plasma weapon she’d been clutching as she slept and then gasped as she realized she couldn’t raise it.

      She blinked as her eyes adjusted to the darkness and realized she was face-to-face with Gus, who grinned broadly. His smile was charming, despite missing several teeth.

      Aurora furrowed her brow. Though she had questions about what had woken her, she no longer opened her eyes wondering where she was or if her recent experiences had been a terrible nightmare. Pillows and soft bedding and flowy dresses were now the parts of her deep dreams that didn’t seem as though they were real.

      Gus moved a finger to his lips and motioned with his eyes.

      Aurora held her breath so she could hear what was going on. She heard the soft rustle of clothing and then…skin slapping against skin.

      “Think you can just contradict me when you feel like it?”

      Aurora would know Javier’s gravely, steady voice anywhere now.

      She heard a higher pitched gasp—and then skin struck against skin again. “You know you like it.”

      Mara? Aurora mouthed the word at Gus.

      He placed a thick hand to his mouth and nodded, clearly concealing a giggle.

      I didn’t think they—, Aurora mouthed again.

      Gus shrugged.

      “I don’t like it, you fuckster. I love it,” Javier grunted softly.

      “Give my pussy the pounding it craves,” Mara muttered back.

      Aurora had to place her own hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. Javier and Mara? Anything was possible out in the dirt, she supposed.

      Gus motioned for her to close her eyes again. She nodded and watched him creep silently back to his post. Faith snored noisily beside her. They were a notoriously heavy sleeper.

      Aurora rolled onto her side. The moon would rise soon, and she would need as much rest as she could get if she and the other Fatals were going to defeat the Bleeders. She fell asleep listening to Javier and Mara panting softly.
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      Aurora crept over a large block of rock that appeared as though it had once been part of the side of a tall building. The body of a headless stone bird, wings tucked at its side, talons clutching a stone ledge, lay sideways and jutted outward, superfluous decoration created for a forgotten age. Moonlight shone down on the decapitated being and illuminated the perilous path toward their target. Aurora kept her eyes on the forms looming before her. Javier and Mara had worked out their differences, and now, an hour had elapsed, and they were all carefully picking where they stepped as they approached the stark white building before them.

      As they edged closer, Aurora could tell it wasn’t as pristine or well-kept as it had looked from afar. Though the interior was decorated white and a pale cream color, at one point, the entire building had been encased in glass, like an outer shell. The insubstantial walls had all been shattered except for the two main doors, which were held upright by a steel frame. Evidently, the building had been constructed to be more aesthetic than practical. Two lone floodlights, one illuminating the front entrance and one glowing around the rear of the structure, were beacons in the abandoned city. Aurora wondered at their power source and then saw a strange, flat panel on the long lamppost in front of the building before her. She hypothesized it was some sort of device that captured the sun’s rays in order to power the lights. She’d seen similar devices placed outside of some of the windows at the Glory Days Inn while the Fatals had stayed there. The Managers had explained that, while it was true that they could create their own power, they harnessed the sun when they could.

      Aurora’s heart sped up in her chest as they advanced. The lights were going to be a problem. They would need to take both out at the same time if they were going to be able to plant their bombs in and around the structure. Their goal was to bury what was inside. Aurora hoped they had enough devices to achieve the task but then shoved that thought aside. They would either accomplish their goal or die trying. There was no alternative.

      Javier ceased his slow walk, and Aurora came to a halt. A gurgling noise followed by a dull scrape to her right made her blood run cold. She slowly turned her head, knowing that any sudden movement could not only cost her her life but could endanger her comrades, as well.

      A wretched faced away from her. It swayed back and forth as though performing some sort of macabre dance. It raised one bony hand, grabbed fruitlessly at the massive rock in front of it, then scoured its hand down the stone before emitting a low moan. The hand the creature was using was all bone. Bits of flesh and sinew were still wrapped around the being’s only arm, but the skinless hand shone a brilliant white in the moonlight. Aurora couldn’t tear her eyes away as the being repeated its action again and again. Her feet were frozen in place. She knew she had to move. If the creature turned around, it would notice her and attack, but Aurora’s heart was racing so wildly, she felt dizzy.

      She blinked and clutched the plasma weapon in her hand.

      Her father’s commanding voice called out to her from Beyond.

      Aurora Verte—don’t give up now! Move!

      Swallowing, she managed to place one foot in front of the other and twisted her body around so that she was facing the wretched as she stepped around a piece of building taller than her. The gurgling and scraping faded as she slinked away from the creature.

      She joined the rest of Red Legion at the edge of the wall of debris. Like the others, she craned her neck to peer out at the clearing around the building. Aurora imagined it had been a sort of sanctuary in the middle of a concrete jungle. At one point, grass or even flowers had decorated the dirt around the structure. Perhaps benches—made of wood or stone—had been available for citizens of the city to rest and enjoy the view. The skyscrapers might have provided a sort of industrial shade from the hot summer sun.

      Aurora jumped as a pathetic cry warbled from inside the structure. She and the other members of Red Legion froze as a strange dinging echoed from the front wall of the building. Two doors slid open, and a man tripped and fell on his face, his nose smashing against the white stone floor, blood splattering underneath him.

