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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

A tall, thin man, a week late for a shave, loped around the corner of a crumbling building. Beside him, struggling to keep pace, lumbered a short, portly fellow. The tall one’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the crowded street before them. The volume of noise echoing between the buildings nearly drowned out his soft, kind voice as he spoke to the shorter man.

“Wow, Lambert, this place is busy. Are supplies getting that hard to find out here?”

Lambert pulled a bit of cloth from his front shirt pocket. Grimacing, he shook the dust out of it before dabbing sweat from his brow.

“Can’t you see how faded and threadbare their clothes are, Jasper. Material and food for the general public are running low, creating high demand. Soon, even I will succumb to such rags. I suppose after that I will even quit bathing. You won’t be able to tell me from the rest of these poor, dirty people.” He folded and replaced the cloth. “In any event, the crowd is a good thing for us. We should pass with little notice.”

Apprehensive, they pushed their way into the bustling crowd. The noise of the vendors shouting their wares and the replying customers vying for them grew even louder, making their ears ring. None in the crowd took so much as a second glance at the two men.

Jasper turned to Lambert. “Do you know who we are looking for?”

Lambert nodded. “If my information is correct, he is in the second alley on the left.”

“Then lead the way. I’m not used to such crowds. The sooner we’re done the better.”

Jasper, used to living in the Council building and its often empty hallways and rooms, became more and more agitated at the constant shoving as they passed through the mass of people. After a particularly hard jolt from behind, he jerked his elbow back to return the favor. He instantly regretted his unusual act of anger when he felt not the contact of soft flesh, but something hard and pointed that resulted in a high pitched yelp from the victim. Jasper spun around to find a ten-year-old boy on the ground with a drop of blood trickling from his nose.

Surprised, Jasper reached down for the boy. “Sorry, kid, I thought you was one of those rude adults.”

Scared eyes met his, then switched to his outstretched hands. The boy wiped his nose with the back of his hand before scrambling onto his hands and knees. Grabbing a nearby bag, he jumped to his feet and disappeared in the crowd. Before Jasper could shout after him, Lambert grabbed his arm.

“Quit messing around, Jasper, the dealer’s right this way.”

Lambert led Jasper down a side alley to a rickety, wooden booth. The crowd shied away from this area and only two others currently engaged a crude, muscular man sitting behind the booth. Jasper studied the long, ragged scar across the man’s face while they waited for the customers to finish. When they left, Jasper and Lambert stepped forward. The man behind the booth watched them closely from his one good eye.

“What can I do you for?” The man’s gruff voice matched the badly healed scar. “‘Fraid I ain’t got much left to trade today.”

Lambert wiped his brow. “Ahh, but we have a special item for you.”

“Oh? What does the likes of you two have that would interest me?”

Lambert glanced nervously behind them before leaning forward. “We hear you buy stones.”

The man rocked back and laughed. “Ha, ha. Good one. I don’t mess with those things, being illegal for anyone but the Council to have and all.”

Lambert patted his brow. “But…but, I was told by Mr…”

The man slammed his fist down on the booth cracking one of the boards. “Shush now! You two don’t know much about business do ya. Now, I’ve only got a few bray roots left. They take a lot of work to find so they don’t come cheap. If you want them, show me what you got worth trading for, and we’ll see if we can do business.”

“But I don’t want bray roots.”

The man scowled. “Not too many people do. The Council down right hates them, which is why they don’t nose around. Get my drift?”

“Ohhh, no one pays attention for just bray roots. Jasper, show the man what we have that might be equal those fine bray roots.”

Jasper stared at Lambert blankly. “Huh?”

“Show him what’s in your bag, Jasper. Your bag.”

“Oh, right, the bag.” Jasper reached for the small leather bag he had tied at his waist, except it wasn’t there. In a panic, Jasper felt all around his waist. Eyes wide he faced Lambert.

“It’s gone!”

“What?”

“My satchel’s gone, Lambert.”

“You left it back in the room?”

“No, I had it with me.” Jasper retraced his steps in his head. “That kid. That blasted kid!”

“What kid, Jasper?”

“The one I knocked over. He didn’t run into me by accident. The rotten thing stole my satchel.”

Lambert grabbed Jasper’s arms. “You sure you didn’t leave it in the room?”

Jasper shook his head. “No. That kid stole it for sure. I even saw him grab it off the ground. I just didn’t think it was mine at the time.”

Lambert turned toward the crowded street. “Which way did he go?”

“I don’t know. He was a scrawny thing and disappeared in the crowd.”

“Well, we’ve got to find him, Jasper. That stone is our ticket out.”

From behind them, a laugh started low and quiet, growing louder and louder. They faced the man in the booth to see him almost falling out of his chair.

Lambert balled his fists. “This is not funny. We have to find that bag.”

The trader struggled to regain his composure. “Good luck with that. You two clueless dopes don’t stand a chance against Emerie and her crew.”

“Who?”

The laughter stopped and the man scowled once more. “Emerie. She’s the boss of those filthy little brats.”

“So they’re nothing more than a bunch of kids?”

“Most of ‘em, but not her. That one’s funny in the head. Way too smart for her age.” The man gave a short laugh. “Hell, way too smart for most adults.”

“Well, where can we find her? Maybe we can get our item back.”

The man thought for a moment. “Maybe if you tell her you were bringing it to me. You see, she and I have a deal about certain items, and it’s not like her to cross people. Trying to teach those kids right from wrong or the like.” The man gave a short laugh. “Can you imagine that in this day and age?”

Lambert grew impatient. “So, how do we find her?”

The man eyed both Lambert and Jasper for several seconds before speaking. “Head to the south side of town where the old trolley line comes to an end. Inside the station you’ll find a funnel near the ticket booth.” The man reached in his pocket and pulled out a thick, round piece of metal. “Drop this in and wait.”

Lambert held his hand out for the token. “That’s it?”

The man held the coin over Lambert’s palm. “That’s it as far as making contact. That coin’s got my stamp on it. She won’t ignore it. When you meet her, you remind her I’m the broker in this town, and that stone either comes back to me, or she pays enough for you and me both. You got that?”

“Deal.”

The man dropped the coin in Lambert’s palm. “Deal.” 

Lambert and Jasper turned to head back into the main street. The man laughed behind them.

“Remember, she’s a strange one.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

A young boy, rubbing at the dried blood under his nose with the back of his hand, ran along a dimly lit tunnel and into a cavernous opening. In his left hand he carried a small satchel. A few children took note of his arrival, but most carried on with their assigned tasks for the day. Some sorted scrap metal by size and density into large piles while others worked on laundry in a pool from a tiny dammed stream.

The boy shouted as he ran. “Emy! Emy! Look what I got.”

In his excitement, he tripped over a long, rusted rod laying in his path. He fell to his knees, scraping them, but held tight to the satchel. Slowly, he stood, walking the rest of the way to a long, flat train car. The car, which stood as high as his head, rested on metal rails that ran down another tunnel. On the cart, sat a huge, oddly shaped machine. Next to the machine stood an eight-year-old girl in a white shirt and brown bibs, with brown hair tied in pigtails low in the back. She held a small lantern above her head. The light from the lantern shone into a hole in the machine above her. A second girl, wearing brown coveralls, stood on a short ladder, her upper body in the machine. Her voice echoed from inside.

“I don’t think I can figure this out, Pea.”

The girl with the lantern stood on her tippy toes, straining to see farther into the contraption. “Don’t say that, Emy. You know how everything works.”

Emy chuckled. “Not everything, Pea.”

The boy, growing impatient, called out again. “Emy, look what I got.”

“Say, Pea, is that Cavan I hear shouting for me?”

Pea swung the lantern toward the boy. “Yep, that’s him. He’s got a satchel in his hands.”

Emy’s voice echoed from inside the machine. “Pea! Light!”

Pea lifted the light. “Sorry, Emy.”

“That’s okay, Pea. I think it’s time we take a break.”

Emy climbed down the ladder and laid a wrench on the train car. Pulling a dirty rag from her back pocket, she tried to wipe away the grease from around her goggles. She managed to remove some, but the rest merely smeared.

Pea laughed, “You’re really going to need a scrubbing at bath-time tonight.”

Emy, at thirteen, was only a little taller, than Pea. She removed her goggles.

“That bad, huh?”

Pea doubled over with laugher at the clean, white circles left where the goggles had protected Emy’s eyes and face from the dirt and grease.

Emy shook her head. “Well, at least my hair’s clean.”

Pea tried to calm herself. Reaching out she pushed a tendril of Emy’s blond hair back under the leather cap that stretched down the sides of her head and clasped under her chin. “I’m not so sure about that…”

Cavan waved the satchel. “Come on, Emy. I’ve got a live stone. You’ve got to see it.”

Emy snickered. “Now, Cavan, where would you have come by a saolston.”

Cavan’s eyes turned away from Emy. “Um, by the dump. The one at the edge of town.”

“You happened to find an active saolston in the most scavenged dump there is, nicely put away in a waist satchel? Cavan, you tell me straight now, did you steal that?”

Cavan shifted from foot to foot. “Well…” he hesitated, then rapidly spoke. “They were taking it to Baldric. Once he saw it, he would never sell it to you. It’s worth way too much. I know it is.”

“They were going to see Baldric? Bring that closer, Cavan.”

Cavan brought the satchel over to the train car where he untied its knot. Using the end of his shirt, he reached in and pulled out a stone glowing a brilliant blue. The stone was five inches in diameter and seven inches long. Emy’s green eyes filled with excitement.

“It is an active saolston!”

Cavan grinned from ear to ear. “See. I told you. It’s a big one too.”

Emy started to reach for it, then reluctantly stopped herself. “Did the person you took this from see you?”

Cavan’s smile faded a little as he nodded.

Emy shook her head. “We need to return this at once.”

“But, Emy.”

“No, Cavan. First, we don’t steal from people unless they’ve treated us wrong. Second, if the person you took this from went on to talk to Baldric, he’ll know it was one of us, and that could spell trouble. We need to try and return it. Now give me the satchel.”

Pea couldn’t tear her focus off the blue stone as Cavan put it back in the satchel and handed it to Emy. “You’re really going to make him take it back, Emy? We try so hard to find those.”

Emy nodded. “This is not how we do things.” She retied the knot then scanned the cave until she spotted a girl who was about fourteen wearing a clean, but plain dress. “Abigail!”

The girl put down the basket of clothes she was carrying and looked around. Emy shouted again.

“Abigail, come here please.”

The girl saw Emy and jogged over. “Yes, Emerie?”

“Take Cavan to the market and help him find the person he stole this from.”

Emerie held the satchel out for Abigail who took it with one hand while placing her other on her hip. “Cavan, you stole this? You know better than that.”

“But, it’s a live life stone, Abigail”

Abigail turned to Emerie, “Really?”

“Yes, a stolen one.”

Abigail sighed. “I understand.”

“I knew you would. More importantly, I’m counting on you to work out a trade if you do find them.”

Abigail clicked her heals together and saluted Emerie. “Yes ma’am, you can count on me.” She lowered her hand. “And if we can’t find them?”

Emerie smiled slightly. “I guess we will have to hold on to it until we do. Now get going.”

Abigail grabbed Cavan’s arm and pulled him back the direction he had come. “What were you doing at Traders’ Avenue anyway, Cavan? Emerie’s warned us how dangerous it’s getting.”

Emerie watched them leave before turning back to the metal machine, placing her goggles back over her eyes. “That stone will allow us to power the train, Pea. Now I really need to get this thing fixed.”

Pea held the light above her head so it shone into the hole. Emerie picked up the wrench and climbed the ladder. Pea watched until all but Emerie’s feet disappeared inside.

“Is this really only the engine?”

Emy’s voiced echoed. “Yep. Wait till you see the whole ship.”

Pea moved the light away from the hole to get a better view of the rest of the machine. A loud ‘clang’ reverberated on the metal.

“Pea!”

Pea swung the light back. “Sorry, Emy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Jasper and Lambert stood outside the entrance to the dilapidated trolley station. A third figure, a woman wearing a dark green hooded cape over snug fitting black pants and shirt, stood with them. She studied the pair of doors before them. The hinges on both were bent and broke, but the left stood a foot ajar.

The three had surveyed the building a little earlier. Large doors on the south side were built to allow the trolleys in and out, but the mechanisms to open them no longer worked. Lambert’s contact had told them about another set of doors on the north end, but they could not easily reach them. A large wall, adorned with spikes, wire and other unpleasant things, blocked the path and protected the city from the Desolate Lands beyond. Teagan faced Lambert.

“Are you sure this is the right place?”

Lambert nodded. “Baldric said the old trolley station.”

“Maybe he wanted to throw us off while he retrieved the stone himself.”

“He seemed perfectly willing to let us deal with this Emerie person.”

Teagan crossed her arms. “Must be some child to ward off a black market dealer.”

“That’s why we came back for you, Teagan,” said Jasper. “We wondered if she’s like Keela. Well, not exactly like her, but, you know what I mean.”

Teagan smiled. “Keela is one of a kind as far as I know. The only other guess I would make is that she’s one of the Seeds, but I thought they all joined one of the councils.”

Jasper approached the station, moving around the door, he braced against the inside edge. Pushing as hard as he could, the door screeched opened another inch. He took a step back then rammed the door with his shoulder. Again the door made a horrible sound as it ground open another few inches. Jasper stood straight.

“That’s as good as it’s going to get.” 

He slipped through the door, followed by Teagan. Lambert came last, sucking in his stomach to squeeze by. Inside, the air hung heavy and smelled of old machine oil. They made their way past overturned benches, stirring up long settled dust from the floor. Reaching the ticket booth, Teagan wiped clean a sign revealing the destinations and prices for the trolley line.

“Hmm, to think just a few coins could once take you to Clover Station.”

Lambert looked at the signage. “Never mind the trolley, the train went all the way to Central. That’s what we really could use now.”

“We’re lucky there is anyone still willing to cross the Desolate Lands to Central at all.”

Jasper pointed to the left of the booth.

“There’s the funnel.”

A large funnel, with a slot for a coin at its edge, hung from a rickety frame. A three-inch pipe attached to the bottom ran down through a hole in the floor. Lambert took the marked coin Baldric had given him and held it above the slot on the funnel. Letting go, the coin dropped down the metal chute. Hitting the inside of the funnel it circled around and around until it arrived at the center where it dropped down the pipe. The three listened to the coin clatter downward into the darkness below. It clanged then rolled along the inside of the piping before clanging again then rolling in a different direction. It changed directions a few times before the sound faded out of their hearing.

Teagan crossed her arms. “Now what?”

Lambert shrugged his shoulders. “He didn’t say anything else. I guess we wait.”

Teagan pointed to one of the overturned benches. “Help me set this upright. We might as well have a seat in the meantime.”

