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Stabs of pain in Mantis’ chest, in his arms. Cold stinging his skin. He was going down, sinking in the heaving waves.
He surfaced, gasping, then sank again. He kicked at the water, managed to take in another gulp of air, struggled to remain afloat. A wave washed over him, sucked him under. He fought it, kicking at the murky water, beat it with his hands, his lungs burning and his mouth full of salty water.
Jinsen had said you just hold your breath and you’ll float. He didn’t say anything about the impact, the sharp bite of the cold, the dark, the panic. Probably never imagined Mantis would one day be thrown off a Gultur patrol boat. Who would, back when they’d huddled around a fire in a back alley of Sikyon?
Mantis twisted in the water, fighting to rise. Dying suddenly seemed a possibility. Twelve years old, that was too young to die, wasn’t it? Fear made him struggle harder. Unless you looked death in the face, Jinsen said, you didn’t know what life looked like.
Jinsen was full of shit like that.
Brightness rolled somewhere above, and he arched toward it, flailing against the pull of the water, reaching toward the light.
He grasped the light, or thought he did, and then his head broke the surface. He opened his mouth, gasping for air, choked on the water in his lungs and started to sink once more.
Swimming’s easy, Jinsen had said. Piece of cake. He’d wring Jinsen’s scrawny little neck when he got out of the sea.
If he got out.
Sinking down into the dark, he fought with the pull of the water. The light was dwindling, and a current dragged him the gods knew where. What a way to go, in this dark, cold grave, so unlike the fires that had burned through his city — when? Flames and heat.
He thought he saw a face floating before him. Maybe he was already dead, but he felt sad, and the dead didn’t feel, did they?
His chest burned. His mouth opened in a scream and he inhaled water. His whole body spasmed, convulsing. The face faded, the current pulling him faster, reeling him like a fish on a hook, and he writhed, swallowing the sea, the salt scorching his airways.
Another convulsion and he burst to the surface. Trying to breathe and cough at the same time, kicking and waving his arms to keep afloat, he barely felt it when he bumped against something. He made a desperate grab for it, and found the pole, slippery and overgrown with seaweed. He clung to it, hacking, his lungs burning. He glanced up.
Above loomed a dark bulk that stretched into the gloom. It took him a few confused moments to realized what he was seeing. A pier! He’d reached the shore.
Heart pounding, he freed one hand and groped blindly overhead until he found the surface. He dug his fingers in a crack, threw the other hand over as well, and heaved his trembling body higher. With a groan, he pulled himself up.
He flopped onto the pier and coughed until he thought he’d spit his lungs out, and then just lay there, wrung out and empty. His body felt like one giant bruise. Sweet hells, had be made it out alive?
The sky was still dark when he sat up and glanced around. A glance around showed him no boats. Small wonder. The Gultur kept their boats mostly in enclosed marinas where nobody would steal them.
Shit, why did his arms hurt so much? And what should he do now?
He ought to go back, let his family know he was okay, let Jinsen know... He choked up again. Damn, he’d thought he’d coughed up all the water he’d swallowed. He drew a shaky breath. What he needed was a plan, a strategy, as Jinsen always said when they planned a prank, or just an escapade from their parents.
Where in the hells was he? What was this place?
Ah, yeah. Dakru. He’d heard the police say something of the sort as they dragged him, cursing and kicking, out of their aircar and into the patrol boat. Why had they dropped him in the sea? They’d caught him once before when he’d snuck into a military area and beaten the hell out of him, and they’d run after him and his buddies a few times, but they’d mostly cursed him to the lowest hell and left him alone.
He hadn’t done anything that bad to warrant such a violent reaction this time, had he?
Have I?
Gathering his legs under him, wincing at the white-hot pain in his arms, he got on his feet and looked around. A town front, narrow storehouses and what looked like a police station. He cringed, freezing in the act of putting one foot in front of the other, even though, in the gray pre-dawn light, it looked closed and dark.
Quiet.
He hurried down the pier toward the unknown town and left the exposed sea-side road for the shadow of the alleys that twisted behind.
***
He moved as quickly as he could in the maze of narrow streets, wishing he had his father’s long legs — although that was all he ever wanted from the drunken bastard. He didn’t even look like him, thank the gods. Deep inside, he’d always hoped that man wasn’t his real father.