      “Please!” he begged, turning on his back and scooting away from the open doors. He placed one hand to his face in an attempt to staunch the blood flow.

      Aurora tensed along with the rest of her comrades as two Bleeders emerged. The white doors shut, and a second chime resonated.

      “You. Go!” the first one commanded. Clad all in black leather, they pointed at the rubble beyond the glass doors.

      The second Bleeder cackled. “No longer useful? Useful now! Infected.”

      “P-please! As I said, I can help f-find a cure!” the man cried. Blood dribbled down his chin.

      “No cure,” the first Bleeder replied. “Only chaos!”

      “Only chaos!” the second yelled.

      Aurora watched in horror as a wretched emerged from the stones on the other side of the building. It shuffled quickly, though its knees stuck out at odd angles. The man on the floor screamed in horror and slid backward toward the glass doors. One of the Bleeders, seemingly unfazed, drew the bullet weapon holstered at their side. Without a thought, the Bleeder pulled the trigger, and the head of the approaching wretched shattered.

      A tick of silence followed, and then adrenaline surged through Aurora as she heard one moan—and then another—and then another call out from behind them.

      “Fuck!” Javier hissed.

      Mara flipped the safety of her plasma weapon, and Gus and Faith followed suit. Aurora fumbled with hers, her fingers refusing to obey her brain’s commands.

      “Faith! Gus! On the Bleeders!” Javier yelled as he raced around the stone concealing them. “Mara, start our work! Aurora—with her!”

      Aurora looked at Javier and then made the mistake of turning around. Three wretched were quickly ambling over piles of rubble. One opened its maw to emit a high-pitched screech, and its jaw fell downward, thunking in the dirt underfoot. Aurora gagged as the creature behind it kicked the bit of bone and flesh aside as it kept trudging towards them.

      “Aurora!” Javier screamed.

      Aurora tore her gaze away from the approaching horrors and willed herself forward. The blast of Javier’s plasma weapon echoed in her ears as he fired, taking out the first of the three wretched. Stumbling over debris, she caught up with Mara, who was already busy planting the first bomb inside the foyer of the white building.

      “Get the fucking lights!” Mara yelled. “And don’t fucking miss!”

      Aurora nodded, pursing her lips into a determined line.

      Pay attention, Aurora!

      She spun around, raised her plasma weapon, and fired a clean shot at the floodlight illuminating the front of the building. The top of the lamppost shattered, and only the light of the moon now lit the battle.

      Faith weaved and dodged their attacker, who had pulled a large knife. They growled and lunged at the Bleeder, whose eyes were covered with filthy goggles one might use during a Ride. Gus clung to the back of the other Bleeder and clawed at the enemy’s face. Aurora turned away just as he sunk his forefingers into the Bleeder’s eyes.

      “Get the other light! Then get back here and help!” Mara cried out.

      The ear-piercing screech of the wounded Bleeder rang out.

      Aurora turned to move and stopped only when she heard a loud ding. The white doors slid open, and two more Bleeders emerged. Before they could set foot in the main room, however, Aurora raised her plasma weapon. Two quick shots dropped the Bleeders. Panting, she watched the doors slide shut.

      “Nice shot!” Mara yelled again. She was down on her hands and knees, placing incendiary devices on the floor and connecting them with thick wire, just as they had practiced back at the Glory Days Inn. “Now fucking kill that other light!”

      “Gimme a tick, will you?” She looked up at the counter above the sliding doors. The symbol to the far left was illuminated. She only had a few ticks.

      “What are you doing?” Mara yelped.

      “Improvising!” Aurora shouted back.

      Gus slid up next to her, stinking of sweat and blood. His hands were saturated and sticky. Aurora turned to him and motioned with her head to the side of the building opposite Mara. “Get as many bombs as you can planted, just like we planned. I’ve got an idea.”

      As Aurora fumbled with the bombs in her pack, she heard Javier and Faith shouting to each other. Burst after burst of plasma sounded as they worked to quell the approaching wretched.

      Javier yelled. “Horde’s coming! We gotta work fast!”

      Aurora breathed in and out slowly as she attempted to keep her hands from shaking. If she was going to be successful, she’d have to be quick and coordinated.

      The counter above the sliding doors lit up. The symbol next to the one on the far left was now illuminated. Then, the one next to it lit up. And the one after that.

      One more…

      You can do this, Aurora…

      The ding sounded. Aurora’s heart lurched. She raised her plasma weapon and fired precisely as a group of five Bleeders emerged.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      “Fuck!” Aurora screamed as she narrowly dodged a blast. Scrunching her face, she gnashed her teeth and fired twice more, dropping one more of the Bleeders. She missed the fifth, however, and her pulse sputtered as the leather-clad gang member with a bone pierced through their nose amble toward her.

      She ducked when this person dropped, as well, blood shooting out of the back of their head.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Mara asked, though there was no venom in her voice.

      Aurora’s eyes widened as the doors began to slide closed. She pulled on the pin of the bomb in her hand and chucked it forward. It clanked against the metal walls as the white doors slid shut, settling in between several felled bodies.

      “I told you,” Aurora grinned down at Mara. “Improvising.”