 

The coin clattered along the pipe for almost a hundred feet. Finally, it reached the end and with a loud ring, fell into a small metal bucket. A young boy reached in and took the coin. He ran over to an older boy who took the coin to examine the markings.

“Whose is it, Alex?”

Alex turned the coin over a couple of times. “One of Baldric’s. I wonder if he’s come asking for the stone.”

“Should I go get Emerie?”

Alex sighed. “She’s probably asleep, Bert. Go find Pea instead. She’ll have Emerie’s latest instructions.” He patted Bert on the head. “And, it’s a lot safer to wake her. I’ll go see if he really is here for the stone. Maybe it’s only a coincidence.”

Alex walked to a narrow shaft nearby where a spiral staircase rose several floors above to reach the main level of the rail station. Bert ran to find Pea. The two had been stationed at one end of a maintenance tunnel to monitor the funnel. The other end opened to an underground workshop once used for repairing trolleys and train cars. Today, the two passenger train cars and four trolleys that filled the chamber provided makeshift living quarters.

Bert found his way to an enclosed trolley car in the rear of the chamber. He gently rapped his knuckles on the door and waited. After a few moments, the door folded open revealing Pea in a worn flower print night shirt. She rubbed her sleepy eyes.

“Yes?”

“One of Baldric’s coins came down the funnel. Alex has gone to see what he wants, but we thought Emerie would want to know.”

“She will.” Pea looked back over her shoulder “Poor Emy, I only got her to bed a little while ago.” She faced Bert. “Head back. I’ll wake Emerie. If it turns out to be nothing come back.”

Bert nodded and ran back the way he had come. Pea closed the door. Yawning, she walked past the metal scraps, blueprints and dark saolstons to the back of the trolley. Here, two hammocks, one along the back wall and the other along the side, took the place of seats. Emerie, still in her work clothes and leather cap, lay curled up in a ball, sound asleep. Pea stroked Emerie’s neck and softly called her name.

“Emy.”

Emerie moaned and pulled her legs in tighter to her chest.

“Emy, Baldric is at the booth.”

Emerie blinked one eye open and mumbled. “Is Abigail back with Cavan yet?”

Pea shook her head.

Emerie groaned and unfurled. “This could be trouble. Alex is on duty, right?”

“Yes. Bert ran here to tell me.”

Emerie nodded. “Good, Alex has his head about him. If Baldric is here to make trouble, Alex can handle it ‘til we arrive.” She stood and stretched. “What time is it?”

“You’ve only been asleep for an hour.”

Another moan. “No wonder I feel so bad.”

“You need to go to bed earlier.”

Emerie blushed. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be telling you that.” 

Reaching to a shelf on her left, she grabbed a small device with a stub barrel attached to a small hand grip with a trigger. Sticking it in her left pocket, she made sure to leave the grip exposed. Feeling Pea’s glare, she turned to Pea’s frowning face.

“Just a precaution, Pea.”

Pea remained steadfast, forcing Emerie to slip past her to leave. “I’ll come back as soon as this is handled.”

“What about me? I want to go?”

“I don’t want you there in case things would happen to go bad. Not that they should. Besides, at least one of us needs to get some sleep.”

Pea forced back a yawn. “You need me.”

Emerie smiled sweetly. “I’ll manage this once.” She leaned forward and kissed pea on the forehead. “Now off to sleep with you.” She turned and exited the trolley, jogging for the maintenance tunnel and the spiral staircase.

 

Jasper paced back and forth. “This is all my fault. To think I let some kid snatch my satchel. I’m sorry, Teagan.”

Teagan sat with her chin propped in the palm of her hand. She continually scanned the station for any movement. “Only a few minutes have passed, Jasper. Let’s not quit yet.”

“How can you be so calm?”

“I haven’t survived this long without running into a few bumps in the road.”

Lambert tapped the funnel resulting in a dull clang. He shook his head. “I agree with Jasper. That stone is our only way out of here.”

Movement on the far side of the station caught Teagan’s attention. A figure stood on a railing overlooking the tracks. She nodded in its direction.

“Then I guess we will see what we can do to get it back.”

Jasper stopped pacing, and both he and Lambert turned in the direction Teagan had nodded. Teagan stood and addressed the figure.

“Hello there. Who might you be?”

The figure leaned on the railing. “No one in particular unless you can give me a good reason why you have one of Baldric’s coins.”

Teagan pulled back her hood, revealing clean, silky black hair. “Fair enough. He gave it to Lambert and Jasper here so we might talk with Emerie.”

“Baldric’s not exactly a friend. What do you want with Emerie?”

“A child took something from Jasper. Baldric suggested that child might work for Emerie. We would like to see about getting the item back. It’s rather important to us.”

“I heard something like that might have happened earlier today. Give me a few minutes, and I will see what I can do.”

The figure walked along the railing then disappeared into an opening in the wall behind him. Lambert smiled slightly.

“It appears Baldric might have spoken truthfully.”

Teagan nodded. “Still, stay on your guard. It’s possible they work for him.”

Jasper rubbed his head. “You think they are that organized? I mean, I know the kid got my satchel, but he mostly got lucky.”

“Maybe. We’ll see when we meet this Emerie person.”

Teagan sat back down on the bench and waited.

 

Alex climbed down the stairs, meeting Emerie at the bottom.

“It’s the man Cavan stole the stone from plus a couple others.”

“What about Baldric?”

Alex shook his head. “Nope.”

Emerie breathed a sigh of relief. “He’s decided to stay out of it then. That’s one thing in our favor. He must not have realized the size of the saolston.”

“They asked for you directly. I told them I’d see what I could do.”

“How was their mood?”

He shrugged. “The two men didn’t say anything. Let the lady do all the talking. She seemed calm.”

“Lady? I don’t think I’ve heard you call a girl that before.”

Alex blushed a little. “She’s in a nice, clean dress with her hair all well combed.”

“I’m starting to take offense.”

“It’s not like that, Emerie. It’s different with you.”

“Uh, huh.”

Alex blushed harder. “I mean, well, you’ll see.” 

He tried to scoot past her, but she held out her arm to stop him.

“If Cavan and Abigail come back, you get your butt over here immediately.”

The redness faded from Alex’s face, replaced with concern. “You want me to get the big kids together?”

“Nah. I can handle it. Now go, before I start to think I’m not a lady.”

Emerie dropped her arm, letting Alex pass. She climbed the stairs, exiting to the walkway with the railing. She spied Teagan, Jasper and Lambert.

“I hear you’re looking for Emerie.”

Teagan stood. “That’s correct. She may have something of ours.”

“That’s possible. Mistakes happen.”

Jasper coughed. “Mistakes?”

Teagan smacked him in the chest. “They do, especially by the young. We just want our item back, nothing else.”

Emerie nodded towards a trolley sitting on the tracks. “Meet me there.”

Emerie went to the end of the walkway where a set of stairs had collapsed years ago. She kicked a coil of rope over the edge, one end staying tied to the rail. She slid down the rope and walked over to the trolley, climbing in to join the other three.

“This is a little more secure than shouting across the station. I’m Emerie.”

Teagan reached out her hand. “I’m Teagan.”

Emerie shook Teagan’s hand. “Now, tell me what happened.”

Lambert snorted. “Like you don’t know.”

Teagan cleared her throat. “I believe you brought me along to handle this, did you not, Lambert?”

“Yes, Teagan.”

Teagan looked at Jasper. “Jasper?”

Jasper shook his head.

“Good.” She turned back to Emerie. “I assume you want to make sure we are talking about the same thing?”

Emerie crossed her arms. “A lot of people, especially adults, think they can pull one over on me.”

Teagan studied Emerie. “I imagine most adults assume you are nothing more than a child. I get the impression that you are more than that, and I will not make such a mistake.”

Emerie squinted her eyes. “Who are you?”

“I am here to discuss a stone, not me. A child stole a satchel from Jasper in Traders’ Avenue. The satchel contained a sizable glowing, blue stone. Baldric informed us that the children in the city follow your orders. Is that correct?”

Emerie nodded. “Partially. The boy belongs with me, but I did not tell him to take the stone. In fact, I try to make a point that stealing such things is wrong, but the boy really wants to help me. He got a little carried away.”

“So you do have the stone?”

“Yes. Well, sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I sent the boy with another girl to try and return the saolston to its owners.”

Lambert scoffed, rising from his seat. “Likely. Just give us the stone back you little thief.”

Emerie slowly uncrossed her arms, moving her left hand for the device she had brought. Teagan, seeing the grip sticking out of Emerie’s pocket, grabbed Lambert’s shoulder and forced him back down.

“Why would you return it so willingly? I don’t have any doubt you know its value.”

“I have a lot of kids who only want a safe place to live. Stealing something like that instead of fairly trading for it would only bring trouble.” Emerie moved her hand away from the device. “That, and I’m the closest thing they have as a teacher. I want them to learn to follow rules, even while the world above abandons them.”

Teagan let go of Lambert. “So you will return it to us?”

Emerie sighed. “If I cannot offer something in return for it, yes.”

Lambert tried to wiggle free from Teagan’s grasp with little luck. “Obviously, Teagan is wrong about you knowing the value of that stone. I mean, what could you offer for it, some candy you swiped?”

“A ride is what I can offer. That is what you wanted with the money from selling it, right? A way to Central before this city destroys itself?”

Jasper grew excited. “You really have a way out?”

Emerie nodded. “Yes, and unlike the Desolate Runners, I won’t take your goods and leave you stranded in the Desolate Lands.”

Alex shouted from the walkway. “Emerie, they’re back.”

Emerie backed to the opening of the trolley. Leaning out she yelled to Alex.

“Bring them to the walkway.” Turning back to the others, she motioned them to follow her. “If Cavan says the stone is yours, then it’s yours, but I ask that you consider the trade.”

Together they walked over to where the rope dangled. Cavan, Alex and Abigail appeared above. Emerie stared directly at Cavan. 

“Are they who you stole the satchel from?”

Cavan swallowed hard and nodded. Emerie stretched out her hands. “Then drop it.”

Cavan held out the satchel and let it go. Emerie easily caught it. 

“Hold out the end of your cape, Teagan.”

Teagan complied, and Emerie shook the satchel upside down over it. The saolston fell out. Emerie handed the satchel to Jasper who held it open.

Teagan carefully placed the stone back into the satchel. “If I agree to the trade, when can we leave?”

“Two days”

“No sooner?”

“I have to organize a few things first.”

Teagan weighed her options before continuing. “Two conditions. There is a fourth person that comes as well, and I keep the stone until you prove you actually have a way to Central.”

Emerie nodded. “Of course.”

Lambert tried one last time. “Teagan, you can’t be serious. She’s just a…”

Teagan held a hand in front of Lambert, staring at him crossly. “Just a what? A kid? I think there is more than that. In any event, she seems to have a good grasp of the way things run in this city.” Facing Emerie again, her face softened. “Alright, I’ll give you a shot.”

A genuine smile graced Emerie’s face. “Good. Be here at two hours after dark two days from now.”

Teagan nodded and turned towards the direction she, Jasper and Lambert had come in. “Let’s go you two.”

Emerie watched them leave the station before letting out a big sigh. She turned to Alex and the others. “We need everyone ready to leave for Central in two days.”

Alex looked confused. “I didn’t think the engine was ready?”

“It’s not. I’ll have to work on it day and night until we leave. I can’t miss this opportunity though. Not with things escalating in the city. Not to mention I have a bad feeling about those three. You don’t just happen upon a saolston that size. I don’t want to be around when whoever they took it from comes to retrieve it.”

Emerie shimmied up the rope, and one by one they scurried down the spiral stairs. Emerie walked along the tunnel at a brisk pace with Alex at one side and Abigail at the other. 

“We have little time to prepare for leaving. I need round the clock operation. No one gets more than six hours of sleep, and they eat while they work.”

Cavan, jogging to keep in step behind them, whined. Abigail frowned at him. 

“Hush, Cavan. Emerie, do you really think they’ll bring that much trouble?”

Emerie nodded. “Both the woman and the tall fellow knew enough about my pulsar to back off when I reached for it. Also, that woman, Teagan, quickly knew me for more than just a kid. She must have some familiarity with Seeds and Planters.”

Alex’s brow furrowed in concern. “Are you thinking they are from the local Council?”

“I think they are strongly tied to them in one manner or another.”

Alex slowed his pace, falling behind. “If they’re running from the Council…”

“Then the Council can no longer ignore us, and we’ll never get away from here. Abigail, take the younger ones and start packing the storage car. Alex.” Emerie waited for him to catch back up to her. “Send messages to the scouts to stay on high alert for anyone trying to find us, then take the older kids and move the cars into position.”

At the end of the tunnel, the three separated. Emerie left them to their tasks and headed for the trolley blocking the tunnel. Climbing in she found Pea dressed in similar overalls to hers. Pea held out the tomato and turnip Emerie had neglected to eat before falling asleep earlier.

“I figured since you were awake you’d go back to work.”

Emerie took the food and ate as she reached for her tool bag. “You’re right, but it’s not only me this time. We have to leave in two days. Everyone is getting put to work.”

“You’re going to wear yourself out, Emy. You barely sleep now.”

“I don’t have a choice, Pea.” She stepped out of the trolley. “Either we leave, or the world above tears us apart.”

Pea grabbed her lantern and leapt outside. Grabbing Emerie’s free hand, she squeezed it tight.

“I don’t want us to ever get separated, Emy. You’re like my sister.”

Emerie squeezed Pea’s hand back as they rushed along the rail towards the big engine in the next cavern.

 

Outside the station, Teagan, Lambert and Jasper slipped away. They stuck close to the sides of the old warehouses nearby until they reached the corner of the last building. Teagan stopped and faced the other two.

“Since our plans have changed, we will need to get a few more supplies.”

Lambert sighed. “So we are really going with this kid rather than selling the stone and paying the Desolate Runners to take us. The people that have repeatedly made the run to Central.”

“There’s no proof that they’ve actually made the run in the first place. No one from Central ever comes here. All we know for certain is that they take out and return local traders in search of supplies.”

Lambert shrugged. “Well, they keep the traders safe then.”

“At a high cost. What if someone pays more for them to return us to the Council or worse yet, leave us stranded? There is no telling what actions the Council will take when they realize Keela is gone. Emerie, on the other hand, wants this stone. I’m guessing to buy food for all those kids. This offer won’t be easily outbid.”

Jasper nodded. “And we know that she has at least some weaponry.”

Lambert looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Teagan frowned at Lambert. “The pulsar she almost pulled on you when you wouldn’t keep your mouth shut.” She relaxed a bit. “Did you see enough of it, Jasper, to recognize the model?”

Jasper shook his head. “It was a SC100 series. Which exact one, I don’t know, but any of the 100’s can put a five-inch hole in someone within thirty feet.”