It was a small town, relatively clean and boring, with a few stores, still shuttered, a tiny square with a plaque to the Gultur fallen in the Great War. Someone had written beneath it, “good riddance”.
He frowned. The feeling he was forgetting something nagged at his mind. He looked down at his hands, his forearms, red and bleeding from several scratches. No, not scratches. Burns.
A fire. He remembered flames, and heat, and pain. A cold flare of fear went through him and his breath caught. What had Jinsen dragged him into this time? His mom always said that boy was no good, and had told him not to visit.
But Jinsen understood Mantis, listened when he needed to talk to someone about his dad and the bruises, when he needed someone to tell him everything would be okay when his mom was away working at the factory all day. Jinsen was a faithful friend, no matter what his mom said, and he only lived two blocks down together with his younger sister. Close enough Mantis could sleep over when his dad was in one of his moods, and always ready to listen and comfort.
His eyes burned and he blinked rapidly, trying to clear them. Damn his dad anyway.
A plan. Okay. He needed a way back to Kukno, either by boat or by bridge. For that he had to move to a larger place, a city.
There was a bus station just around the corner, he could see the terminal. He didn’t have a single dil on him, but that had never stopped him before. He approached the old car sitting in the yard. The driver, the first person Mantis saw since he’d been thrown into the sea, was having a smoke outside the small station building, checking something on his beeper.
Mantis slipped into the baggage compartment, then opened the hatch inside and dragged himself into the cabin and hid behind a seat. He waited there for what seemed like weeks, until the driver got in and started the bus. People spilled inside, subdued and silent, paying their due to the driver and settling down. He sat with them, hiding among them.
“Where is this bus going?” he asked an elderly woman who sat fiddling with her bag next to him.
“To Artemisia, of course.” She gave him a reprimanding look. “Didn’t you check the sign outside?”
He shook his head.
She leaned closer, and her eyebrows drew together. “You’re dripping. If you get me wet, I’ll call the driver, do you hear?”
“I won’t.” He licked his salty, cracked lips. “Artemisia. That’s the big city port, isn’t it?”
She clucked her tongue and didn’t answer. But he thought he knew that name. The biggest eastern port. He’d find passage there.
He had to.
***
A creaking noise and voices woke him up. He’d dozed off despite the worry and the cold, the pain in his burned arms and the fear — fear because he couldn’t remember why he’d been thrown off the boat, why he’d been on it in the first place, and in his dreams there had been jumping flames and screams.
“Artemisia,” said the elderly lady, getting up, her disapproving glare firmly in place. “You shouldn’t travel alone at your age. The city streets are a dangerous place.”
“I know that,” he grumbled, his mind fuzzy with sleep. When he got up, he fought to stifle a groan. He felt like an aircar had run him over. “Same everywhere.”
He knew how streets were. He’d spent a big part of his life there. After school, he’d join the neighborhood kids in their wanderings and sometimes fighting. His mom rarely came home before he fell asleep.
She’d sing to him sometimes, then, and stroke his hair.
The lump was back in his throat. Gods, he missed her already. He had to hurry and go back. He’d kill Jinsen for this, he’d...
“Did you get lost?” a younger woman asked, leaning over him. She had a baby in her arms, fast asleep, wrapped in a dirty blanket.
“No, I’m just going home,” he managed and walked blindly out.
He stopped and gaped.
Living in Sikyon, suburban town of Idalia, the capital of Kukno, he thought he’d seen it all. He’d been to Idalia too, on occasion, but he’d done it with school teachers and classmates. Educational trips, they’d called them.
Gods, but Artemisia was a confusing, terrifying place. The streets were wide and full of racing aircars, pedestrians and vendors hawked their wares, and there were endless shops and squares with tall statues. The stench from the sea front and the city urinals was unbearable. Bile rose in his throat and he fought to swallow it down.
He walked down the avenue toward what he thought was the east, the port and the bridge. People jostled him on the sidewalk and threw him against storefronts and graffiti-covered walls. He felt so small he couldn’t breathe.
The crowd thinned, and he heard a rhythmic sound he recognized. Gultur patrol. Shit.