      “Guess that’s our cue to run?” Mara asked, already knowing the answer. “Gus! Now!”

      Gus bent down and lit both fuses. The three of them ran as fast as they could toward Javier and Faith. The man the Bleeders had dragged up from underground was staring at them all in horrific awe.

      “P-please! You have to take me with you!” he begged, his eyes full of tears.

      Javier shook his head, aiming his plasma weapon at the trembling man. “It’s better this way, trust me.”

      The man cried out and raised his hands. Javier fired. The infected man crumpled into a pathetic pile. Aurora nodded—instead of wincing—at Javier as he motioned for Red Legion to follow him.

      “Up and over!” he yelled. “If we can stay on top of the debris, we should be able to outrun them!”

      “And we didn’t even have to use all of our bombs!” Faith laughed as they slung their plasma weapon across their back and followed Javier.

      “While you were having fun, I was crawling all over the floor like a maniac,” Gus grunted, hastily following Faith.

      “Go on, Delicate,” Mara said, lacing her fingers together to give Aurora a boost.

      Aurora moved to accept Mara’s help but then gasped as she watched a wretched stumble out of the corner of her eye—and fall onto Mara. Aurora cried out and attempted to fire her plasma weapon, but both Mara and the being were too close. Mara cried out in agony as the wretched sank its teeth into her neck.

      “Mara!” Aurora screeched.

      Mara stumbled backward, grabbed the being by its neck, and desperately clawed at its eyes with all of her might. She managed to dislodge the creature and spun around, firing her own plasma weapon at it until it ceased moving.

      Aurora stared at Mara, and bile surged up her throat.

      Mara placed a hand to her neck, glanced at the blood in her palm as she lowered her hand, and then looked up at Aurora.

      “Guess this is goodbye, Delicate,” Mara said.

      The hiss of the fuses and the moans of the wretched echoed in Aurora’s ears. “Mara, you can’t⁠—”

      “I’m already dead,” Mara said again. Her voice cracked, and she forced a grin. “At least I’m…going out with a bang.”

      Aurora laughed through the tears in her eyes.

      “Aurora!” Gus yelled. “Let’s go!”

      Aurora gave Mara one final nod. She then turned and took Gus’s hand and used all of her core strength to hoist herself above the fracas and onto the wall of rubble.

      “Come and get me, fucksters!” Mara screamed as she raced toward the wretched still stumbling toward the white building.

      Just then, the fuses ended. The bomb Aurora had sent down into the bowels of the building rumbled, and the ground underneath shook. For a brief tick, there was a deafening silence, and Aurora threw an arm up to shield her eyes as the entire building exploded below them.

      Aurora stood unmoving, looking down at the burning pile of rubble that had once been an advanced science laboratory.

      “Some of us fear the unknown. Avoid it at all costs,” Javier said. He placed a reassuring hand on Aurora’s shoulder. “Mara went toward it without hesitation. She died as she lived.”

      “She died as she lived,” Gus and Faith repeated the words almost in unison.

      Aurora took one final look at the burning mass of twisted metal and flaming rock and whispered the same.

      She then turned and followed the remaining members of Red Legion away from the blaze.
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        * * *

      

      The first fingers of dawn began to slowly creep over the horizon when they reached the last pile of rubble that allowed them to walk above the city’s broken and torn paved streets. Though they’d realistically traveled no more than a few kilometers, the journey had seemed unending to Aurora. She gladly accepted Faith’s hand as they helped her down to level ground. She stumbled and practically collapsed against the shorter person and instinctively turned to look for Mara. Then her exhausted mind reminded her that she would never see the ornery woman again.

      “We will mourn,” Faith said as though reading Aurora’s thoughts.

      “Later,” Javier said, slinging his pack off his back.

      When she had first joined the Fatals, Aurora thought him unfeeling. Now she understood his stoic nature.

      “Everyone drink,” he ordered. “At least three gulps each. I don’t need anyone passing out. That was a fucking Damnation of a fight.”

      Aurora dropped her own pack on the dirt and bent over to retrieve her canteen. She took in a mouthful, sloshed it around in her mouth, and swallowed, relishing the taste of each drop. She repeated the motion twice more and replaced the cap, twisting it slowly, then stared eastward. Brilliant purples, oranges, and pinks stretched across the sky as sunlight sidled over the horizon of Windy City. Dark, dilapidated buildings that once held humanity’s promises would see another day of blistering heat and abject misery.

      Aurora felt a pang in her lower abdomen and realized she needed to relieve herself. She glanced around, looking for a spot where she could squat without pissing on her own boots.

      “Ah, yeah, me too,” Faith said. “I think it’s a bit sloped around this ridge. You and me can go squat together.”

      “Don’t you wish you could just whip it out?” Gus asked, clicking his tongue as he turned toward the wall of rubble and dropped his leggings.

      Aurora rolled her eyes. Months ago, she would have been horrified at such behavior, but that was when she had been living behind the Forbidden Red—the Border—and back in the Realm. She had been a different person then. Now she couldn’t afford to balk at taking a piss wherever was convenient. Sometimes, one had no choice out in the dirt.