Lambert’s face paled. “I… doubt it worked, or that she knew how to use it.”

Jasper spoke with certainty. “As calmly as she reached for it, she’s had practice with it.”

Teagan turned away from them. “We have less than an hour of daylight left. We need to get back to the shack before then. You two will go out for supplies tomorrow.”

Teagan pulled her cape around her and moved swiftly across the vacant land that separated warehouses from the residential district. Lambert and Jasper followed as well as they could.

Reaching the first of the crumbling houses, Teagan slowed her pace. While she could maneuver easily over and under the rubble, Lambert had to find less obstructed routes. She sighed to herself.

At least I have time to check for anyone observing us. Something less likely to occur with the three of us versus running around on my own.

Lambert and Jasper reached where she stood with her arms crossed. “You two are lucky everyone is so suspicious of loners, otherwise, I wouldn’t have brought either one of you.”

Jasper smiled nervously. “Actually, I think I’m lucky that Keela likes me. You could have found another weapons expert.”

The corner of Teagan’s lip lifted into a half-smile. “She is rather attached to you. Lambert’s black market connections, on the other hand, proved rather useless.”

Lambert took a couple of deep breaths. “It was Baldric that told us about Emerie.”

“Perhaps.” Teagan nodded her head to the streets behind her. “The cleared streets are not much farther. We’ll have to move quicker once we reach them. Even as a group, we’ll be stopped if spotted after dark.”

Together they moved on, reaching inhabited buildings after a few minutes. There, other people were making their way to homes or whatever places they could find before the sun set. Several streets in, the group reached the small shack one of Lambert’s contacts had directed them to the day before.

At the door, Teagan gave a series of short knocks. Inside, they heard a metal bar slide back followed by the deadbolt releasing. The door cracked open, restrained by a chain at the top. A small figure, standing four and a half feet tall and wearing a heavy dress reaching to her ankles, peeked around the door. Its face remained hidden by a scarf and a large sun hat. Upon recognizing Teagan, the figure shut the door, slid the chain out of place, and reopened the door wide enough for the three to enter. Teagan walked in followed by Jasper and Lambert. The pleasant voice of a young girl greeted Teagan as the figure wrapped its arms around her.

“It’s almost dark.”

Teagan returned the hug. “I know, Keela.”

“Did you get the stone back?”

Teagan nodded. “And better yet, a ride to Central.”

Keela let her arms drop and took a couple of steps back. “What do you mean? How can you have both?”

“Well, we met a rather intelligent young girl who offered the ride in exchange for the stone.”

Jasper nodded. “Yeah, Keela, Teagan thinks she’s like you.”

Keela reached for her hat. “You mean…?”

Teagan shook her head. “Not like that, but maybe one of the First Seeds.”

Keela frowned, slowly removing her hat. With her other hand she felt one of her blue, furry, cat-like ears. “Oh.” She let her hand fall, a bit of excitement returning. “But, still, I’d like to meet a First Seed. They’re not like the Planters, right?”

“Well, I’ve never actually met one. This one is certainly different from the Planters in the Council. From what I hear, she has a whole underground home filled with children that she watches over. We met a few, and they seemed happy.”

“Neat. When can I meet her?”

“We leave in two days. Other than Jasper and Lambert getting a few more supplies, we stay here.”

Keela nodded. “Okay.”

Teagan took off her robe. “Let’s have dinner and settle in for the night.”

Keela removed her scarf, revealing a furry face that was both feline and human in structure. “Great, I’m starving.”

Lambert headed for a small stove. “First thing I can agree with all day.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Emerie, asleep, sat leaning against the large ship engine with her legs dangling over the side of the rail car. Her blond hair, matted with grease, stuck half out of her leather cap. One hand rested on Pea who, lay curled in a ball by her using Emerie’s lap as a pillow. The panicked screaming startled both of them awake. Emerie jerked her head around and spotted, Bradan a teen boy, gasping for breath, running full speed towards them.

“Emerie! Emerie!”

While Pea stretched, Emerie pushed her goggles up and tried to rub the sleep from her eyes. Forgetting about the dirt on her hands, she winced in pain as a small piece of dried grease stuck in her eye. Before Bradan reached her she pulled her goggles back down, squinting her eye in hopes the pain would ease. Pea pushed herself to a seated position next to Emerie.

Bradan slid to a stop in front of them. “Emerie!”

Emerie waved for him to quiet down. “You’re right in front of me, you don’t need to yell.”

Bradan tried to calm himself, speaking a little less loudly. “Emerie, I think Baldric is preparing to head into the tunnels. He has all of his men at his warehouse.”

Emerie shook her head. “What time is it?”

“A little after noon.”

From Emerie’s right came another panicked shout, this time from a teen girl. “Emerie, we got a problem!”

Emerie, pushed her left hand against the glass of her goggle, her eye tearing from the grease.

“What, Cynbel?”

“Cynbel stopped next to Bradan. “The Desolate Runners are gathering. I think I saw that shorter, fatter guy you described talking to them.”

“He must have told them about our deal. I’m sure they think I owe them the money Teagan had planned to pay them. I hadn’t counted on having trouble with them.” Slamming her hand down on the rail car, Emerie struggled to contain her frustration. “Why is Baldric in such a hurry. I figured he’d come to talk, but not so soon. That’s not like him.”

Bradan spoke. “Baldrics’ men seemed surprised too.”

Cynbel nodded. “Yeah, and the Desolate Runners were acting really nervous.”

Emerie clenched her fist, both in pain and in thought. “It’s like something or someone set them off. Like they think they’re suddenly short on time.”

Pea yawned. “What would cause that, Emy?”

“I don’t know. Unless… no, no, no. I need someone to get a message to whomever is keeping an eye on the Council’s enforcers.”

Pea pointed behind Bradan and Cynbel. “You don’t have to.  That’s Ronna coming now.”

Emerie looked to see Ronna as best she could with the tears pooling in the bottom of her goggles. She slid off the rail car and pushed between Bradan and Cynbel.

“The Council?”

Ronna slowed, working to catch her breath. “Enforcers gathering at the gate, fully armed.”

Emerie started to breathe fast as she looked around her at the children working hard to prepare for their departure. She shook her head.

“Okay. The Council will want to stay out of public view as much as possible. That means they will wait until late this evening before they began their search for Teagan and her companions. It’s Baldric and the Desolate Gang that we need to worry about. They know everyone involved and think we have the stone, money or both. We need to be gone by the time they get here.”

Pea nervously grasped Emerie’s wrist. “How long do you think we have?”

“No later than sunset.” Emerie pointed at the three messengers. “You three go find Alex and Abigail and send them here. Tell them we leave before dark.”

The three glanced in concern at one another before Ronna spoke. “But, you told us we weren’t going to leave for another day yet. We aren’t ready.” 

Emerie pulled her wrist away from Pea, taking a step towards the three children. “Yesterday, very angry men were not about to swarm these tunnels, were they? Now do as I say and go!”

The three stepped back in a mixture of fear and surprise at Emerie’s outburst then took off running. Emerie spun around, ripping her goggles off her head. She threw them to the ground and rubbed her eye hard with the palm of her hand.

“Curse the Desolate dust. They’re right, we’re not ready!”

Only succeeding to rub more grit in her eye, Emerie started to cry. Pea dug in her pockets until she found a single scrap of clean cloth. She grabbed her canteen off the rail car and gently took hold of Emerie’s arm, giving it a tug.

“You tell us it’s not nice to talk like that, Emy. Now let me see your eye.”

Emerie, sniffling, lay on the rail car so Pea could reach her eye. She reluctantly pulled her hand away. Pea poured the water into Emerie’s eye. After a couple of dabs with the cloth she stepped back.

“I think I got it.”

Emerie started to reach for her eye again. Pea grabbed her wrist.

“No! You’ll get more in it.”

She took the canteen again, and, using the rest of the water, washed Emerie’s hand. Emery took a deep breath to stifle her tears. Letting out her breath she gave a weak smile to Pea.

“Thanks, Pea.”

Pea bent over and picked Emerie’s goggles off of the ground. She wiped the dirt off and handed them back to Emerie.

“It’ll be okay, Emy. You always make it okay.”

Emerie put the goggles back over her eyes. “I’d be in trouble without you, Pea.”

Pea smiled. “Not as much as I’d be without you.”

Emerie shook her head. “I don’t know if I make things better or worse, but I don’t have time to figure that out now. I need to make sure everything for the ship is put on the car with the engine. You go pack the trolley. Don’t overdo it. We don’t have the time.”

Pea nodded and ran off.

 

Keela, wearing a lighter dress with a hole cut for her tail, lay asleep next to Teagan, her scarf and hat sitting in a chair against the wall. At the sound of a light knock on the shack’s door her ears twitched. The second series of knocks woke her. She shifted to her knees and tried to wake Teagan, shaking her a little. 

“Teagan, someone’s at the door,” she whispered.

Teagan’s eyes shot open. She raised herself onto her elbow and listened. The knocking came harder and faster, rattling the door. Teagan stood and moved close to the entrance as Keela’s tail flipped back and forth nervously.

“Do you think it’s the Council?”

Teagan shook her head. “The knocking is too low on the door. I think it’s a kid.” Teagan slid a dagger from the sheath tied to her ankle. “But that doesn’t mean much.”

With caution, she turned the knob on the door, opening it a crack. The face of a twelve-year-old girl on the edge of panic greeted her.

“’Bout time. Emerie says we need to go.”

Teagan blinked in the sunlight. “What? No, not for another day.”

The girl glanced back over her shoulder. “We have reports that Baldric, the Desolate Gang and the Council are all gathering with plans either to come after you or Emerie before the end of the night. Please, let me in.”

Teagan unchained the door, letting the girl in. “Not all of us are here.”

“We know. He’s with…”

The girl’s eyes locked onto Keela, still kneeling on the floor. Teagan’s grip tightened on the dagger as the rest of her body prepared to move. Keela longed for her scarf on the chair as the girl took a step forward, pointing at Keela’s ears.

“Mylakarnians aren’t really real!”

Caught off guard, Teagan almost dropped the knife. Her body relaxed, she stared in wonder at the girl.

“You know what she is?”

The girl took a step closer to Keela, who, a little nervous, leaned back. “Emerie told us stories of the other kind of First Seeds. Those made like human cats, but… but… they aren’t real. She was just telling us stories for bedtime.”

The girl stepped closer to Keela, wanting to touch one of her ears. Keela turned nervously to Teagan for what to do. Teagan smiled at Keela.

“It’s okay, Keela. Let her feel. She’s a friend.”

Keela leaned forward putting the girls hand in reach. The girl hesitated for a moment, then rubbed the outside of Keela’s ear.

“They are real!”

Keela giggled. “That tickles.”

Jasper, who sat in a dark corner of the shack, startled the girl when he spoke. “It seems you guessed right about Emerie, Teagan, if she knows about the mylakarnians.”

The girl shook her head clear, aggravated with herself that she hadn’t noticed Jasper. “Emerie knows lots of stuff about lots of things.” She looked Keela up and down. “And she’s never wrong, which is why we need to leave here as soon as we can.”

Jasper came over. “Leave? What are you talking about?”

Teagan surveyed the small shack. “From what…” She faced the girl, “I’m sorry, what is your name?”

The girl gave a slight bow. “Aavan.”

“From what Aavan was telling us, everyone, including that Council, is out to track us down tonight. Emerie wants to leave today before dark.”

Jasper frowned. “Lambert’s not back yet. We can’t leave until then.”

Aavan crossed her arms. “Lambert was last seen with the Desolate Runners. We think he’s the one that told them about Emerie and you guys making a deal.” 

Jasper’s eyes widened in surprise. “What?”

Teagan shook her head. “I knew he was trouble.”

“Wait, you believe her?”

“Yes, I do. I know he’s your friend, Jasper, and I said I would take him along, but if he went to the Desolate Runners, I can’t trust him anymore.”

“I’m sure he thought they would give us a better chance of getting to Central.”

“I’m sure he did, but I don’t. We are leaving with Aavan. You’re still welcome to join us. I’d be glad for the extra protection for Keela.”

Jasper paced back and forth. Keela stood and took his hand. “Come on Jasper, I want you to come with us. You’re not like Lambert.”

Jasper looked down at Keela. “Jasper’s my good friend sweetie.”

“And I’m not?”

Jasper smiled. “Of course you are, you now that.” He sighed. “I guess you need me more at the moment. Besides, Lambert is the one with all the contacts. He should be able to find his own way to Central. Okay, I’ll go with you guys.”

Teagan turned to Aavan. “Since you found us, I assume you know how to get us back to Emerie unseen?”

“There is a large network of tunnels under the city. We will only need to travel a short distance above ground before we reach an entrance.”

“Okay. Jasper, help me gather our things. Aavan, will you help Keela, please?”

“Sh…sure.”

Keela reached out her hand. “Hi.”

Aavan shook it. “Hello. Sorry if I scared you.”

“So there are other kids that know what I am?”

“Lots. Emerie tells all the kids about the mylakarnians. They’ll all want to meet you.”

Keela gave a big smile. “That sounds like fun. I haven’t got to play with anyone in a really long time.”

The two set about collecting Keela’s things while Teagan and Jasper packed everything else. In short order they had backpacks stuffed and ready. Teagan took the satchel with the stone and put it into Keela’s pack.

“Keela, if something happens, just keep following Aavan. We’ll find a way to meet again.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Aavan, get Keela to Emerie no matter what. She’s our reason for getting out of this city in the first place.”

“Got it. You ready?”

Teagan opened the door. “I suppose so.”

“Kay.”

Aavan scanned the city blocks outside then struck out across the streets with everyone else following close behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Leaving the shack, Aavan reached for Keela’s hand as she spoke to Teagan. “Give us a little distance. In case you haven’t noticed yet, kids are pretty much on their own out here.”

Keela took Aavan’s hand, and together they ran ahead. After they had gone about fifty yards, Teagan and Jasper followed after them. As they traveled along the streets, Teagan spared the occasional glance at the other people around them. Like Aavan had said, she saw no other adults with children. She was thinking this over when Jasper tapped her shoulder. 

“Isn’t this the way to Traders’ Avenue? Isn’t the trolley station in the opposite direction?”

“Aavan said there was a tunnel. I trust that’s where we’re heading.” They followed the girls down two more streets before they disappeared inside a partially collapsed building. “There, Jasper! They slipped through that small break in the wall.”

When Teagan and Jasper reached the wall they paused outside the jagged opening. Jasper held his hand up for Teagan to wait while he stepped halfway through the crack. A thin beam of light shone straight ahead, but the rest of the room remained dark. He missed Aavan standing directly to his left. Jumping in front of him, she shouted.

“Boo!”

Startled, Jasper quickly stepped back, losing his footing on the rubble. Teagan grabbed his arm to keep him from falling.