The cold fist of fear in his chest sprouted wicked claws that dug into his heart and squeezed. He knew he’d better keep walking, pretending indifference, and hoping they wouldn’t notice him, but he found his feet moving faster until he was running, breath coming in harsh little pants, and he ducked into the first alley he saw to huddle behind a dumpster.
Something was burning. Thin smoke entered his nostrils, acrid, bitter. His whole body convulsed. Fire. Bodies burning, screams, a building wreathed in huge golden flames, blinding him.
Bending over, he retched. The bile burned his throat, brought tears to his eyes. He knew with sudden, terrifying certainty that he didn’t want to remember what had happened, didn’t want to know.
He just had to find the way back, that was all, and everything would be okay. Using the wall as support, he climbed back to his feet, checked the patrol had passed and staggered back out into the avenue. Aircars zipped by, inches from his face, and he lurched back. Beggars lined the sidewalk, giving him interested looks. Scowling, he shoved his hands in his sodden pockets and walked along the avenue, shivering in the wind.
He’d barely made it ten steps when a hand grabbed his arm and jerked him into another alley. The cold barrel of a gun pressed into his cheek.
The hold of his legs was becoming uncertain. His knees wobbled. “What do you want?” he whispered, the muzzle pressing harder, pushing his words out of shape. Or was it his thoughts?
Hands patted him down, dug into his pockets, felt along the belt of his trousers. “No gun, no knife.” It was a girl’s voice. She drew back the gun. “No money either.”
A boy stepped in front of him, his curly hair an unidentifiable dark color. “What’s your name?”
“Mantis.”
The boy snickered. “Is that a real name?”
“As real as I am.” Which was debatable right now. He felt like a sickly, fading ghost.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” The boy jabbed a finger at Mantis. He had a tattoo on his cheek — a crude ship. A gang symbol. “I think he’s a nutcase, Ina.”
“Or just trying to play us,” muttered the girl. “What are you doing here, Mantis?”
“Just trying to go home.” He tried to calm his breathing, but it was getting faster, and he was light-headed. “To Kukno.”
“You’re quite a long way from home, aren’t you?” The girl came around to face him. She bore the same tattoo. Her hair was long and disheveled, a mousey brown. “How did you get here?”
You wouldn’t believe me. “Stowed away in a bus.” Jinsen always said that the best lies were part-truth. The bastard.
“What for?”
“To see Dakru.” Something he’d never cared for. “I heard stories.”
They laughed. Then the girl raised her gun again, all mirth leaving her eyes. “Enough crap. Are you a spy from another gang? This is our territory.”
“He’s got no tattoos, Ina,” said the boy, looking doubtful for the first time.
“They wouldn’t tat a spy, dingbat.” Ina’s lip curled. “And I don’t buy his story. Sight-seeing? That’s for the rich, stupid kids. He doesn’t look the part.”
“I say he isn’t worth worrying over,” said the boy, now sullen. “Let’s move on.”
Mantis stared at him, wondering what they did to those worth worrying over, when he caught another whiff of smoke and sourness burned the back of his throat.
“Is there a fire?” he heard his own voice, faint and seemingly from far away.
“The whole southern quarter is burning, didn’t you hear?” snapped the girl. “Gultur prevention measures.”
The air thickened and he couldn’t draw a breath. He could barely feel his legs anymore, and he listed sideways.
“Hey.” The boy grabbed his shoulder, pushed him back until he leaned against a wall. “He’s going to pass out. Shit.”
“He’s a scrawny little kid. Doesn’t look older than eleven.”
“How old are you?” the boy asked, and Mantis fought with the fog in his head to understand the question.
“I’m fifteen,” he lied, and struggled feebly against the boy’s hold. “Let me go.”
“Look at the burns on his arms. Were you in a fire, kid?”
Fire. The flames licking his skin, the smoke choking him, stinging his eyes. The whole row of buildings burning. Their apartment in a crown of flames that billowed out of every window, lighting the night. He’d slipped out in the afternoon to meet with Jinsen. But it had been early, and he’d walked around. Seen the smoke, seen the Gultur police cars arrive armed with flamethrowers and grenades.