      “This way,” Faith motioned. When they were around the bend and out of earshot, they whispered, “I sometimes can’t believe I fuck him.”

      Aurora giggled. “He’s crude but not a bad person.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Faith said, wriggling out of their leggings and squatting. “You’ve never sucked his cock.”

      Aurora clicked her tongue in agreement. She struggled to drop her own leggings, which were stuck to her skin by sweat and grime. She exhaled as she relieved herself, suddenly realizing how badly she’d needed respite. She closed her eyes and oddly found solace in the silence that settled between her and Faith as they both took care of their most basic needs.

      Then she felt something in the air shift. She opened her eyes and glanced over at Faith, who was standing and was slowly attempting to pull their plasma weapon around from their back.

      Aurora shifted her gaze to the left and swallowed as she locked her eyes on the trio of wretched who were standing about three meters away from them. One was almost completely decomposed and struggled to remain standing. It was mostly desiccated skin and exposed bone. A bit of cloth hung around its neck, a sad reminder that it had once been a living, breathing person. The second had been infected more recently, and judging by the bits of leather still clinging to its mangled form, it had been a Bleeder. Its eyes lolled in its head, and it grinned menacingly, as though still recalling the violence it had inflicted before it had turned. The third was the same being Aurora had seen hours earlier, bumping repeatedly into a wall of rock and scraping its remaining bony hand pathetically at nothing.

      Aurora stood as carefully as her legs allowed, pulling her leggings up as she did so. A hot breeze blew, and the most decrepit of the three wavered with the wind. She reached behind her, sliding her plasma weapon around and disengaging the safety. She heard Faith do the same.

      The click of the button made the former Bleeder tilt its head. It lurched forward with surprising speed, followed by the wretched with one hand.

      Aurora steadied herself and blew the head off the unmoving decrepit first. She then turned to the former Bleeder, but Faith fired, quickly blasting its head open. Aurora turned to take care of the third wretched, only to realize the creature had scuttled toward her faster than she’d anticipated.

      It reached its clawed hand upward and slashed at her face. White-hot pain hobbled her, and she screamed. Rolling away from the monster as best as she could, she struggled to gain control of her weapon. Rivulets of blood blinded her. She heard several shots of a plasma weapon fire over her head and then next to her. A gurgling noise infiltrated her ears, but still, she couldn’t see. She raised her hands in an effort to wipe the blood away as panic threatened to overcome her.

      Not here…not like this…oh, Roland, my love…

      She grunted and attempted to stand, but something—no, someone—was pinning her to the ground. She thrashed, but it was in vain.

      “Was she scratched?”

      “Is she infected?”

      Aurora opened her mouth, but pain devastated her. She could feel blood flowing down her face, hot and sticky and blinding. She gasped. Her heart raced. Losing all sense of self-control, she burst into tears.

      “Check her! Check her!”

      Hands roamed over her body, and she was shifted back and forth like a doll made of rags. She sobbed and screamed.

      I don’t want to die I don’t want to die I don’t want to die…

      “We can’t⁠—”

      “Too badly wounded⁠—”

      “Not going to leave her⁠—”

      Aurora gasped for air and strained to see through a sheen of blood. Blinking, she found herself able to see Javier through what limited vision she had, his face dancing before her like a specter.

      She looked him in the eye with the last bit of strength she had and commanded through clenched teeth.

      “If I’m bit, end it. If I can be saved, make the pain stop.”

      Javier nodded.

      And then something connected with Aurora’s head, and the world around her faded into darkness.
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      She was floating. Aurora moved her arms in front of her like when she had swum alongside her twin sister in the lake on their family lands during the most stifling of summer days. But she was not in the lake now. There was no cool water caressing her cheeks, no fish swimming lazily around her. No lily pad roots or sedges brushed against her body. There was only darkness—a darkness Aurora now knew all too well.

      She continued to concentrate on her arms, coordinating her breathing with the movement. She opened her eyes and squinted as a pinprick of light materialized in the distance. The last time she was here, she’d panicked. Now she knew not to thrash about. Her body would align with her mind, and she would arrive where she needed to be, or it wouldn’t, and she would travel Beyond.

      The pinprick of light was now the size of an apple—and was quickly growing to the size of a dinner plate. She inhaled deeply, and the light enveloped her…

      “There she is.”

      Apoth Hull’s familiar voice greeted Aurora as she blinked. She opened her eyes—and then jolted.

      Something was wrong. She could only see out of one eye.

      “What the—” she began, then coughed. Her voice was ragged, and her throat felt as though it’d been worked over with razor blades.

      “You need to learn not to try and rise as soon as you wake in my care,” the apoth said. He looked down at her, raising his eyebrows. “Have you ever known me to allow you to move right away?”

      Aurora growled, shaking her closely-shaven head against the rough pillowcase. She blinked again and breathed in and out slowly, attempting to quell her panic. Try as hard as she might, she could only see out of her right eye. She focused on the <electric> light burning above her and did her best to concentrate on its faint hum to ground herself. She became aware of a thick bandage encircling her head.

      “Back at the Glory Days Inn?” she managed.