“What was that?”

Jasper steadied himself. Frowning, he pointed at Aavan who now stuck her head out of the opening.

“Apparently our guide is a prankster.”

Aavan stuck her tongue out at Jasper. “That was for startling me back at the shack. Now hurry.”

She ducked back behind the wall. Jasper motioned for Teagan to go in first.

“Just in case.”

Teagan, with a smirk, slipped inside. As Jasper started in, he heard Lambert call his name from a distance. Turning, he saw the man a couple of streets away, hustling towards him.

“Jasper, where are you going?”

Jasper waited for him to draw close before responding. “I thought you were getting extra supplies this morning, but this girl came by and said you were with the Desolate Runners. Did you tell them about Teagan’s deal with Emerie?”

Lambert scowled. “Did that brat have a spy on me?” He sighed in frustration. “Never mind. Jasper, don’t you see the Desolate Runners are our best chance out of here? Not that greasy, little girl.”

Teagan leaned out of the crack. “What is taking you so long?” Spotting Lambert, she groaned. “Oh, it’s you.”

Lambert looked back and forth between the two of them. “Where are you two going?”

Teagan, angry, replied. “It appears that Emerie stays well informed on the activities in this city. Besides the trouble you were causing this morning, Baldric, the black market guy you led us to, also wants the stone. On top of all that, the Council found out about our escape sooner than we expected. In light of everything, Emerie’s getting us out of here today.”

“Curse the Desolate dust, Sloan and the Runners aren’t doing anything until dusk.”

“So you did tell them about Emerie, you fat little man.”

“They’re our best chance.”

“Then you can go with them. I won’t miss you. Jasper, let’s move.”

Teagan slipped back into the building. Jasper started to follow, but Lambert grabbed him.

“The Council can’t find me after helping you guys, and without the stone, the Runners won’t take me to Central.”

“Emerie is expecting four of us, so I don’t see a problem there. Just keep your distance from Teagan.”

The two entered the building in time to see Teagan on her stomach slipping backwards under a large piece of stone that had fallen from the floor above.

 

Teagan worked her way back until her feet dangled in the air. Scooting farther back, her waist reached the edge, allowing her legs to drop down under her where her feet contacted a metal step. She hurried to the bottom where Aavan and Keela waited. 

The area they stood in could hold seven or eight people. The tunnel away from the ladder was much smaller, allowing only one adult at a time. Above her Jasper reached the ladder and started down, shortly followed by Lambert.

Once they were down, Aavan jumped to grab hold of a thick rope hanging from the ceiling just off to the side of the ladder. She hung suspended for a second before the rope pulled downward. With a boom, a slab fell, closing the gap and showering them with bits of rock.

Aavan lit a small lantern sitting on the floor. “There are a lot of tunnels down here so stay close behind me.”

Signaling for everyone to follow, she ran down the tunnel. After ten minutes of winding along the underground, Aavan slowed her pace. Ahead, the tunnel widened again, and light flickered along its edges. They entered a large, naturally formed domed room that held piles of scrap metal, clothing and other junk. Aavan kept them moving until they reached a railway car with a large metal object sitting atop it.

“Emerie, I brought them.”

Emerie walked around from the far side of the car. “Thank goodness.” She wiped her hands on an old piece of cloth. “Sorry for the abrupt notice of departure. It seems suddenly everyone wants either the stone or you guys. Your friend there didn’t help either.”

Teagan bowed her head slightly. “I’m sorry. I was not aware of what Lambert was doing. I thought he had gone for food for the trip.”

“Well he can forget coming with us.”

Lambert got in Emerie’s face. “We had a deal.”

Emerie leaned in towards Lambert. “That deal didn’t include sending Sloan and his men after me or Baldric.”

Lambert moved closer. “It didn’t dis-include it either. Besides, that girl said the Council is moving out tonight too. That’s not on me.”

Emerie mimicked Lambert’s motion. Their faces only an inch apart now. “No, I’m guessing that has to do with all of you together, but I don’t know why.”

Aavan pointed to Keela. “Maybe ‘cause she’s a mylakarnians. In your stories you said they were important.”

Emerie turned to Aavan, her eyes widening. “What?”

“Yeah, just like in the stories you told us, Emy.”

Emerie stepped away from Lambert and looked to Teagan. Teagan sighed.

“Take off your hat, Keela.”

Keela removed her sun hat and pulled back part of her scarf. Emerie threw the rag onto the car. “Why didn’t you tell me you had her? That’s exactly why the Council isn’t wasting time, and you know it.”

Keela, scared, backed away a few steps. Teagan put her arms around the girl, fearing she might run.

“If you know what she is, then you know why I didn’t. Like Aavan said, they’re only stories. How did you expect me to explain her? I was surprised when Aavan knew what she was.”

Emerie took a deep breath. “You’re right, and even if I had known, I wouldn’t leave her here with the Council.

“Aavan, take them, all of them, to the next chamber and have Alex and Abigail assign them to work. I doubt we have more than a couple of hours. Oh, and Keela was it?”

Keela nodded.

“Keep that hat and scarf on until we are out of the city or else none of the children will get a thing done.”

Keela crammed her hat back on and took hold of Teagan’s hand. Aavan led them along a set of metal tracks and to the next room.

 

Emerie watched Aavan lead the others down the tunnel then resumed loading parts on to the train car. When she finished she headed for the tunnel herself. Halfway through the tunnel she met Pea.

“Trolley’s packed and ready, Emy.”

“Good job, Pea. Let’s get to the train engine and start hooking the cars together.”

“We aren’t going to check on Alex and Abigail, first?”

“They know what they’re doing. Besides, if we don’t connect the car with the ship engine, we won’t have anywhere to go once we get to Central.”

Together they reached the train engine and climbed the makeshift steps to the control room. Emerie put on a pair of gloves and pulled out a small, blue stone from a pocket in her shirt. She placed the stone in a receptacle between a pair of levers.

“Will that one give enough power, Emerie?”

“It should get us back to the flat car. You have your shoes on, right? I don’t want you accidentally stepping on the line.”

“Yep, but I thought we wanted to feed the stone?”

“If we had time, yes. With things as they are, I can’t afford for anyone to have their energy zapped by this thing. I’ll need it all for getting us out of the city.”

Emerie grabbed the left lever. “Here goes.”

She pulled the lever back a single notch. With a jerk, the wheels on the big train engine squealed into motion. For a moment, everyone around them stopped as they watched the machine back along the rail towards the other room. Alex and Abigail quickly ordered everyone back to work.

Emerie left the lever in reverse, letting the train move past their trolley and down the tunnel. Nearing the flat car, Emerie wrapped one arm around Pea while she grabbed a bar with her free hand to keep them steady. A second later the train impacted the hook on the front of the flat car, coming to a hard stop. The girls swayed forward at the impact. Pea squirmed with excitement.

“Did it work?”

Emerie let go of both Pea and the bar. “One way to find out.”

Emerie moved the lever back to its neutral position. Sighing, she pulled the now black stone out of the receptacle.

“That’s one less we have.”

Pulling another stone from her pocket, she placed it in the slot. This time she moved the lever forward a notch. The train rolled forward a few inches until the connection between the cars tightened. The lurch when the second car started rolling caught Emerie of guard. Losing her balance, she fell butt first on the floor.

“I’d say it worked.”

Pea giggled and helped Emerie back to her feet.

On the other side of the tunnel, Emerie stopped the train when they passed their trolley. Pea hopped up and down.

“Can I throw the switch, please?”

Emery smiled. “Go for it.”

Pea climbed out of the engine and ran to a lever next to where two tracks merged. Pulling the lever, a small section of the track slid sideways, allowing the engine to connect to the trolley. In a similar manner, Emerie and Pea attached the two sleeping cars. Attaching a final cargo car containing food, clothing, and saolstons, Emerie pushed the lever forward one more time to move the train close to the large doors leading out of the station and into the Desolate Lands. The engine whined, but didn’t move. 

Hmm, guess it’s going to take a little more power for all these cars than I had calculated.

Emerie moved the lever forward two more notches. The train began to move, but with the motion came a horrendous screeching sound from one of the cars behind her. The strain was more than the little stone currently in the receptacle could take. It cracked as the blue light flickered out and the train stopped.

Pea ran to the side of the engine, waving her arms. “Emy! Alex is calling for you. There’s a problem.”

Emery climbed down and ran back to Alex who stood inspecting one of the wheels of the cargo car. “What’s wrong Alex?”

“This wheel isn’t turning. That was the noise I’m sure you heard.”

Emery let out a heavy sigh. “Pea, help me with my tools. Maybe I can fix it. How long until dark?”

Alex shook his head. “Hour, tops.”

Teagan, seeing the train stop short, rushed over with Jasper. “What can we do?”

Emerie rubbed the top of her cap. “I don’t even know what the problem is, let alone if I can fix it. Teagan, you and Keela can help the kids move everything they can from the cargo car to the others. Prioritize moving the stones and keep your stone handy. Jasper, stay here with me in case I need to change parts out. This stuff is heavy. Pea, tell everyone to get in the cars then you head to the control room. You’re the only other one that can run this thing.

Emerie set to work on trying to fix the wheel while the others followed her orders. Half an hour later she rolled out from under the car.

“Pea, throw the lever!”

There was a slight delay before the cars shuddered then crept forward. Several kids leaned out of the windows of the sleeping cars, cheering. Emerie even clapped her hands.

“Alright!”

A dull boom rumbled from deep in the tunnels. Emerie’s excitement vanished.

“Times up!” Emerie pointed a pair of large spindles connected to chains hanging on either side of the doors ahead. Two older boys stood at each spindle, turning them to pull the chains. “Jasper, grab Lambert and help those two open the bay doors.”

Emerie ran to the front of the cargo car. “Teagan, I need that stone in the engine!” Teagan jumped out of the cargo door and ran with Emerie the control room of the engine. Emerie showed her the receptacle.

“In there.”

Teagan placed the stone as directed. “So you wanted the stone for this?”

“Yep. I only have one larger than yours. I need it for another purpose. Anything smaller will burn out before we can supply it with energy.”

“What do you mean by supplying it?”

Emerie pointed down. “See the black stones welded to the floor?”

Teagan nodded.

“Those run along the floor of every car. You’re well aware that a saolston will suck every bit of energy it can before it spends its own, right? Well, the spent stones, if not cracked, can still transfer energy between things. It’s at a slow rate, but that’s actually helpful. The children will work together, taking shifts standing on the line of stones, sending part of their energy along all the connected ones to the big one here. When they aren’t on the stones, they rest to renew their own energy and start the cycle over again. This way, the live stone won’t burn out.”

Teagan stood in silence, running it all in her head. “Why did no one else think of this?”

Emerie shrugged her shoulders, “I’ve had a lot of time to figure it out. I guess everyone else was too busy trying to keep themselves comfortable.”

Shouts of men rose from far back in the tunnel. Startled, Emerie threw the lever forward as far as it would go. The train jerked hard and rolled faster towards the bay doors. She then pulled a small lever near the floor, sliding a single black stone in line with the rest. Blue light flashed alive in the stones, making a solid line to the one in the receptacle. Sticking her head out of the control room, Emerie could see Jasper and Lambert helping the boys turn the spindles. The large doors slid aside with great groans.

The train reached the doors, moving at the speed of a fast walk. A shout of anger reached them from the back of the station.

“Emerie!”

Emerie spun to see who shouted. Baldric, sword in hand and followed by several men, ran from the tunnel. Emerie stepped out of the control room, shouting behind her.

“Pea, take the controls.”

Emerie ran along a narrow walk attached to the side of the engine until she leapt on to the flat car. Crossing it, she jumped to the narrow foot board of the trolley. From there she worked her way to the sleeping car where a ladder on the end gave her access to its roof. While she climbed to the top, Jasper, Lambert and two older boys worked to board the moving train. Lambert, struggling, made the jump only to lose his grip on the hand rail. Frantically trying to grab anything to stay on, he took hold of the ankle of one of the boys. Both fell from the train.

Nimbly reaching the top of the first sleeping car, Emerie ran along its top, jumping over the gap to the next then onto the cargo car where she slid to a stop at its far end. On the ground below, the boy and Lambert had regained their footing. They ran for the back of the car with Baldric mere steps behind. Emerie, dropping to her knee, pulled the pulsar from her pocket. Taking aim, she fired directly behind Lambert. Dirt and debris exploded from the ground obscuring Baldric.

The boy reached the cargo car, and grabbed a handle on the back. Lambert, struggling, stretched for the boy’s other hand. Emerie pulled a wrench out of her back pocket, hurling it at Lambert’s head. It smacked him squarely causing him to stumble and fall. The boy pulled himself onto the train as it reached a running speed. Emerie watched Lambert helplessly hurl curses at her. Behind him, Baldric lie on the ground, a hole a foot deep by a foot wide in the floor at his feet. His men huddled around his body trying to wake him. Standing, Emerie jogged back towards the engine.

 

In the control room, Teagan half ducked at the explosion behind the train. “What was that?”

Pea frowned. “That sounded like Emerie’s pulsar.”

“I never actually heard one go off. I didn’t think they were that loud.”

“They aren’t when they first go off. It’s when they hit something really solid they sound like that. Hopefully it was just the ground.”

“Would she really aim that at someone?”

Pea swallowed hard and shrugged her shoulders. “She might.”

“Let’s hope there’s never a reason to find out.”

Suddenly, the train violently slowed as an awful squeal reached them from the back car. Teagan fell forward, but managed to grab the door-frame in time to keep from falling. Pea lost her footing all together, bouncing her forehead on the dash in front of her before crumpling to the floor. The squealing stopped as quickly as it had started and the train resumed building speed. Teagan bent down to check on Pea.

“Pea! Pea!”

Pea wiggled a little and groaned. Teagan stood to head for the back car when she saw, out in the distance, a makeshift wall stretching across the tracks.

“These cursed lands, it’s the Council.”

 

Emerie made it to the end of the first sleeping car before the wheel locked. The quick change in motion caused her to slip and tumble. Her body reacted before she could think, and she reached out to grab the rail of the ladder with her left hand. She hoisted herself back on top where she sat facing the front, trying to catch her breath. It only took a moment before she spotted the obstruction ahead. Below and to the side, a window slid open. Alex stuck his head out.

“Emerie, you there?”

“Yes, barely, but I’m going to have to detach the supply car.”

“But we’re clear aren’t we.”

Emerie stood. “No, no we’re not. Alex, get everyone on the conducting lines that will fit. Actually, the tighter the better for when we hit that wall.”

“Wall?”