“Oh, no.” He slid down, the whole world lurching under his feet. Mom. A pain lanced through his chest, and he through he might retch again.
“Let’s go,” Ina said, her voice coming and going like a police siren. “He’s probably sick with something.”
“Then he needs help,” the boy said. “We can’t just leave him here.”
“You’re an idiot, and that’s why you don’t lead this gang. We should—” She harrumphed. “Well, look who’s here. Damn. I told you we should’ve come together with Ray, you dinghead. Let’s go!”
The boy and girl ran away, leaving him there alone, on his knees in the dirt. Their steps echoed off the walls of the alley.
Mantis looked up, his vision hazed with tears.
Four silhouettes stood at the alley mouth, the outline of guns clear and dark against the brightness of the avenue behind them.
“I told ya they’re trying to take over our territory, Kalaes,” one of them said, a girl with pigtails and a gun almost as long as her arm. She rested the barrel on her shoulder and scowled. “Sneaky bastards. Been working our streets for weeks now.”
A broad-shouldered boy with wild black hair stood next to her, a gun in each hand. He looked older than the others, maybe fourteen or so. “Hey, why don’t you look at this,” he drawled. He leaned his head back, looking at Mantis under lowered lashes. “Seems they left something behind, eh, Fran?”
“Dropped it, most likely,” the girl muttered.
“Ya think?” The boy strode over to Mantis, stood over him and pointed a gun at Mantis’ head. “What have we here? Who are you, fe?”
Mantis didn’t have the energy to speak, let alone move. He was shivering uncontrollably in his wet clothes. He had a dim idea that he should be afraid of the gun pointing at him, the gang members closing in around him, but he felt nothing. The boy had a tattoo on his cheek too — this one was three parallel lines, like black scratches. Another gang?
“A drowned rat, that’s what he is.” The girl came to stand at the boy’s shoulder. “Leave him, Kalaes. Probably one of their own.”
“He’s got no tattoo,” Kalaes said, mouth twisting in a thoughtful pout. Two thin braids swung over his left cheek, caught with metal beads. “What’s your name, boy?”
And here it went again. Mantis closed his eyes, exhausted, thinking if they wanted to kill him, there was nothing he could do about it, and he might as well die in peace. It didn’t seem so bad, after all.
Never enter an alley on your own, Jinsen had always said. Never go without your gun and knife. He hadn’t thought you’d be left without choices, did he?
He’d kill Jinsen when he saw him again.
But he never would, would he? Because dad had come back from work, started fighting with mom, and Mantis had left home before the blows began falling. It was too early to meet Jinsen, so he’d walked aimlessly in the bitter cold.
When he’d seen the smoke rising, he started running. The whole row of buildings was burning, flames leaping from the doors and windows. The whole row. He’d tried to get inside, save his mom, save someone, but it was too late. Nothing was left.
Jinsen was dead.
***
“Here, drink this.” Kalaes pushed a tin cup into Mantis’ hands. “It’s tea to warm you up.”
Kalaes was the leader of the small gang, and the others had grudgingly agreed to let Mantis come along. They’d walked through dark back streets, Kalaes’ hand on Mantis’ elbow steering him inexorably on.
An abandoned building was their destination. They climbed up to the first floor and huddled in one of the rooms. The cold wind whistled through broken windows. A little girl squatted at the center and quickly built a small fire, adding paper and bush twigs. The smoke filled his nostrils, and he fought to keep his stomach from turning over at the smell and the images it carried.
“You should let him finish his tea and then out with him,” another boy said, wrapping his long jacket around his thin shoulders. His eyes were a startling blue. “You can’t take on another one, Kal.”
“Too many strays,” said the girl with the pigtails and the big gun. She was leaning on the doorjamb, staring at Mantis under lowered lids. “Too much trouble.”
“Yes, you are,” Kalaes drawled and grinned. “And yet I didn’t leave you to die in the streets, did I?”
The girl tsked and looked away, but a smile twitched her lips.
The tea was sweet and warm. Mantis’ chest thawed, but now he felt as if it was cracking in half. Dammit, he hadn’t wanted to remember, and he’d had good reason not to. Too late now. Too pissing late.