      Apoth Hull placed a hand behind her head and guided her upright so she could sip from the glass of water in his hand. She took a small gulp and nodded, signaling that was enough for now. He gently eased her back to a prone position and placed the glass on the side table next to the bed.

      “You lost the eye,” he said matter-of-factly.

      Aurora felt a pang in her chest. Anger, regret, and—worst of all—sorrow at the loss of her pretty face warred within her. She wanted to cry out and beat her fists against something, declaring that it wasn’t fair that she’d been rendered ugly by a vile creature. But who was she to complain? At least she was still breathing. It could’ve been worse. She could’ve suffered the same fate as Mara.

      “I’m n-not infected, then?” Aurora uttered.

      Apoth Hull came back into her line of sight and shook his head. “You keep getting lucky, Delicate.”

      She reached upward and tapped the thick cloth covering her left eye with her fore and middle fingers. A sharp pain caused her to hiss, and she yanked her fingers away as though she’d touched fire.

      “I tried to save it,” Apoth Hull said. He stood next to the bed and gazed down at her. “I would like to ask you to stop winding up on my table, but though you might find it difficult to believe, you’re one of my more cooperative patients, and I don’t mind your presence as much as some of the others.”

      Aurora forced herself to smile. The gesture crinkled the skin around her empty eye socket, and she sucked air between her teeth. She clenched her jaw and swallowed back the tears that were threatening to come.

      Inhaling unsteadily, she looked up at the apoth with her remaining eye. “When—when can I get back on my feet?”

      “Queen Theodosia asked if you’d be well enough to take the next meal with her,” Apoth Hull replied. “I gave her a vague answer. I didn’t know if you’d be…ready to face the others quite yet.”

      Shame and anger washed over Aurora. She wasn’t a dainty lady! She’d been gravely wounded more than once in battle for her comrades, but her scars were nothing to be ashamed of. She lived out in the dirt like the rest of the Fatals, and she contributed. She had survived—and that was all that mattered.

      Her queen needed her.

      “Help me up,” she said, extending an arm toward the apoth.

      He took her hand in his. The hum of the <electric> bulb and their breathing were the only sounds in the room for a tick. She was having trouble orienting herself, and she knew it was painfully obvious.

      “You’ll get used to moving your head around to see sooner than you think,” Apoth Hull promised.

      Aurora cleared her throat. “Are my clothes…nearby?”

      He placed her folded tunic and leggings at the bottom of the bed. “They’ve been laundered. No trace of dirt on them.”

      Aurora snorted. “We’ll see how long that lasts.”
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      The room wasn’t spacious, but it was still impressive. Aurora stepped through the doorway and winced at the amount of light streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. A small, round table covered in black lacquer was situated in the corner, and this was where Queen Theodosia sat with a rather generous spread displayed before her. Bread, dried meats and…was that cheese?

      Aurora’s mouth watered involuntarily at the sight. She hadn’t set eyes on, let alone consumed, the precious delicacy for ages, it seemed.

      To the right of the table was a wide bed that appeared as though three adults could rest comfortably together side-by-side. Here, the queen’s partners sprawled, each observing Aurora, though the indifference on their faces had been replaced with something akin to respect.

      “My lovelies,” Queen Theodosia said, motioning to the pair, “I need to speak with Aurora alone. Be good, will you?”

      Jamal and Duyen slinked off the bed, stepped around Aurora, and left the room, along with Apoth Hull. The man had escorted Aurora to the queen’s private chambers within the Glory Days Inn, politely ignoring Aurora’s awkwardness as she learned to navigate with only one good eye. She’d almost tripped more than once and had compensated by placing a hand on the wall next to her to steady herself. The apoth had assured her that her mind would correct her body sooner rather than later, and Aurora had been forced to ignore the doubt nagging at her. The queen had demanded an audience; that took precedence over her pride.

      The door shut at Aurora’s back, and she quelled a shiver as the queen stared. Her eyes took in Aurora’s presence, landing on the bandage, and she motioned for Aurora to sit. Aurora stepped forward, tripped on her feet, and practically fell into the chair opposite the queen.

      “A-apologies,” Aurora began, “I mean no disrespect⁠—”

      “From what the apoth tells me, we’re fortunate to not have lost you, too,” Queen Theodosia said. She pointed at her own left eye. “I understand this will take some getting used to. You’re not the first of us to sustain such an injury. It is a pity about Mara.”

      Aurora’s voice caught in her throat. “Sh-she was an essential part of Red Legion.”

      Queen Theodosia threw her shaved head back and laughed. “She was the most prickly bitch I ever met, and I come from pretty nasty stock. She ever tell you how she came to us?”

      Aurora shook her head.

      The queen pursed her lips. She gazed behind Aurora and out of the window for a tick, as though a thought had pulled her away from the present. She inhaled loudly and returned her gaze to Aurora. “It wasn’t a pleasant story, but it’s not mine to tell. And she’s no longer with us, so what does it matter? Help yourself. I’ve had my fill.”

      Aurora desperately wanted to consume the soft, plump cheese, crisp bread, and well-seasoned meats before her, but she hesitated. “Will the other members of Red Legion eat so well tonight?”