Emerie didn’t answer. She ran back towards the cargo car. She was halfway across the second sleeping car when the wheel locked again. This time she was prepared, directing her stumbling feet enough to carry her to the end of the car where she fell to her stomach. The wheel remained locked as she tore off a thick, cloth wrapped around the grip of the pulsar, leaving black stones exposed. Using both hands, she grasped the pulsar and pointed at the metal connecting rod between the sleeping car and the cargo car. She felt the pulsar pull an enormous amount of energy from her as it fired. The glowing ball impacted the connecting rod, disintegrating it. The supply car fell behind as Emerie fought to stay awake. Struggling to her feet, she stumbled her way along the cars. She slid down the ladder of the sleeping car and crossed to the trolley. She clung to its side, making her way along the foot board. Her energy fading, she leapt to the flat car and fell. Feeling the train gaining speed, she pushed herself up again. A second jump brought her to the engine. Fighting the darkness coming for her, she crawled on hands and knees to the control room. Inside, she saw Pea, head bleeding, on the floor.

“Pea! What happened!”

Teagan grabbed Emerie. “Emerie, there’s a wall ahead.”

Emerie nodded weakly as she sat down next to pea. “I know. The cargo car is gone and everyone is feeding the stone. With luck, we’ll ram through it. It wasn’t there yesterday, so it can’t be that well-built.”

Emerie pulled Pea between her legs and cradled her head against her chest. “Brace yourself, Teagan. When we are through, pull the stone from the receptacle. The weight of the train will carry us a good distance before stopping. The Council won’t follow us into the Desolate Lands.”

Emerie, on the verge of passing out, wrapped herself as well she could around Pea. Teagan, shaking, slid down next to them and waited. The twenty seconds it took to reach the barrier lasted forever for those in the train. The impact sent everyone who wasn’t already sitting to the floor of the train. Emerie had guessed right. The wall was weak, allowing the train to tear through it. The men who had hoped for an easy capture, dove out of the way.

Teagan, still shaking, stood and removed the stone. The blue light faded from the spent stones lining the floor. She checked on Emerie to find her out cold, but still clutching Pea. Carefully, she unwrapped Pea and took her into her arms. With the train speeding along from its own momentum, she made her way towards the back to find aid for Pea.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Emerie’s eyes fluttered open to see moonlight slipping past the thick cloth blocking the windows of the trolley. Her body rocked to the gentle motion of the slow moving train. With effort, she rolled herself out of her hammock, grabbing the edge of a shelf for support. Not seeing Pea, she shuffled outside the trolley and on to the narrow running board where she inched her way to the front. Reaching the connector to the flat car she sighed.

The last jump from here didn’t go so well. 

Teagan called from behind her. “Hold it right there, Emerie. You’re not steady enough to climb all the way to the engine.

Emerie turned to see Teagan walking along the running board of the trolley. “Where’s Pea? I need to help her.”

Teagan gently took Emerie by the elbow and guided her back into the trolley. “Pea’s fine. She’ll have a big knot on her forehead for a while and maybe a little scar, but she’s energetic as ever. You are another story.”

Emerie tried to pull away from Teagan. “I’m fine. I want to see Pea.”

Teagan maintained her hold with ease. “Do you even know where you’re at?”

“Of course. I’m not brain damaged, just worn out. Although, I thought I told you to pull the stone out and let the train stop.”

Teagan helped Emerie sit back in her hammock. “I felt we needed to get farther away from the Council’s makeshift wall in case they decided we were worth the risk. Once I got Pea patched up and she made sure you were okay, I told her to run the train at its slowest setting.”

Emerie tried to sort out her cloudy mind. “You may be right. How long has it been?”

“Four hours.”

“And the children are doing okay?”

“They’re very tired, but willing to keep going.”

Emerie started to nod but the motion made her dizzy. “No more than another couple of hours. It’s too easy to let the saolstons drain all of your energy.” 

Teagan lifted Emerie’s legs into the hammock and carefully laid her back. “So I see. I’ll let Pea, Alex and Abigail know your orders. You get your rest as well. You’re the one with the plan after all.”

“Make sure to keep an eye on Pea for me. She acts tougher than she is sometimes.”

Teagan cracked a wry smile. “Don’t know anyone else like that. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on her.”

Emerie’s eyes closed before Teagan left the trolley.

 

Emerie awoke refreshed just before dawn. Sitting in her hammock, she saw Pea fast asleep in her own hammock. Emerie stood, hovering over Pea for a moment, wanting to examine her bandaged head. Afraid she would wake her she snuck out of the trolley instead. Intending to make her way to the engine, she paused on the flat car after spotting Teagan perched on top of the bulking metal form of the ship engine.

“Have you sat there all night?”

Teagan hopped down in front of Emerie. “Don’t you remember me helping you back to bed.”

Emerie stared blankly at Teagan. Teagan shrugged her shoulders. “You were pretty out of it. Anyway, once the train slowed to a stop, Jasper and I split keeping watch for the night. Neither of us liked the idea of sitting out here in the dark with all of the kids fast asleep.”

“It’s much safer in the Desolate Lands than you think. No one, not even thieves, have lived out here for many years. Animals can’t even survive out here on their own.”

“What of the attacks the Desolate Runners talk of when they take people out of the city?”

“Just stories or attacks they stage themselves. I have my doubts they’ve ventured even as far as the next city. That’s where the real danger lies.”

“I hate to think what they might have done to us if we had gone with them. But, why are you, with all these kids, heading to Central.”

“Because the city is drained of resources. It’s only a matter of time before anyone outside of the Council has any food.”

“The Council’s not much better off. They cut rations by a quarter last week, and they have started discussing what to do next. I’ve heard everything from leaving for Central to seizing everything in the city.”

“Is that why you decided to leave now, before things got out of hand?”

“It’s a strange thing. When they first assigned me as Keela’s guard, I thought it was to protect her during trips out in the city. It didn’t take me long to realize she never went anywhere. She didn’t even get to see much of the Council building. Everyone there always complained if they saw too much of her. It seems I wasn’t there so much for protection as to keep her out of sight. Once in a while I’d have orders to take her to the medical room so they could draw her blood or give her a physical. The rest of the time she spent in her own wing of the building. Lately, the trips to the medical room had even stopped. When the problem with food became apparent, I was afraid they would cut her off.”

“So you decided to slip her away. But why go through the trouble?”

“They told me not to get close to her. Not an easy rule to obey when it was just the two of us. Several times I tried to convince the Council to allow at least a child to come and visit her, but they told me she was too dangerous. That if the folk in the city found out, they would demand her exile. I couldn’t stand her playing alone all the time, so I joined in now and then. Slowly, we drew close. Now she feels more like a daughter to me. I know her better than anyone else in the city. Leaving the Council meant nothing to me.”

Teagan crossed her arms. “What’s your story, Emerie?”

“Like I said, heading to Central to find food for the children.”

“I got that part.” Teagan knocked on the side engine which gave off a dull metallic ring. “What’s this thing for?”

“Junk I’ve been working on for a long time. I didn’t want to leave it.”

“Don’t take me for an idiot, Emerie. With nothing more than to watch over Keela, I had a lot of free time. I’ve seen schematics of the city and blueprints of numerous machines. This is a piece of something much larger. I can see where the metal has been repaired too.”

Emerie shrugged. “I’m only thirteen you know.”

“Keela’s only nine, yet she’s lived longer than me.” Teagan shook her head. “Not that I completely believed her at first. I thought maybe she had a few mental issues. When I asked if she knew when she would turn ten, she said a little after all three moons aligned. Then I really believed she had lost touch with reality. I mean, a year is when the two moons align. I’d never even heard of all three aligning.”

Emerie laughed softly. “No, I imagine not. You’re what, early twenties?”

“Twenty-five, but you’ve seen all three moons align, haven’t you?”

Emerie remained quiet. Teagan turned to view the moons that were fading in the early dawn and continued.

“Seeing that I didn’t believe her, Keela explained that Third-Seeds started counting time as we do. For some reason they lived much shorter lives than the Seeds before them. Over half their life had passed before the three moons aligned. The two moon alignment, which occurred forty-five times before all three aligned, fit a lot better.”

Teagan turned back to Emerie. “The first time I met you, you reminded me a lot of Keela. She doesn’t have your maturity, but you can tell she knows so much more than anyone else I’ve ever met. Between this train, this contraption, that pulsar, knowledge of the mylakarnians, I dare say you’ve been around as long as Keela. A Second Seed, maybe even a First?”

Emerie brushed past Teagan, heading for the control room. “I am neither of those.”

Teagan called after her. “You aren’t one of us either.”

Emerie stopped, but did not turn around. “The sun is rising, go wake the others.”

“That’s it, no explanation at all?”

“Maybe, that will depend on Keela. Once we are moving again, bring her to the trolley so I can talk to her.”

Emerie continued to the engine and stepped into the control room.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

With the train rolling once more, Emerie made her way back to the trolley. Inside, she found Pea sitting upright in her hammock, rubbing her eyes.

“Good morning, Pea. How are you feeling?”

“My head hurts a little.”

Emerie carefully unwrapped the bandage around Pea’s head. She winced at the black and blue lump underneath.

“Ohh, that’s going to be sore for a while.”

Pea whined. “Mmm, can’t you make it better, Emy?”

Emerie dug around in a drawer until she found a small bundle of cloth. Unwrapping the cloth revealed a small piece of a root that she held in front of Pea’s mouth.

“Take only a small bite.”

Pea bit a piece off of the root and chewed. She scrunched her face.

“This tastes really bad.”

“Yes it does, but I know you can handle it.”

Pea swallowed hard followed by a small cough. Emerie pulled a canteen down from a hook on the wall and gave it to Pea who took a drink. Taking the canteen back, Emerie leaned over and lightly kissed the bump on Pea’s head.

“There, that will help with the pain.”

A knock sounded from the trolley door. “It’s me, Teagan. I’ve brought Keela.”

Pea smiled in excitement. “Is that the mylakarnian? Ooh, I wanted to meet her.”

“Don’t get too excited. It’ll make your head worse.” Emerie hung the canteen back on the wall. “Come in.”

The door opened and Teagan stepped inside with Keela right on her heels. Emerie smiled sweetly at Keela.

“I’m sorry I yelled when we first met. I was scared, as I’m sure you were. I bet this is the first time in a long time you’ve been away from the Council.”

Keela nodded.

“I’d like to talk to you about them and things you remember when you were younger.”

Pea slipped out of her cot. “Emy’s really is nice, Keela. Sometimes she gets frustrated trying to manage everything, but she’s always taken really good care of me. She’s taken care of all the children. That’s why they follow her.”

Keela considered them both and relaxed a little. Seeing her do so, Emerie continued.

“Teagan said that you’ve seen the three moons align. That means you’ve been around a long time, like me?”

“I don’t believe I said that directly to Teagan, but she’s right that I have lived much longer than she.”

The excitement shown in Keela’s eyes. “Really? I’d like to talk then. Some of the Council were the same as us, but they never talked to me.”

“Good. Teagan, I would like to talk to Keela alone, please.”

“I don’t know, Emerie. I can’t say I fully trust you yet.”

“Nor I you. That is why I wish to speak to her alone. I don’t want you influencing her.”

Pea ran over and took Keela by the hand. “She can sit with me. I’ll make sure Emy doesn’t scare her anymore.” She faced Emerie with a stern expression. “Right, Emy?”

“Yes, Pea.”

Teagan put her hand on Keela’s shoulder. “What do you think, Keela?”

“I’ll be okay.”

“I’ll be right outside.”

Teagan stepped back out, closing the door behind her. Pea led Keela to her hammock, and they sat together. Emerie plopped herself on the floor in front of them.

“Do you remember much from when you were very little, Keela?”

Keela frowned, “No, I can’t really remember anything before being stuck in the Council building. I think maybe I lived in another one first, but I don’t know.”

Pea broke from her close examination of Keela’s furry face. “You don’t remember where you lived with your parents?”

Keela shook her head in thought before her eyes lit up with excitement again. “Hey, Emerie, you’re older than me, you might have known my parents. I mean, there wasn’t a lot of my kind was there? At least, no one really ever spoke much about them.”

“I did see the mylakarnians when I was young, but I didn’t really know most of them. My mother kept me close to her side. I’m sorry.”

Keela’s hand relaxed. Pea leaned her head next to Keela’s. “I didn’t know my parents either. Emy’s the first person I remember.”

Keela’s eyes widened a little in surprise. “You’ve really taken care of Pea since she was a baby?”

Emerie blushed, “I’ve done what I can. I may know a lot, but I’m still a kid myself. You get that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, it’s weird watching Teagan grow older and act all adult like.”

“Don’t let her fool you, Keela, I love Emy. She’s great with all of us.”

“I act more mature than I am to keep you safe, Pea. You will too, Keela, before our trip is over. They’ve kept you very sheltered.”

“Yeah, Teagan’s really watched over me.”

“She’s really close to you, isn’t she?”

Keela nodded. “She’s plays with me and always makes sure I’m safe.”

“Did she talk to those on the Council much?”

“She did at first, but I don’t think she liked the way they treated me. For a while now, she’s even stayed with me at night rather than her own room. I think she was worried about me with food getting low.”

“Doesn’t she know how strong you are?”

Keela tilted her head slightly. “What do you mean?”

“You could easily hurt anyone that tried to attack you. Even several people if you changed first.”

“I…I don’t know what you mean. I don’t know how to use weapons. Change into what?”

Keela saw Emerie searching her for something before she finally shook her head and stood. “They really have kept you in the dark, Keela. That won’t do at all. You need to become what you really are. You can start by taking off that scarf and hat.”

“I don’t know if Teagan will like that?”

“She needs to learn what you are too, and while she’s on my train she’ll follow my orders. Take that stuff off and go back to Teagan. I have to double check my plans for handling our next stop.”

Keela, nervous and feeling a little rejected, left the trolley.

 

Teagan watched Jasper approach along the side of the trolley. He stopped beside her.

“Keela in alone with Emerie?”

Teagan shook her head. “Pea’s with her, otherwise I’m not sure I would have agreed to wait out here.”

“I thought you trusted her?”

“I did until you told me about Lambert.”

Jasper frowned. “Lambert’s been my friend for some time, so believe me when I tell you that I think she did the right thing. If he had grabbed that kid, both of them would have fallen.”

“Maybe, but it shows a little of what she’s capable of doing. Without knowing what exactly she is, the problem is compounded.” 

“She didn’t admit to being a First Seed?”

“She says she’s not any of the Seeds, but didn’t deny that she’s something beyond us. Did you find anything out from Alex?”

“Not a lot. She provides a safe-haven for kids. She makes them work hard, teaches them how to survive, then kicks them out when she thinks they can make it on their own. At least that’s how it was until recently. Not only has she and a few others stayed on longer than most, but she also brought back a few that had left.”

“I’m sure she can only support so many in whatever she has planned.”

“I wonder if Pea knows anything. Emerie’s pretty attached to her.”