Mom. Jinsen. Everyone he’d ever cared for.
Darkness waited to swallow him, and monsters lurked inside. He didn’t want to look, didn’t want to think. Could he just forget? Would it mean the last night could be undone and the dead brought back to life?
“Why are you wet?” Kalaes asked, laying a hand on Mantis’ shoulder. His dark eyes seemed kind and concerned. “You smell like the sea, and the way your t-shirt is stiffening... What in the hells happened to you?”
Mantis put his cup down on the cracked concrete floor. He recalled the flames, the noise and heat, the crushing sense of panic and horror. He’d tried to enter the building, and someone had stopped him, shouting it was too late. He’d fought that person, and others. A car, there had been a car, and he’d run and...
He jerked, trying to shy away from the memory, and found Kalaes’ hand pushing him down, steadying him.
“What do you remember?” Kalaes asked. “Why did you fall into the sea?”
“They threw me from their patrol boat,” Mantis said, his voice so hoarse it startled him. “The police did.”
“That’s not promising,” said the girl. “Told you he’s trouble.”
“Let him talk.” Kalaes gave Mantis’ shoulder an encouraging squeeze. “Why would they do that, fe?”
Not disbelieving but not entirely convinced yet, either.
Mantis shook his head. The images rushed in faster and faster, drowning him. “My mom’s gone,” he whispered, and suddenly Kalaes was right next to him, an arm slung over his shoulders, drawing him closer. “And Jinsen. And all my friends.”
There was a hush, the crackling of the fire the only sound.
Then Kalaes said, “How did they die?”
“Flamethrowers.” Kalaes’ hold tightened, and Mantis croaked, “The police burned them.”
When he next looked up, the other three kids sat around the fire, staring at him, their eyes wide.
“Shit,” said the boy with the long coat. “What the hells is going on? They’re doing it everywhere.”
“It’s the resistance, silly,” said the girl, her mouth flattening. “The Undercurrent has started its attacks and the regime retalates.”
“Retaliates,” Kalaes corrected absently, patting Mantis’ back. “Yeah, that’s probably why. Hey, you still haven’t told us why the bath in the sea, fe.”
“I attacked the police cars.” Mantis sat still as the memory surfaced with an almost audible splash in his mind, opening toothed jaws. “I grabbed one of the flamethrowers and turned it against them police. They ran.” His stomach cramped and churned again, and he hoped he wouldn’t be sick all over Kalaes. “Then they grabbed me.”
No wonder they’d been pissed at him. He tried to remember if he’d hurt or killed any of the Gultur police, but couldn’t.
It still didn’t help with the nausea, because he could imagine it all too well.
“Holy netherhells.” Kalaes whistled. “You attacked the police? On your own?”
It sounded mad, Mantis realized, and maybe they’d call him a liar and send him away, but did he care? Not one bit. About anything. Not anymore.
“You’re freezing,” Kalaes muttered and rubbed Mantis’ back roughly. “We need to get you some dry clothes.”
“You are taking him in,” said the girl, sounding resigned. She sighed.
“Enough whining, Fran.” Kalaes managed to sound both exasperated and amused. “I’m taking him to Pelia in case she has clothes to spare, and then we’ll see.”
“Pelia?” Mantis sat up a little straighter, wincing. He didn’t know these kids, but Kalaes seemed all right, and the idea of being passed on to some unknown woman twisted his insides into knots.
“Don’t worry, kid, she’s nice,” Kalaes said. “And I’m going with you to make sure you’re okay.”
Mantis shook his head. Burning cobwebs filled his mind, covered his heart. “I’ll make them pay,” he breathed.
Kalaes pulled out his gun, checked the chamber, holstered it at his hip. “What are you muttering about?”
“What they did wasn’t fair.” Mantis looked up at Kalaes, saw understanding flash in his gaze. “We didn’t do anything wrong, and they killed...” He couldn’t say it.
“You’re right, it’s not fair.” Kalaes patted Mantis’ knee. “But there’s not much you can do about it, fe. Surviving, that’s how you fight back. Not letting them destroy you.”
Mantis swallowed. Wasn’t it too late for that? He was already shattered.