      The corners of Queen Theodosia’s mouth quirked upward. “I knew I would like you. You were weak and pathetic when we found you, but I could tell you were loyal. Sometimes, that is worth more than brawn. I do not eat better than my subjects if it can be helped. The Managers have been generous since you and the other members of Red Legion returned triumphant. But, while they are grateful, their resources are limited. We Ride again day after tomorrow.”

      Aurora helped herself to what she considered a moderately sized portion, though she shoved the rich food into her mouth with less delicacy than she would have when she’d been a lady living behind the Forbidden Red. Apoth Hull told her she’d been unconscious for about thirty-six hours. After realizing he wouldn’t be able to save her eye, he’d cauterized the wound as best as he’d been able. He would still have to use the dermal generator before she went back out into the dirt, but he’d assured her and the queen that she would be able to Ride like the rest of the Fatals in two days.

      Aurora glanced up at the queen and back down at her plate as she chewed, tempted to ask why she’d been granted an audience. The imposing woman said nothing, however, and Aurora ate in silence until she was full.

      Queen Theodosia smirked when Aurora pushed the ceramic plate away from her as she had done during the grand dinners she’d attended in her former life. Aurora’s breath caught in her throat as she realized her action might be interpreted as that of an ungrateful, but the queen raised a hand and instead reached behind her and grabbed something that had been resting on the floor.

      She placed a bottle of amber drink and two crystal glasses on the table, which shimmered in the sunlight. Queen Theodosia poured herself a generous portion and then titled the bottle at Aurora’s glass.

      “Say when,” the queen commanded.

      “Ah—oh! That is plenty,” Aurora said. She looked wide-eyed at the amount in her glass—at least four fingers high.

      Queen Theodosia took a sip and tipped her glass at Aurora, giving her permission to do the same.

      “Tell me about Delphia,” the queen said.

      Aurora almost choked on her amber drink. “Ah, well—what do you want to know?”

      She looked past Aurora again and narrowed her eyes as she stared out of the window. She took another healthy sip of amber drink and pursed her lips. “It’s not a myth, is it?”

      Aurora shook her head and bit back the words, Of course not.

      “No,” she replied instead. “It’s…it’s not far from here, in the grand scheme of things. I’ve been there. It was where we were coming from when I was—but Javier seemed to suggest that it’s forbidden to discuss?”

      Queen Theodosia looked down at her drink. “Almost every one of us came to the Fatals to escape cruelty. The world is not kind, and it’s even less tolerant of those who fail to conform. My own family—but that is no matter. Tales of this Delphia—and the tolerance they extend to all—are widespread among us, but I always discouraged them because, well, I couldn’t believe it.”

      “Believe…what?” Aurora ventured. She clutched the glass of amber drink in her fingers and watched as the queen’s expression softened.

      “I’ve seen so many horrors, I couldn’t fathom that there’s a place that really exists that…extends tolerance to all, whether they are citizens or not,” Queen Theodosia said. She brought her eyes up from her glass and looked at Aurora. “You say that this is their way?”

      Aurora nodded. “We—my companions at the time and I—temporarily resided there and were welcomed. Permanent residents have to contribute, of course, but they don’t have coin or much inequality from what I can gather. They live behind heavily protected walls. Mostly to keep out the Bleeders. And, well…others like them.”

      Queen Theodosia snorted. “Others like us?”

      Aurora conceded the point.

      The queen hoisted herself out of her chair and strolled toward the tall windows. She motioned for Aurora to follow. Aurora eased herself carefully out of her chair and wobbled on her feet, clutching her glass full of amber drink. She squinted against the sunlight as she stood next to the queen. Like most people, Queen Theodosia was shorter than Aurora, but she exuded power despite her stature.

      “I have led the Fatals for…a long time,” she said, her eyes scanning the horizon. The neatly kept lawn that encircled the Glory Days Inn baked in the summer sun, and the caked dirt beyond the perimeter of the towering structure stretched endlessly beyond.

      “I am not old, but I am aged. Tired,” Queen Theodosia continued. “And I fear what will happen if I am no longer able to lead. I don’t have any grand notions that I am important⁠—”

      “But you are!” Aurora exclaimed. She then clamped her mouth shut, horrified at her impertinence.

      The queen uttered a small laugh. “I know a few people—Jamal and Duyen included—who would leap to agree with you. But I also know there are those in the gang like Mara. Don’t think I don’t know that she questioned the purpose of that mission. And perhaps she was correct. I make decisions based on what I think will save the most lives. But I cannot go on forever. No one can. Not out here in the dirt.”

      Aurora wondered at the queen’s somewhat fatalistic tone. Thoughts of her father’s last moments flashed before her eyes. He’d expressed similar sentiments about futility and regret before he’d been beheaded. The queen was evidently anticipating something grave.

      “I’m making you the new second of Red Legion,” Queen Theodosia said.

      Aurora stammered. “But—surely either Faith or Gus⁠—”

      “Javier asked for you,” the queen interrupted. “And I’m not going to deny him. He is an excellent leader and wouldn’t have asked for you if he didn’t mean it. We Fatals are strong—and we will need to be united like never before if we’re going to destroy the Bleeders.”