The trolley door opened behind them. Keela stepped out with her hat and scarf in her hands. Teagan scolded her.

“Keela, you know it’s dangerous to go uncovered.”

“Well, Emerie said…”

Emerie appeared in the doorway. “I told her take it off. That stuff gets in the way. Besides, there’s nothing that will harm her on this train except maybe a little over excitement by the children.”

Teagan crossed her arms. “I guess its fine until we get off.”

Keela slid past Teagan and Jasper. “I’m going to go back with the others.”

She ran along the trolley to the sleeping cars. Emerie reached behind the door and pulled out a pulsar similar to her own. She held it by the barrel with the grip facing Jasper.

“I was going to find you next, Jasper. You seem to know something about weapons.”

Jasper nodded. “Some.” He took the pulsar. “Yours are a little different from the ones I’ve seen.”

“I’ve modified them so that they only use the stone as a focus point. Like the blackened stones on the train, the saolstons I’ve added to the grip will pull energy from your body.”

Teagan studied the pulsar. “Is that what happened to you when we left the city.”

“Yes. The more energy you let it draw, the bigger the blast. If you aren’t careful, it will drain everything from you.”

Jasper swallowed hard. “And why are you giving it to me.”

“We have a stop to make before we reach Central. I wouldn’t mind an extra eye on things.”

“Lambert was my friend you know.”

“And yet you haven’t come at me for knocking him away from the train. The kids, including Keela, come first. I think you feel the same. If not we need to settle things now, because I will never change my mind on that matter.”

Jasper shook his head. “If it is the kids you’re thinking of, and not yourself, I don’t have a problem.”

“Good. I’ll find you when we get close.”

Emerie ducked back into the trolley, closing the door while Teagan and Jasper headed for the sleeping cars. Jasper slipped in to the first sleeping car where Alex managed the boys. Teagan entered the second where Abigail watched over the girls. She found Keela standing with half the girls on the saolstons. The others slept in bunks along the sides. Teagan caught Abigail’s attention.

“Anyone need replacement?”

“Maggie’s getting pretty sleepy. She’s down at the end.”

“Oh. I was hoping to talk to Keela.”

Abigail grinned. “Well, I can give you a chance. You’ll have to move quick. Everyone wants next to her now that they know mylakarnians are real.”

Abigail grabbed a small bell. “You ready?”

A little confused, Teagan nodded. Abigail cupped a hand to the side of her mouth and called out as she rang the bell. “Maggie, out. Everyone else, switch!”

The girls left their spots, bunching together around Keela trying to stake out a spot next to her. They ignored the spot directly across from her so Teagan shifted there and waited. Abigail let the girls struggle for a few seconds then started a countdown.

“Five, four, three…” the girls separated to get back in line except for one that was trying to push another out of the spot next to the left of Keela, “two…” the girl gave up and ran for the end of the car where one spot still remained, “one!” Abigail rang the bell just as the girl slid to a stop.

“That was close, Olivia. I’m not sure you made it.”

The girl balled her fists, “No, no. I did!”

Abigail crossed her arms. “Okay, I’ll let it slide this time.”

Olivia clapped her hands. “Yes!”

Most of the girls set about singing rhymes and playing rhythm games with their hands. The two on either side of Keela; however, focused solely on her. One reached towards her ears.

“Can I feel them?”

Keela laughed. “Sure.”

Both girls carefully felt the soft fur. Teagan watched for a moment before interrupting.

“So what happens if they don’t get back in line on time?”

Keela giggled. “They have to empty the chamber pot.”

Teagan grimaced. “Glad I didn’t hesitate. Say, Keela, what did Emerie talk to you about?”

“She mostly asked if I remembered much from when I was younger, and a little about you. If you took good care of me.”

Teagan crossed her arms, mocking an air of dignity. “I’m sure you only had good things to say.”

“Uh, huh.” Keela’s brow furrowed. “She wondered why you worried so much about me. She said I could take care of myself if I changed. Do you know what she meant?”

Teagan chuckled. “I have no idea. You certainly aren’t a fighter. Have you even held a knife or pulsar?”

Keela shook her head. “No. I told her I didn’t know about fighting.” Keela bowed her head. “Then she said I’ve been too sheltered, that I need to learn what I really am and quick.”

Teagan lifted Keela’s chin. “You’re only a kid. Why she thinks differently than that I don’t know.” She watched the other girls playing next to them. “If you ask me, Emerie needs to act less grown up and have a little fun like them. If fact, why don’t we give that game they’re playing a try?”

Keela’s face lit with excitement. “Okay!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

The early afternoon found Emerie standing on the narrow walkway by the engine, tugging at a wide compartment door.

“Okay, maybe I can use a hand.”

Keela grabbed the handle with Emerie. Pulling in unison, the door lifted up and out, creaking on its hinges. Crammed inside rested a small, motorized bike. Emerie wrapped her hands around the mid-section and yanked. The bike slid a few inches. Keela nudged Emerie over. With each taking an end, they slid the bike all the way out. To their left, Pea stepped out of the control room with Teagan.

“Do you really have to go, Emy?”

“Yes, Pea. They aren’t expecting us for another six days.”

“Can’t we wait for them after we get there?”

“You know we can’t sit in the open that long. Even if we can defend the train from others in the city, we have to worry about the Council, Baldric or the Desolate Runners catching us from behind.”

Teagan put her hands on her hips. “I still don’t like you taking Keela.”

“I need help finding all the kids. Everyone else on this train already has a job.”

Keela wrapped the scarf around her head. “Please, Teagan? I’ve never gotten to go anywhere before. Emerie will keep me safe.”

Emerie paused in checking the mechanics of the bike. “She’s a lot tougher than you give her credit for.”

“Maybe, but I still don’t like it.”

Pea mimicked Teagan. “Yeah, and I don’t like you leaving, Emy.”

Emerie, leaning the bike against the side of the engine to keep it upright, climbed on the bike. She turned and winked at Pea. “Aren’t I the one taking care of you, Pea?”

“That was when I was a baby, I’m big now.”

“Uh, huh. Keela?”

Keela waved at Teagan and climbed onto the small seat, wrapping her arms around Emerie. Emerie placed a small saolston in a receptacle on the bike. Grabbing the handles, she turned them a tiny bit so that the black saolstons on them partially aligned with the ones on the bars leading to the blue stone. The bike inched forward. Turning the handle back, she called over her shoulder.

“Keep the train at this speed, Pea, until you see the city marker next to the tracks. Then slow it down for the station.”

Emerie slipped her goggles down and twisted the handles so the black stones fully lined with one another. The bike rocketed along the walkway. Keela squeezed tight against Emerie as the bike launched off the front of the engine. It landed on the ground several feet in front of the train and sped away.

Teagan and Pea watched them disappear before stepping back into the control room. Pea sat on a small seat folded out from the back wall, her feat dangling a few inches from the floor. Teagan leaned against the door-frame, arms crossed.

“So, Emerie has always taken care of you?”

“Yep. She found me when I was a baby.”

“What happened to your parents?”

“Don’t know for sure, but most likely starved. Emerie said she found a note with me. That it said they knew about her, and that she could take much better care of me than they could.”

“I think you both take care of each other.”

“She’s so smart and strong and teaches us so much about how to do everything we need to grow up and live on our own. The others treat her like an adult, because that’s how she acts around them.”

“But not around you?”

Pea sheepishly avoided eye contact. Teagan uncrossed her arms and squatted bringing herself eye level with Pea.

“No one is strong all the time, Pea. I’ve certainly had times lately that I didn’t know what I was going to do next.”

Pea met Teagan’s eyes. “She forgets to take care of herself a lot. She sometimes has bad dreams and cries just like the other kids. She won’t tell me what they’re about.”

“She is only thirteen, Pea. I know I was far from an adult at that age.”

“But that’s what’s so confusing. She knows so much more than any of the other kids and has lived longer than even the adults, but she still acts like a kid when no one is watching.”

“She may have had a lot more time to learn things, but I think her emotions age slow like her body. I know that is how Keela is. That’s why I’m a little concerned about what Emerie has planned. I don’t know if she has really thought things out well.”

“Oh no, she has everything figured out.”

“For what?”

“For building a city where the stones supply energy for growing food, and we supply the stones with energy a little at a time.”

“How is she going to do that?”

“She says we need to find one big stone first that can provide enough power. Then she’ll use the spent saolstons to feed the big one, like she does on this train.”

“Where is she going to get a stone like that?”

“That’s what that big thing is on the flat car. She says it’s part of a ship that will get us to the big stone and back.”

“Do you know what kind of ship or where this stone lies?”

Pea shrugged. “I don’t know all that. I’ve seen the drawings of the ship in our trolley, but that’s it.”

Teagan stood. “Can you show me?”

“Ummmm, I don’t think Emy would like that. She hasn’t shown anyone else that stuff. Actually, I don’t think she’s told any of this to anyone else. Maybe I said too much.” Pea hopped off the seat and grabbed Teagan’s hand. “Please don’t tell Emy or go into the trolley.”

Teagan considered Pea’s worried face. “Okay, Pea. I’ll wait until she gets back and just ask her what’s going on myself. I don’t want to get you into trouble. There’s not much I can do about it right now anyway, but if she won’t talk to me will you help convince her?”

Pea nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

Teagan lifted Pea back onto the seat. “I guess we have nothing to do but wait until we reach the terminal.”

 

The bike made little more than a quiet hum as it sped along the ground. Keela had only to speak over the sound of the wind for Emerie to hear her. Laughing, she leaned close to Emerie’s ear.

“I’ve never ridden a machine like this before.”

“Few who live today have. The material around the wheels came from the Planters’ home. They had no way to reproduce it here on Telrune. Without it, the wheels cut into the dirt, slowing the bike way down. That, and it rides really rough.”

“I’m glad you had one. It’s fun going fast.”

“You could go faster on your own.”

Keela laughed. “I’ve hardly ever run in my life.”

“I didn’t mean like you are now. I meant if you changed.”

“I still don’t know what you are talking about.”

“I’ll have to explain it to you when we are back on the train. It might come in handy soon. Your claws too.”

Keela fell silent for a moment. The wind rushed by. “Y…you know about my claws?”

“Of course. All mylakarnians had them. It’s part of the reason the other Seeds feared them. Humans can’t defend themselves without fashioning a weapon like my pulsar. You, on the other hand, can fight at any time.”

“Do you think that’s why they kept me locked away by myself?”

“Partially.”

“There’s more?”

“Oh yes, but this is not the ideal time to talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to upset you before we enter the city. We have to stay focused so we aren’t seen as we gather the children that are going to join us.”

“Why are you only taking the children?”

“There is only room for so many. I’ve done everything I can to make sure the children have the best chance to survive.”

“But isn’t Central a huge city?”

“Massive, but we’re not staying there.”

“Where else is there?”

“You’ll see in time. At the moment, I need to tell you what we are about to do in the city ahead.”

Emerie gave Keela a list of instructions as they sped along. Several hours of riding brought them within a mile of the city. The sun started to set as Emerie stopped the bike. 

“We’ll wait here until the sun sets completely. Do you remember the directions I gave you?”

Keela nodded.

“Good. You shouldn’t have any trouble at the locations I gave you.”

“What if they don’t believe you sent me?”

“Show them your face and ask them who else could send a creature from a story for them.”

In a short time, the sun disappeared below the horizon, allowing the land to fall into darkness. Emerie drove them into the quiet city, stopping at what remained of the train terminal. They hopped off the bike and together hid it inside the building before going in two different directions.

Keela silently recited the instructions Emerie gave her. Finding the first marking, a series of scratches on a wall, not far from the terminal, she turned left. She saw no one else out in the streets, but did her best to stay in the darker shadows. A few streets later she found the first building. Instead of knocking on the front door, she slipped along the side until she found a small, shuttered window at its base. Lying down, she knocked twice quickly, then once, then another tree times. She waited several seconds before repeating the pattern. This time the shutter cracked open.

“Yes?”

Keela kept her voice low. “Emerie sent me. We’re early and only have until dawn.”

The shutter opened a little farther, and the dirty face of a young girl appeared. “I don’t know you. Where’s Emerie?”

“I’m helping her.”

“I… I don’t know. It’s too soon, and Emerie’s never had anyone else with her except Pea. How do I know you’re not trying to trick us?”

Keela took hold of her scarf. “She told me to ask who else could send someone like me.”

Keela removed enough of the scarf for the girl to see her furry face and one of her ears. The girls mouth dropped open in wonder. Keela re-wrapped the scarf.

“There isn’t much time. I have a few others to warn. You know where to go?”

The girl nodded and closed the shutter. Keela stood and headed for the next hiding spot. The growing darkness made it more difficult to spot the next markers, but her sharp eyesight kept her on track. She wondered how Emerie was managing having only the normal sight of a human.

She made the four other stops assigned to her and returned to the train terminal. She found Emerie had beat her back.

“I found all the places, Emerie, even when the markings got hard to see. I didn’t think you would be back first.”

“I’ve been here many times. I didn’t need the markings. The children will arrive soon. When they do, help them load that train car.”

Emerie pointed at one of two cars sitting parallel to the main track. She pulled her pulsar out of her holster.

“I’ll keep watch for anyone not invited. Pea will arrive just before dawn. With any luck, we can get the car attached and leave before we run into trouble.”

Soon, children carrying various makeshift bags, trickled towards the terminal. Emerie climbed on top of the sleeping car for a better view, letting Keela direct the children to their spots. A few, scared at the sudden change in the schedule, tried to talk to Emerie, but she waved them off to their task. Time slipped by as they waited for Pea to arrive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The train whizzed by a metal stake with a dust covered sign. Pea stepped back into the control room.

“That was the marker.”

Reaching for the controls, she pulled the lever to interrupt the energy flow from the stones.

“If Emy had our speed right, the train should coast to a stop about the time we reach the terminal.”

Teagan examined the controls. “Aren’t these for braking?”

“Yep, but they’d cause a lot of noise. We don’t want to wake people.”

Teagan pulled her hand back from the controls. “Good point.”

The train slowly decelerated as the first glow of the rising sun edged over the horizon. By the time it reached the terminal it moved at a crawl. Pea and Teagan stuck their heads out of the control room as they slid past the waiting car on the other track. Several children waved from inside, but they did not see Emerie or Keela. A boy climbed out of the car and ran over to them.

“Hi, I’m Samuel. You must be Pea.”

“Yep, that’s me. Where’s Emerie?”

“Maria didn’t show, so Emerie went to find her.”

Teagan grew angry. “And she took Keela with her?”

“Oh, no. She told the mylakarnian to stay here, but she said she wanted to help, that this sounded like a good way to start acting grown up.”

Teagan sighed. “Why is she even paying attention to what Emerie thinks? I’m the one that’s been watching out for her all these years.”