“Kal, what about Don’s gang?” It was the first time the third boy spoke. He hid his eyes behind his long bangs, and dark wisps curled around his neck like ropes. “Shouldn’t we chase them down and give them a lesson?”
“We will. Later.” Kalaes gave the boy a fond look and turned back to Mantis. “Ready to go?”
Mantis shuddered but let Kalaes pull him to his feet, let him take his hand and walked down the stairs and out of the building, into the icy wind.
***
“Have a seat,” Pelia said, pointing Mantis to a long table piled with food packages and water bottles. “You too, Kalaes. I haven’t seen you in a while.”
Kalaes fell in a chair across from Mantis, rubbing his chin. “Have been busy.”
“So I see.” Pelia dragged a chair in front of Mantis and sat, blocking Kalaes’ view. She smiled. “Busy collecting strays again.”
She was a beautiful woman, her face delicate, her eyes large and dark. Fine lines around her eyes and mouth and deeper ones in her forehead told Mantis she was older than he’d first thought. Her black hair, shot with white at the temples, was held back in a knot. Her hands caught his, warm and strong and capable, like his mom’s.
He turned his gaze away. She wasn’t his mom. His mom was gone. He was all alone and nothing could fill the void. A sob was caught inside his chest, in his throat, but he couldn’t cry. The tears wouldn’t come.
“Yeah, well, you know me.” Kalaes muttered, a smile in his voice. “Can’t help it.”
Pelia’s eyes twinkled. “It’s a good sign. It means you’re back on your feet again. Do you need more medicine?”
“Nah, I’m good.”
“So what about this one?” Pelia asked, pointing with her chin, and Mantis realized with a start she was talking about him.
“He’s a survivor,” Kalaes’ voice floated over, neutral. “His name is Mantis.”
“Mantis.” Pelia raised an eyebrow but said nothing more for a while, checking the burns on his arms. He barely felt them, barely felt anything. It was as if he floated above his body in a warm void where nothing hurt.
Then Kalaes was there, helping Pelia pull off his sodden clothes and dragging on dry ones — pants, a long-sleeved shirt, socks. Pelia smothered a cool cream on the burns and bandaged his arms.
“Good as new,” she whispered, but he’d never be what he was, the son of Kia, Jinsen’s buddy, the best student in his class, a good shot with the sling. He wasn’t good anymore, couldn’t be, and he wasn’t new. He was an old creature, full of anger. It burned his insides, made his hands fist, his mouth twist in a snarl.
“I’ll kill them,” he said, his voice surprisingly steady. “I’ll destroy them for this.”
Pelia’s eyes snapped up, a flicker of shock in their depths. “Sweetheart, you’re upset—”
“I’m not.” He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “I’m not a sweetheart. Don’t call me that.” His mom had said he had too much rage in him. Just like his father, she’d said, but who cared? She was gone. “Kalaes said there’s nothing I can do. But I want to fight them. I can’t just stand and watch them kill. There must be a way to bring them down.”
“Look at you. You’re just a child.” Pelia stood, gazing down at him, her expression closed. “What do you intend to do against a regime that can torch down whole towns without fear of repercussions?”
“Anything. I’ll do anything.” He stood as well, feeling his brows draw together. “So what if I’m a kid? They’ve taken everything from me. I’ve a right to do war against them.”
“War?” Pelia glanced around at Kalaes. The older boy shrugged, but he looked somehow pleased.
“You could initiate him,” Kalaes said. “Let him in.”
“No. He’s too young.”
“I’m twelve!” Mantis grated.
“Exactly. Too young,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. Her long, gray dress billowed behind her as she turned around and paced to the other end of the room to gaze out of the window. “I’ve never taken anyone so young in the circle.”
“What circle? What do you mean?” Mantis looked from her to Kalaes who was rubbing the furrow between his brows. “Kalaes?”
But the older boy shook his head, the beads of his two small braids clinking together, and turned to Pelia. “Just think about it, okay?”
The woman was silent for a moment, as if entranced with the view outside, then she sighed. She walked over to Kalaes, set a hand on his shoulder. When he turned to her, she caught his face in her hands and kissed his brow.
“You’re my favorite, Kalaes.” She smiled. “Others do things because they must, but you do them because you feel.”