      Aurora nodded. She touched the crystal glass to her lips and then drank deeply. The amber drink burned her insides as it flowed downward. She knew life out in the dirt was relentless, but the idea of facing the very same people who had ripped her away from her lover and her former life filled her with dread.

      “And once we have conquered the Bleeders, you will take us to Delphia,” Queen Theodosia said. She swallowed the rest of the amber drink in her glass and locked her gaze on Aurora. “And then they will give us sanctuary.”

      Aurora stared. She felt her eye widen with shock. “They are friendly people, but if you just show up demanding⁠—”

      “I’m going to bring them the head of the Bleeder’s king,” Queen Theodosia said. Her voice had grown soft and low. “And I will offer it as collateral in exchange for peace for my people. This will be my final gift to you all.”

      Aurora opened and shut her mouth as questions wound around in her mind.

      “Finish that and get back to your legion,” the queen commanded. “It goes without saying that you will remain silent about what I have told you. You have proven your worth, but I would hate for your pretty head to wind up on the end of a pike. The consequences of loose lips can be dire.”

      Aurora swallowed the remainder of her amber drink obediently and edged out of the room as best as she was able. As the door shut behind her, she inhaled and exhaled slowly, flattening her palms against the wall in an attempt to gain her bearings.

      “Walk that way down this corridor and turn right.”

      Aurora gasped and whipped her head around. She faced a scowling Jamal and an equally perturbed Duyen.

      “I believe Red Legion has the first group of rooms, but you’ll find those who can direct you,” Jamal continued.

      “Have a pleasant evening,” Duyen said, though the tone of her voice made it clear she could care less what happened to Aurora so long as the woman made herself scarce.

      Aurora nodded and then turned around. She clawed at the wall for support, still unused to walking with only one eye. Not without her pride, however, she straightened her spine and put one foot in front of the other, vowing to arrive in the presence of Red Legion as though nothing was amiss.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah ha ha! There she is! And with a pretty headwrap!”

      Aurora smiled, then winced at the pain that came along with moving any part of the left side of her face. She allowed Gus to pull her into a full embrace. His burly arms encircled her, and his musky aroma infiltrated her nostrils. She jolted slightly as she felt Faith press their body up against her back, completing the hug circle. They giggled as they squeezed, and Aurora allowed herself to melt into the double embrace.

      “That’s enough of that.” Javier’s voice interrupted from the doorway of the room.

      Gus and Faith stepped away from Aurora, who nodded knowingly at Javier. Instead of meeting her gaze with his own stoic demeanor, he allowed himself to smile. He was more muscular than any gentleman or peasant Aurora had seen behind the Forbidden Red, and he was far from unattractive. Perhaps, in another life, Aurora would have been able to make room in her heart for him. As it was, though she knew she would never see him again, Aurora remained devoted to Roland—her wily rogue. It didn’t do her any good to think of him often, but there was no harm in letting her mind wander during the darkest moments just before the dawn. Every one of the Fatals had lost someone—or several someones—and there was a difference between honoring a memory and dwelling on the past.

      Aurora understood that now.

      “Good of you to join us,” Javier said, stepping into the room. He plopped his pack down on the floor and yanked it open, revealing several chipped cups and a bottle of amber drink. Its contents sloshed and glistened in the <electric> light. “Which is why I present this fine bottle of amber drink for all of us.”

      “And what are we celebrating?” Gus asked as he accepted a glass from Javier.

      The leader of Red Legion nodded at Aurora. “She’s my second now. I asked for it, and the queen approved.”

      Aurora reeled as Faith slapped her on the back. Gus planted a well-meaning, platonic kiss on her cheek, though the action made Aurora falter.

      “Ah, give me at least a day to get used to…this,” Aurora begged, forcing a laugh as she motioned to her missing eye. She then felt her stomach drop as she realized her most valuable asset—her aim—would probably be permanently affected. She turned to Javier, who shook his head as though anticipating her protest.

      “Tonight we drink,” he said, pouring a generous amount into each glass. He raised his own and slammed the bottle on the table in the room. “Tomorrow we prepare…and then we Ride.”

      Aurora resisted the urge to touch the bandage covering the empty cavity where her left eye had been. Now, as she maneuvered around Gus and Faith and plopped down on one of the beds, feeling Javier fall next to her, she felt self-consciousness threaten to overwhelm her.

      What if she’d lost her aim?

      She was second in Red Legion now…but she could easily be replaced…

      “Don’t worry, Delicate,” Javier whispered into her ear as Gus and Faith carried on. “You’re my second now. I won’t abandon you.”

      Aurora’s heart jumped in her chest. Javier squeezed her knee reassuringly, and Aurora reveled in the touch. It reminded her of how her twin, Eve, had embraced her and, then later, her half-brother.

      As she clinked glasses with the rest of Red Legion, she felt a reassuring warmth travel through her.

      She was no longer alone out in the dirt.

      She belonged.
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        * * *

      

      “The fuck is this?” Aurora demanded as she strolled out onto the gravel path where the entirety of the Fatals’ vehicles sat.

      She glowered as she approached Red Legion. Gus and Faith sat atop their usual biwheels, but Javier now straddled Mara’s. The vehicle with the sidecar he usually piloted was nowhere to be found.