Pea shrugged. “Emy’s good at getting people to follow her. I mean, you’re here after all.”

Samuel cleared his throat. “Anyway, Emerie said to hook the car to the train and leave. She has the bike if they aren’t back in time.”

Teagan started to step off the train, but Pea grabbed her cloak. “You’ll never find them. The city is a mess. Besides, I…I don’t want to be completely left alone.”

“You have a point, although I think you’d get along fine without me. You are Emerie’s right hand girl after all.”

Pea smiled mischievously. “She did teach me a little about tricking people, if I really needed to.” She moved back to the controls and set about connecting the sleeping car.

 

Emerie pointed to a small building thirty feet in front of them. “Maria’s friend said Maria kept her things hidden in there.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

“I’m guessing an adult caught on to what was going on and has set a trap for me. I’ll go in the front. See if you can find another way in.”

“Uh, okay.”

Emerie made her way to the building in a crouching walk. She paused at the door to give Keela a few extra seconds to move around the back before pulling out her pulsar. Sucking in her breath, she opened the door and stepped inside, leveling the weapon in front of her.

In the center of the room knelt a haggard man. He had one arm wrapped around Maria, a small girl. In his opposite hand, he held a knife. Seeing Emerie, he jerked the knife close to Maria’s throat and glared at Emerie.

“I’ve heard enough about you to know you’d come for her.”

Emerie stayed calm, focusing her weapon on the man’s head. “What do you want?”

Fear crept into the man’s eyes. “Take me with you. There’s nothing left here.”

“I don’t have the room.”

Desperation joined the fear as the man started to plead. “Surely one more won’t make a difference.”

“I’m afraid it does.” Emerie caught a glimpse of Keela hiding around a corner in the next room. “I really don’t have any more room, and I don’t want your type around my kids.”

The anger came flooding back and the man growled. “My type! You’re running away with these useless brats that can’t do a thing, but won’t take a strong man?”

“I won’t take someone willing to threaten a kid for what he wants. Drop the knife, and I’ll let you go.”

“Go where? I told you, there’s nothing left.”

Emerie’s finger tightened on the trigger of the pulsar. “Head to Central. If I’m successful in my plans, I can revive this planet.”

The man brought the knife closer to Maria’s throat. “This place is dead. There’s no saving it. Either I go with you, or I kill the girl.”

Emerie’s hands shook slightly as she tried to find a clear shot at the man. Her finger crept back on the trigger. From her hiding spot, Keela dove screaming towards the man.

“No!”

She grabbed the man’s arm that was holding the knife, biting down. Screaming in pain, he dropped the knife. Maria pulled away, running to Emerie. Keela released the man’s arm, spinning towards the room’s exit, but the man grabbed hold of her dress. Emerie re-aimed her pulsar.

“Let her go!” she commanded.

Keela yelled back. “Don’t kill him, Emerie!”

“He’s going for his knife, either use your claws, or I fire.”

The man bent down to grab his knife. Keela tried to pull free again, but his grip remained fast. Eyes wide at the sight of Emerie’s pulsar, she closed her eyes. Screaming in pain, she extended claws four inches out between her fingers. She slashed at the man’s arm, nicking him.

“Why you…”

Keela opened her eyes at his yell. The man picked his knife up off the floor, swinging it towards Keela. Panicking, she swung her claws again, leaving deep slices in the man’s arm. In a yell of agony, he fell to the floor. Keela remained in place, starring in shock at the blood and the screaming man. Emerie shoved the pulsar in her holster. Grabbing Maria’s wrist, she stepped over to Keela and did the same, carefully avoiding her claws.

“He was going to kill you. Put them away and run before the next one comes and tries the same thing.”

Keela withdrew her claws, but stared blankly back. Emerie roughly jerked both of them forward and headed out of the building. Outside, the rising sun made Keela blink. She yanked her arm back from Emerie.

“I can move on my own.”

Emerie let her go and knelt down. “Maria, on my back.”

Maria climbed timidly onto Emerie’s back. “My things.”

Emerie stood. “We can’t go back now.”

Keela rubbed her wrist. “I’ll get them.”

“I’m not waiting, Keela.”

“I’ll get them!”

Keela ran back into the building. She quickly spotted Maria’s bag laying on the floor not far from the writhing man. The sight of the pooling blood made her pause. The man noticed her presence and spat.

“You evil creation. I thought none of you survived.”

The man tried to grab Keela’s ankle, but she dodged out of the way. Grabbing the bag, she flew out of the building, passing Emerie before stumbling to a stop. On the verge of tears, she looked at Emerie in surprise.

“I thought you said you weren’t going to wait.”

“I say a lot of things.”

Emerie, with the girl on her back, sprinted for the terminal. Keela stayed close on her heels. They passed a few people who had stepped out to see about the noise, but not realizing what had happened, they did not pursue the girls. Reaching the terminal, Emerie slid Maria off her back. Emerie and Keela quickly helped her retrieve the bike. Emerie swung herself on and signaled for Keela to help her seat Maria between the handle bars. Keela then positioned herself behind Emerie. Emerie felt Keela’s shaking hands wrap around her waist.

“You did good, Keela. I know it was scary, but you did good. All of us and that man are still alive.”

Emerie twisted the throttle as far as it would go. The back wheel spun in the loose dirt before gaining traction, sending the bike speeding forward.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Teagan and Jasper, sitting on top of the newly attached sleeping car, were the first to see the approaching bike. They climbed down to the back railing of the car and waited. In short order, the bike reached the car. Teagan sighed in relief at seeing Keela.

“I’ll go have Pea stop the train.”

Emerie yelled over the rushing wind. “No. It takes too long and too much energy to start moving again. Lift them off.”

Jasper shared a nervous glance with Teagan, but positioned himself as close to the edge as he could. Emerie maneuvered the bike in close, allowing him to take hold of Maria and hoist her onto the car. Teagan switched places with him and did the same for Keela. Keela wrapped her arms around Teagan, still shaking.

“What happened, Keela?”

Keela remained silent, so Teagan focused on Emerie. “How are we going to get you and the bike?”

“I shouldn’t need this before we reach Central. I have other tools there. Jasper?”

Jasper set Maria down and reached a hand out to Emerie. She steadied the bike with one hand and took hold of Jasper’s with the other. With a heave, he lifted her off the bike onto the car. Behind them the bike continued for a moment before the wheel wobbled, sending it crashing.

Emerie dusted her coveralls off and nodded forward. “Bring Keela to the trolley. Maria, go let the others know you’re safe and get some rest. Jasper, relieve Pea from the engine. You need only keep an eye out, the train should manage itself for a while.”

Emerie left for the trolley, followed by Teagan with Keela clinging tightly. Inside, Emerie shifted a few items around on a shelf until pulling out a small canister.

“This will help the pain in your hands, Keela.”

Teagan gently pulled Keela away from her, noticing the blood splattered on her clothes for the first time. “Keela! Where are you hurt!”

Emerie unscrewed the lid of the canister. “Most of that isn’t hers. The spots between her fingers are though. If mylakarnian’s claws aren’t used for a long time the skin heals over. They’ll be sore for a while. This salve will help with the pain.”

“Claws! Keela, you have claws?”

A few tears started down Keela’s cheeks. “A man was going to hurt me, and, and Emerie was going to kill him if I didn’t get away.” She sniffled. “So I cut his arm really bad. He screamed, and there was blood everywhere.”

Teagan turned on Emerie, furious. “So much for protecting her.”

“She came on her own. Not to mention she saved a girl in the process. I hate to break it to you, but there’s a good chance she’ll have to protect herself again before this is over.”

“Not if I stay with her. We were fine until we met you.”

“The life you knew is ending, and you know it. There are going to be few places to hide from here on out. Central isn’t any better than where you came from.”

Keela wiped away a tear. “The man called me an evil creation.”

Teagan stroked Keela’s head. “Forget about him. He doesn’t know you.”

Emerie dipped her finger in the salve and reached for Keela’s hand. “No, but he must have known what a mylakarnian was to call her that.”

Teagan shoved Emerie’s hand away and took the canister herself. “They are not evil.”

“No, they weren’t. What they were was more powerful and intelligent than the humans. So the humans feared them. Even in this state. Once they saw them change to their other form, that’s truly when the humans became afraid.”

Both Teagan and Keela looked at Emerie. Keela wiped her face again. “Other form? You said that before.”

“Yes, the mylakarnians could change to a fully panther form. In this form they could run faster than any machine created and posed a threat no man could match. That is what I meant when I asked if you had changed yet.”

“But I can’t do that.”

“You can, Keela, you just don’t know how. Unfortunately, I’m not clear on how it happens either. We need to find out though. In that form, you can protect yourself far better than I, Teagan or Jasper can. For that matter, you can protect them.” Emerie reached out and took one of Keela’s hands, gently rubbing the salve onto one of the wounds from her claws. “This world is dying and the people with it, but we can save a few of them, just like you did with Maria. I know it’s scary, but believe me, I knew the mylakarnians and they were designed to handle far worse things than you can imagine.”

“If everything is dying, then why are you bothering to go to Central?”

“I’ve been working towards fixing things for a long time, and I’m almost there.”

Teagan handed the canister back to Emerie. “What is this plan of yours? What does that hunk of metal on the next car have to do with it?”

The trolley door opened and Pea stepped inside. “I’m tired, Emy. Can I go to sleep now?”

Emerie smiled. “I think we all could use a good rest. Teagan, there are some things that will be easier to believe once you see them, but I can give you the basic plan. It’s tight, but why don’t you and Keela stay here for now. Pea and I can share her hammock and I’ll go over things.”

Emerie walked to the front of the trolley where a small desk sat. Opening one of its drawers, she pulled out a stack of tattered papers. Returning to the back, she sat next to Pea in her hammock. She shuffled through the stack of papers, pulling one out.

“Ah, this is the one.” 

The piece of paper contained various hand drawings. One side compared the physical body of a human and a mylakarnian. The other depicted a mylakarnian transforming from a bipedal state like Keela to a panther over several stages. 

“I wish I could give you more help than this, Keela.”

“So all of my kind could change?”

Emerie nodded. “As far as I know.”

“How?”

Emerie shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know that. It seemed so simple for them.”

“Even kids like me?”

“I only ever saw one mylakarnian child. I thought she had left with the others. I guess I was wrong.”

“Oh.”

Teagan eyed the stack of papers. “Where did you find those?”

“Here and there. Some I’ve had many years; others I’ve sought out.”

Teagan pointed to the stack. “Did one of those show how to fix the metal thing on the cart?”

“That was in another stack. I found them on the ship itself.”

“What do you mean when you say ‘ship’? There isn’t a large body of water on this planet.”

“It is a ship meant to fly, not float.”

Keela immediately lost interest in the scrap of paper. “A flying ship?”

Teagan laughed in disbelieve. “You’re kidding. Only the Planters had such things.”

“That’s where it came from. It is a smaller ship, once carried on one of their world traveling ones.”

“Why is it still here?”

“The engine was damaged too much for them to take it with them.”

Teagan crossed her arms. “And you’re going to use this flying machine to find a saolston big enough to build a self-supporting city?”

“That’s the idea.”

“How do you know this stone is even out there? Wouldn’t someone have found it already? Do you even know how to fly that thing or did you find instructions for that too?”

“I know the saolston exists, but I’ll admit I don’t know where. However, I’m certain they left information about it with the Council in Central.”

“If that’s the case, why wouldn’t they have gone after it by now?”

“The members of the Council are not particularly adventurous. They decided to wait for help to come to them. They still wait, even as the world falls around them. I, on the other hand, prefer to solve the problem myself.”

“It feels like you’re still leaving things out.”

“I’ve made a practice of not trusting adults. I’m trying to make an exception with you, but I’m not there yet.”

“I can’t say I trust you either.”

“I understand. Unfortunately, you may not have a choice. I can see how much you want to protect Keela. You’re running out of ways to do that. It’s not only the outlying cities that are dying, but Central as well. I hope you will see the truth of that when we arrive.”

“About that, exactly how are you going to get an entire train into the city without drawing attention?”

Emerie grinned. “There are two tracks near the city, one for passengers, the other for supplies. The supply line takes us directly to the ship where it sits under the city.”

Teagan shook her head. “I’m having a hard time believing all this.”

“Another reason I’m only taking the children. They believe so easily. They don’t let the reality around them affect the possibilities I give them.”

“Then why are Jasper and I still here? You could have taken our saolston if you had really wanted.”

I said I would take you to Central, and unless it means harm to the children, I don’t go back on my word. At least, that was the reason at first. After Keela told me your stories, and seeing how you’ve taken care of her and Pea…”

“And you,” slipped in Pea, leaning on Emerie’s shoulder, half asleep.

“And me, I’m tempted to give you and Jasper the choice to come with us.”

“Tempted?”

“I’d still like to see how things go over the next several days. Could you make up your mind about going with me right now?”

Teagan slowly shook her head. “No.”

“Before long you’ll know everything. When that comes, you will have little time to make a decision. Start thinking about it now.”

Pea slid down on the hammock behind Emerie. “Are you going to stop talking soon? I can’t sleep.”

Emerie smiled. “I’m done, Pea. We all need sleep.”

Teagan climbed into Emerie’s hammock. “Agreed. Keela, come.”

Keela handed the scrap of paper to Emerie. Emerie pushed it back. “That’s yours. Please, for your safety, figure out how it works. Few can harm you in that form.”

Keela glanced at the images on the paper one more time, then folded it and placed it in a pocket on her dress. She climbed into the hammock with Teagan while Emerie laid back with Pea. Pea curled up next to Emerie and whispered in her ear.

“You need to be nicer like you are with us if you want her to come.”

“I know, Pea. I’m trying, now go to sleep.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

With little interaction needed to run the train, Emerie spent the next day and a half in the trolley adjusting her plans for when they reached Central. Pea split her time between the control room of the engine or helping Emerie. Keela took turns with the children powering the train, reveling in the chance to play with others of her own age. Occasionally, she’d slip out the paper Emerie gave her and study the drawings. Teagan, after informing Jasper of what she had learned, discussed what they might do when they arrived at Central.

In the early evening, the train passed a mound of rocks three feet high piled near the tracks. Pea, who was keeping watch from the walkway of the engine, ran back towards the trolley.

“Emerie! We passed your marker!”

Emerie stuck her head out of the trolley before Pea reached it.

“Shut off the power and prepare to brake. I’m coming.”

Pea spun around and made her way back to the control room. Emerie ducked back inside the trolley to roll up a map of a city. Sticking it in a drawer, she hurried to join Pea.

In the control room, Pea had already moved the lever to cut the power from the saolstons. She now had her hands around the brake handle, waiting for Emerie’s command. Emerie kept an eye on the tracks ahead.