Mantis saw the color rise in Kalaes’ cheekbones and the sob in his throat rose like a bubble, trying to burst. My favorite boy, his mom used to call him, even though he was an only child. My favorite person in the whole world, she’d reply when he pointed that out. He knew he’d never be so loved again, knew it in the marrow of his bones, and the loss was unbearable.
“He feels, too, I reckon,” Kalaes said, and Mantis glanced up to find both of their gazes locked on him.
“I’ll think about it,” Pelia said cryptically, nodding. “Meanwhile, I’ll keep him here until he decides what he wants to do.”
He didn’t know if they were waiting for an answer, but he didn’t have anywhere else to go, so he just nodded. The rage was fading, withdrawing, leaving the cold and the void behind. Without the rage, he was adrift, lost and alone.
Completely alone. The knowledge crushed him, and his legs gave out. He dropped to his knees and his eyes filled up with tears. They came scalding hot, blurring his sight, a tide rising to cover the world.
“Shit. You okay, kid?” Kalaes came over to him. When Mantis didn’t answer, Kalaes lifted him up, and wrapped an arm around him. With his other hand, he stroked Mantis’ hair out of his eyes. “It’s all right.”
Mantis’ head barely reached Kalaes’ chest. He clung to Kalaes’ strength. “It’s not.”
Kalaes sighed. “Listen to me, fe. You’re brave and what happened to you was wrong. You’re a fighter. You’ll survive this, you hear me? You’ll grow older and stronger, and one day you’ll set things right. But right now you need to live. I’ll help. We all will.” He wiped the tears from Mantis’ cheeks, held his shoulders. “You can cry. I cried too when my dad and brother died. Let it out, and you’ll feel better.”
And for some reason, Kalaes’ words, the implicit permission, broke down all barriers and Mantis burrowed in Kalaes’ strong arms and wept until he thought his heart might break.
“I’ll fight them,” he insisted, voice hoarse and muffled against Kalaes’ chest. “I’ll stop them.”
“Yeah, fe.” Kalaes voice held a smile, and his arms tightened around Mantis. “You will.”
THE END
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REX RISING
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If you haven’t read Rex Rising, here is the opening scene:
Rex Rising
Blood seeped between Elei’s fingers.
The small wound was above his left hipbone. He pressed down harder to staunch the bleeding and gritted his teeth. His pulse leaped under his palm as he sat shivering on a hard, cold bench. He rested his other hand on the grip of his holstered gun. In his blurry eyes, everything had a shimmering edge, suspended between reality and dream.
Then the world tilted.
Danger.
Elei jerked and sharp pain erupted in his side. Hissing, he drew his gun and waited. His possessed eye throbbed; cronion, the strongest of his resident parasites, hated surprises. The world lit up in bright colors. Be ready. His heart pounded in his chest, sent bruising beats against his ribs. He swallowed past a dry throat and gripped his gun until his knuckles creaked.
Nothing moved. Oblong objects around him pulsed in cool hues of green and blue. Safe. Nothing living. He relaxed a little. For a while he simply sat, left hand pressing against the wound, the cold metal barrel of the gun held against his right thigh.
“Hey, you,” a man’s voice said from behind.
Clamping his jaw, Elei lifted the gun and turned to point in the general direction of the voice. Cold wind blew his jacket hood back, allowing him a wider view. The man appeared at the right periphery of Elei’s tainted vision — a splash of red. He went still when Elei cocked the hammer. The click rang too loud in the quiet.
“Calm down, will you,” the man said, raising his hands. “Just checking on you. You’re bleeding all over my boat.”
The boatman. Elei let out a breath and lowered the gun, but didn’t click the safety back on, just in case. The cold breeze ruffled his short hair and water splashed and murmured. The low hum of an engine set his teeth on edge. What was he doing in a boat out at sea? He prodded his memories, but came up blank.
Cronion beat at the back of his eyeball like a hammer. He forced his tense muscles to relax and rubbed his eye with his thumb until the dull ache eased. This time, when he blinked, he saw the surface of things, his unfamiliar surroundings — the wet prow, moonlight glinting on metal benches like the one he sat on, yellow lifesavers underneath them. The boatman stood by the rail, dressed in shabby trousers and a pale yellow shirt, watching him from under his dark cap. The light from a lamp set on a bench pooled around him. The sky stretched naked above, night-black and starry.