      “Yellow Legion needed the sidecar,” Javier said, clutching his helmet in his hands.

      Aurora gestured with her own helmet. Apoth Hull had sealed her wounded eye shut with the dermal generator, and Aurora had forced her thoughts away from her altered appearance as he’d worked. He’d then jabbed her with a rather large needle in her upper right thigh with what he’d called a “healthy dose” of antibiotics and sent her on her way. As apoth, he rode at the back of the gang, near the queen and her partners. Apoth Hull fought like the rest of the gang but was protected more than most because of his unique skill set.

      “So where am I…wait,” Aurora started as she then cast her gaze over Javier, Gus, and Faith and onto the quad that sat behind Javier. “Oh, what the—I can’t drive that! I never learned how!”

      Javier grinned at her. “Don’t worry, Delicate. You won’t be the one driving.”

      She looked past Javier as the door to the driver’s side of the quad opened. A pile of gangly arms and legs spilled forth, and Aurora found herself almost face-to-face with a skinny youth about as tall as she was.

      “This is Mas,” Javier said. “He’s your driver.”

      Aurora took in the spindly young man as he did his best to stand upright despite the blinding sunlight and oppressive heat. His brilliant blue eyes narrowed as she looked him over. Like most of the rest of the Fatals, he wore a long-sleeved tunic and skin-tight leggings. His hair was shaved close to his head, and his dark skin glistened with sweat.

      “Mas,” Aurora said, yanking her helmet over her head. “You ever been on a Ride?”

      There was defiance in his glare. “First one. But I’m prepared.”

      “Well, Mas,” Aurora said as she yanked the passenger door open. She slid onto the seat and sucked the thick air in the vehicle into her lungs. “This is my second Ride, so if you have any tips…tricks…anything you want to pass along…”

      She turned her head and smiled at the young man seated next to her.

      He visibly gulped, yanking leather gloves onto his hands. “I didn’t…mean anything…I⁠—”

      “My name is Aurora,” she said, extending her hand.

      He looked down at it, clearly perplexed instead of taking offense.

      “Where are you from, Mas?” Aurora asked, lowering her hand.

      He shook his head. “Up north. Near one of the big lakes. My family was—then the Bleeders—then there was a raiding party, and I—I’m not ungrateful! You have to know that!”

      Aurora’s heart clenched. She knew all too well what it felt like to want to prove oneself. She turned away from him for a tick and examined the plasma weapon sitting in the iron cage welded to the side of the quad. She edged upward and made as though she was going to grab the weapon and fire. As she leaned out of the vehicle, she attempted to focus her vision and felt dizzy. Cursing inwardly, she shook her head. She eased herself back down and then shoved her entire body upward with more force yet again, grabbing the weapon quickly, imitating the speed she’d need during battle. She dropped back into the seat, sweat dripping down her chest and back, but nodded at the plasma weapon as though coming to an agreement with it.

      The young man seated next to her didn’t even flinch.

      “You learned to drive a quad with the Bleeders?” she asked.

      Mas kept his focus ahead. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      Aurora hummed instead of making a sympathetic noise. “I imagine not. But you’re an expert? You must be, or they wouldn’t have placed you with Red Legion.”

      The youth shifted in his seat. A slight smile crept across his face. “I-I guess. They told me—they told me you’re the best shot in the gang.”

      Aurora huffed as she moved into firing position again, and the world reeled around her. “I was. Then a wretched took my eye.”

      Mas gave her a sideways glance. “That’s a lie. No one comes that close to a wretched and lives.”

      “I did,” Aurora said matter-of-factly. “You can believe me or not. But you drive. I shoot. And pay attention when I motion directions at you. That’s all I ask. Can you do that?”

      Mas nodded, gripping the steering wheel.

      “How many years do you have behind you?” Aurora asked.

      Mas shrugged his shoulders. “My best guess is sixteen? I remember the big blizzard that froze those folks that left my village and most of the livestock, and that was about ten years ago now. But I don’t really know. Why?”

      Sixteen. Sixteen years. When Aurora had sixteen years behind her, she’d been preparing to have her first fitting for a gown that accentuated her newly-formed curves, and her twin sister had started scoffing at the idea of proper society altogether.

      She shook her head. “No matter. I have twenty-one behind me. You listen to me, you follow the leader of Red Legion, and you’ll live. Trust me.”

      Mas nodded his head vigorously and revved the engine of the quad.

      The familiar blast of the horn sounded, and all around them, engines roared as the first of the Fatals began the next Ride.

      “Are you r-ready, ah—” Mas began.

      “Aurora.”

      “Are you ready, Aurora?”

      She brought her goggles down and then propped her right elbow onto the ledge of the open window of the quad. When she caught Javier’s eye, he nodded approvingly at her. She then waved at Gus and Faith, rumbling next to the quad on their own biwheels.

      She turned to her driver, looking at him with her one good eye.

      “Alright, Mas,” Aurora said, turning to look straight ahead at the plumes of dust and grime billowing before them. “Let’s Ride.”

      

      
        
        Aurora and the Fatals will return in Book Three of The Serrulata Saga.
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