The boat rocked and listed. His legs slid. He was falling.
He threw his hands to the sides, to find a handhold, the gun screeching against metal. His fingers caught the edge of the bench. He clutched it, the deep, sharp pain in his side squeezing the air from his lungs, and he bent over, panting.
Broken pieces of memories rushed back with a deafening roar. Shots fired. Running through the streets. The docks of Ost.
He was crossing the straits between the great islands.
Shivers crawled up his spine. He lifted his hand and stared at the blood on his fingers. He’d been shot, but couldn’t remember who’d done it.
Elei groaned to himself. He laid his gun — an antique, semi-automatic Rasmus — on his lap and wrapped his arms around himself, tucking his icy hands under his armpits; hoping fervently this was nothing but a dream, and knowing he just wasn’t that lucky.
“Hey.” The boatman approached him, stepping over the benches with his long, spindly legs. Red color flashed over his heart, pulsing with each beat.
Elei straightened with a wince and raised his gun. It seemed to have grown heavier; he could barely lift it. “What do you want now?”
“We’re almost there.” The boatman’s voice resonated with a hidden growl. When he raised the dakron lamp, its light revealed a leathery, deeply lined face and bright blue eyes. “Better get ready to jump, do you hear?”
“I heard you.” Elei kept the gun leveled, his arm muscles straining. Where in the hells are we? Cold sweat sluiced down his back. His nostrils flared and his body tensed with the urge to run. Run where? He was in a boat, for all the gods’ sakes, and yet he knew that even here, in the openness of the sea, he couldn’t afford to let down his guard.
Holstering the gun, he struggled to rise but his damn legs cramped and resisted. Shivers danced down his spine and adrenaline made his blood pump faster, so it trickled down his side, scalding his chilled flesh.
“Hurry up, boy,” muttered the boatman and his hand closed around Elei’s arm like a band of steel. “We can’t linger here.” He hauled him up as if he weighed nothing, the movement sending sharp claws of pain deep into Elei’s side.
Hells. Elei gritted his teeth and refused to make any sound as the boatman dragged him to the rail and left him there, the boat rocking with the movement. Muttering, the man went back to his steering wheel and navigated the boat through the dark waters.
In the distance, squat buildings, old warehouses, rose from the white mist of night. Starlight reflected off polished gray walls. The vacant pier jutted out into the sea like an arm of stone. The boat swerved toward it, then slowed down and bumped to a stop, thumping gently against the square blocks.
Elei inhaled the humid air and tried to get his bearings, to remember something, anything. In the end, he had to admit defeat. “Which island is this? Is it Kukno?”
“Are you saying I tricked you?” The boatman’s voice was dry. “We’re right where you told me to take you. Dakru.”
Dakru! The heart of the Seven Islands, risen in their perfect center, pushed out of the depths of the sea by the gods — at the beginning, before their divine hands molded the flesh of fish and birds, and then man. Elei stared at the shore, not quite believing he was there.
Until the boatman planted a heavy hand on his shoulder and shook him. “Hey, snap out of it. Pay me my second half and jump out now, or the sea will have you.”
Looking into his hard eyes, Elei had no doubt he meant it. He reached into his pocket and took out his thin wad of bills. Blood ran in a hot line down his hip as he counted and gave over the money. The boatman counted it again, eyes darting to the remaining bills and Elei’s gun peeking out of the holster.
Not good. Grimacing, Elei climbed out of the boat, scrambling on hands and knees to keep his balance on the blocks of the pier, fumbling in the half-darkness as the sea sang and sighed all around him and cold water sprayed his face. His left wrist throbbed, felt slightly sprained. His body felt numb, uncoordinated; the pain in his side echoed in his limbs, in his head.
Like an insect, he crawled on the giant squares, skinning hands and knees, until he finally reached the pier road. He could have wept for relief. Maneuvering his heavy legs, he climbed to his feet and glanced back at the boat which was already speeding away — a speck blacker than blackness, a white line of surf. Then he turned with a knot in his stomach to face the unknown shore.