“Brake, Pea. Gently!”

Pea pulled the lever back several inches. Clamps loosely closed on the wheels. A high pitched squeal arose from the cars as the train slowed.

“Good, Pea, now the rest of the way!”

Pea pulled the lever as far as it would go. The clamps locked the wheels in place, emitting a horrible screech as they drug along the tracks. Despite the initial braking to ease the jolt, everyone still jostled forward. With nothing more she could do, Pea climbed onto a seat so she could see the tracks ahead like Emerie. Together they watched as the train approached three boulders sitting off to the left of the tracks.

Thirty feet short of the boulders, the train stopped. Emerie rubbed Pea’s head. 

“Good job.”

“Thanks, Emy.”

They both climbed down off the train. Farther back, Alex and Abigail hopped out of the sleeping cars. Emerie pointed in the direction of the boulders.

“Alex, take the boys and clear the tracks, starting with the junction. Then move the boulders.” Seeing his eyes widen in horror, Emerie laughed. “Don’t worry, I hollowed them out years ago. Abigail, I’ve got a couple of pry bars for you and the girls.”

Abigail stared blankly at Alex. He shrugged his shoulders. “Can’t be worse than boulders, right?”

Abigail called to the girls and met Emerie at the trolley as she stepped out with two long, metal bars. She handed a third to Pea who couldn’t hold it without dragging the end on the ground. Emerie waved the girls to follow her.

Walking around the boulders, she led them down a crevice the width of the train. At its end, one hundred and fifty feet later, stood a boarded tunnel entrance.

“The older girls can help get the boards off. The little ones can help clear the tracks.”

Emerie bent down and moved a few rocks from the center of the crevice to the side. Below, Abigail could see the dusty metal of a train rail.

“You can pile some to the side, but you’ll have to take most out of the path completely for the train to pass.”

Abigail took a deep breath and let it out. “We’ll get to it.”

Emerie walked back to the front of the train. The boys had already cleared a small section of the track that split from the main rail and ran under the boulders and down to the tunnel. Pea waited on the tracks with one end of the pry-bar under the lip of a pin on the inside of the left rail. Emerie grabbed the bar behind Pea with both hands.

“Okay, Pea, on three.”

Pea readied herself while Emerie counted. “1…2…3!”

Together they pushed down on the bar. The pin remained steadfast. They tried a couple of more times before Emerie called for a break. She stood, hands on her hips, winded.

“I guess I put that back in too well the last time.”

Pea, standing like Emerie, agreed. “Uh, huh.”

While they stood there, contemplating the pin, a cheer rose from the boys as the first stone rolled off the track. Jasper, who had his help refused by the prideful boys, walked over to Emerie and Pea.

“Seems they have things under control. How about you?”

Emerie started to refuse, but Pea jumped in first. “It’s stuck, bad.”

“Pea!”

“Well it is, Emy.”

Jasper smiled politely. “You don’t necessarily need strength so much as weight. By age, I just happen to have more than you.”

Emerie sighed. “Yeah, okay, I could use the help. Pea, let me have your spot.”

Pea scooted out of the way, letting Emerie scoot forward and Jasper take the end of the bar. Together, he and Emerie pushed down, and this time the pin budged an inch. They timed a second push, and the pin released, popping out of the hole. The quick release sent Jasper to the ground on this butt. Emerie followed, landing against him. Jasper laughed and put his hands on Emerie’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”

Emerie’s face reddened, and she jumped to her feet. “I’m fine.”

Jasper stood. “You’ve got dust all over you.” 

He started patting the dirt off over her backside. She stepped away.

“I’ve got it.”

Jasper paused for a moment then raised his hands. “Sorry. I’ve helped Teagan with Keela a lot. Even though you look the same age I forgot that you’re quite a bit different than her.”

Emerie shook her head a little. “No, it’s okay. I’m just not used to getting help.”

Pea crossed her arms. “I help.”

Emerie wrapped her arms around her. “Yes you do, a lot. I meant to say I’m not used to an adult helping me.”

Another cheer rose from the boys as the second boulder rolled free. Emerie grabbed the pry bar and stuck it under a second pin next to the other rail.

“Let’s get this one, Jasper, then we can move the rail to the other track.”

With a bit of effort, they removed the second pin. They then used the bar to move the metal rails the couple of inches to connect to the other tracks. Finished, and with the boys about to clear the third boulder, the three headed down to the tunnel where they found the girls almost done removing the boards. Teagan stood with Keela, watching the girls. Keela gingerly held one hand in the other. Emerie stopped next to her.

“Just about done I see.”

Keela sniffled. “We would have had it done, but I got a splinter and Teagan wouldn’t let me help anymore even though I wanted to.”

“That’s okay, I’m only done with the pins in the track because Jasper helped me.”

Keela cheered up. “Really?”

“Yep. Now let’s see about that splinter.”

Keela held her finger so Emerie could see the small hole and trickle of blood in the tip of her finger. “Teagan took it out already.”

“But if we could have a dab of that salve?” asked Teagan.

“Sure, you saw where I put it. Just don’t mess around with anything else. Alright?”

Teagan nodded. “I won’t, Emerie. We have to build trust somehow.”

“Then go. As soon as they get the last of the boards we will start the train down the track.”

“Are we going to put everything back the way it was?” asked Jasper.

“The track, boulders and stones for sure. The boards will be harder, not to mention facing the wrong way.”

“True, but at a quick glance no one may notice. I’ll take care of the track then help where I need to.”

Jasper jogged back to the junction. Emerie and Pea followed behind on the way to the train. “Thank you, Jasper.”

When the girls pulled the last board free, Emerie moved the train down into the darkness of the tunnel. Jasper switched the track while everyone else put the boulders and rocks back in place. Finally, they hammered the boards back across the tunnel entrance from the inside. With things replaced, and everyone on the train, Emerie re-engaged the saolstons, driving the train along the dark tunnel.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Pea and Emerie sat in the control room with Teagan, Jasper and Keela standing opposite them. Teagan squinted, trying to see down the tunnel.

“Aren’t you nervous driving the train in the dark like this, Emerie?”

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“How can you be so sure? I mean, how long since you last checked this tunnel?”

“It’s been a few years, but trust me, it’s clear.”

“How far ahead can you see, Keela? Your eyesight is a good deal better than mine.”

Keela climbed on a seat to see out the front of the engine. “I can see to that rock jutting down.”

“What rock?”

A few seconds later the tip of a large rock came into Teagan’s view a moment before they passed under it. Its tip within a foot of the trains roof. Teagan half-ducked.

“Whoa. They didn’t do all that great a job of cutting out this tunnel.”

Emerie stood and joined Teagan. “It’s a natural cave. They only had to widen or heighten pieces of it. It leads to a deep crater where one of the Planter’s ships originally landed.”

“How far away are we?”

“It takes a few hours from when we entered the tunnel to reach the crater. We are actually under the city now and will arrive shortly.”

“Is the area around the crater unpopulated? I would think someone would take notice of a train load of kids.”

“The crater’s covered by large, metal doors that haven’t been opened in centuries.”

“Lost and forgot by all, but those who put it there.” Teagan sighed. “Sounds fun.”

“More so than you think. Central is where I started everything. I didn’t start the camp at S2 until much later.”

“S2?”

“The Planters designation of the city you’ve called home. To them, it was nothing more than the second city south of Central, S2. Special, huh?”

“Hmm, I guess I never really thought about where I lived not having a name. Until we stopped briefly at the last city, I didn’t even know there was anything else here besides Central. I guess a name seemed unimportant with nowhere else to go.”

“Obviously, the Planters didn’t think much about it either. All the cities are designated the same way.”

“All? How many are there?”

“Aside from Central, six other cities were started. Only three were completely finished; S1, S2 and E1. E2 has a pile of metal sitting at it. N1 and W1 were half-completed.”

Emerie spotted the beginnings of light ahead. Taking hold of a lever, she disengaged the energy flow from the saolstons.

“We’re close.”

Teagan strained harder to see. “The Planter’s ships must have been numerous and huge to carry all that material.”

Emerie shook her head. “Two ships and not as big as you might think.”

Teagan caught sight of the light ahead. “Then where did all the metal come from?”

Emerie lightly applied the brakes. The noise reverberated throughout the tunnel causing all of them to wince in pain. Keela held her ears flat against the top of her head to muffle the sound. The light grew stronger until the tunnel opened into a large cavern four hundred feet in diameter and three hundred feet high. The train track curved, following the wall, its pathway lit by several lanterns. Halfway around, the train pulled to a stop. Emerie let go of the brake lever.

“The tracks continue out the other side to the mining grounds and metal works. One of the few resources on this rock. That’s also one of the first places things started to go wrong. Nasty work. Pea, lantern.”

Standing on her tip-toes, Pea pulled a lantern off a hook. Taking the glass cover off, she pulled a small pair of stones from her left front pocket. She banged them together creating a spark that lit the wick of the lantern. Putting the cover back on, she carried it over next to Emerie. They stepped out of the control room and down off of the train. Jasper, Teagan and Keela followed.

Emerie picked up a small piece of scrap metal from the ground. Facing the open cavern, she used it to block and unblock the light from the lantern in a pattern she repeated twice before stopping and waiting. Near what Teagan guessed to be the center of the cavern, a new lamp lit. A light pattern was returned back to them which Emerie responded to. Afterwards, several lamps from different areas flared to life, illuminating the open space. 

Small shacks littered the floor and sides of the cavern. Some stood freely while others integrated with miscellaneous bits of machinery scattered all about. In the center of the cavern loomed a huge, bulky metal object that dwarfed the train. 

As the lights approached, they could see they were carried by other children. Leading the way were a boy and girl of about fourteen. They both were pale, covered in freckles and had curly red hair. As they neared, one could easily tell they were twins. Emerie smiled at the familiar faces and called back to the train.

“Everyone off. Alex, Abigail, come meet Drustan and Faelan”

The children on the train, carrying their sacks, departed. Alex and Abigail joined Emerie and the others as the children from the cavern arrived. Drustan spoke.

“You startled us when you hit the brakes. You aren’t due for over a week.” He held his lantern a little higher. “And who are the adults?”

“Bit of a story, but they came with her.” 

Emerie moved Pea’s light closer to Keela. The boy gasped. “I…I thought she was wearing a strange hat, but that’s an actual mylakarnian.”

“Yep. And that’s one of the reasons we can’t wait around. I’ve managed to upset several different people at once.”

Faelan smirked. “That sounds normal for you, Emerie.”

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway spread the word that we are leaving earlier than planned. Light all the lanterns while you’re at it. We don’t have time to stumble around in the dark. Once that’s finished, we’ll go over everything we need to do.”

“Yes, Emerie.”

Emerie turned to Alex and Abigail. “Abigail, work with Faelan to move what supplies we saved over to the ship. Alex, find the strongest boys. I’ll need them for moving the engine. Teagan, Jasper, it’s time you see the rest of the plan. This may be where we part ways. Pea, come.”

Emerie and Pea walked swiftly towards the trolley.

 

Emerie dropped several long, rolled pieces of paper on top of a small table next to the tracks. Pea found a mangled metal box and started dragging it over while holding the lamp. She struggled with it for a minute before Jasper went over to help. He carried the box over to the table, setting it down next to Emerie. Pea climbed up, holding her lantern over the table for everyone to see.

Emerie selected one of the rolls and carefully spread the tattered, yellowed sheet over the table. Outlines of buildings and streets with distances measured radiated out from the corner of the paper. Pulling stones from one of her pockets, Emerie weighed the paper down to keep it from rolling back up.

“Originally we were supposed to arrive at the same time as the other kids. Everyone would load supplies while I attached the engine back to the ship. I’d hit the Council last thing, and we’d leave before they had time to do anything. Unfortunately, I had to ditch the cargo car. Now we have to quickly get new supplies without tipping off the Council before I can slip in and get the information I need.”

Teagan studied the map of the city. “As big as Central is, they can’t keep an eye on all of it.”

“They don’t need to, the Council keeps the food and clothing in three storage facilities. We’ll have to raid at least one of those to get what we need.”

Jasper crossed his arms. “I thought you were against stealing.”

“I am, but I don’t have any other option. It took months to collect all that I had in that car.”

Teagan turned to Emerie. “Why do you need so much in first place? You even had clothes packed. How long are you planning on it taking to find this big saolston of yours?”

“Not long. The Council should have the general location. That’s why I need to go there before we leave. Once I find the stone; however, we’re not immediately coming back. The cities are far too damaged and corrupted to easily repair, so I’m starting anew with the children. Once everything is properly working, I’ll start bringing people to the new city.”

“That’s quite the task for children. Why not bring more adults?”

Emerie snorted out of disgust. “It’s the adults that have made this mess in the first place, and few have the desire to fix things. I have spent a lot of time teaching these kids to work together for the good of each other rather than caring only about themselves.”

“But surely he Council would help you. It’s their job to oversee the people.”

“Didn’t you, Keela and Jasper just run away from the Council of S2?”

“They had no solution, so I was afraid of what they might do out of desperation. You, on the other hand, have an idea to guide them.”

“Yes, I do, but the majority of the Councils don’t exactly like me. They would care little about what I have to say and less about these children. I’m afraid to say, things at S2 are better off than they are here in many ways. At least most of the adults are still civil to one another and watch out for the children. Here the kids stay out of sight at all costs.”

“I have a hard time believing things are that bad.”

“I figured as much, but I wouldn’t recommend going above ground on your own. You’ll need a guide. The city is more torn apart than S2. First things first.” Emerie pointed to the upper-left of the paper. “We’re here.” She moved her finger to another building. “This is the Council building.” Next, she pointed to a larger structure to the right of their position. The measurement on the paper noted it as half a mile. She then proceeded to point out two other spots.

“These are the supply stores held by the Council.”

Drustan spoke. “We’re familiar with them. We’ve had to slip in and take a few things once in a while.” Seeing Emerie frown he quickly added. “We’d leave things in return. Tools that we’d find to help the farmers. Anyway, there are ways in, or at least there were. It wouldn’t hurt to double check before we made any big raids.” Emerie nodded.

“I agree, but I want Faelan and the girls to do it. I need the strongest here to help move the engine. Faelan, I want three groups, each checks a building. Make sure you can get in and out unseen. My hope is that we can slip small amounts away over the next couple of days while I work on the ship, but I want to know what access we have before I decide for sure.”

Faelan nodded. “I know just the girls to send out.”

“Then I’ll leave you to it.” 

Faelan jogged back the way she had come. Emerie turned to the flat car. “Alright, Drustan, let’s get the engine piece over to the ship so I can start working on it.”

Emerie, Pea and Drustan headed for a machine with hooks and pulleys next to the track. Organizing some of the older boys, they moved it close to the flat car. With careful placement, they began hooking the chains to the engine piece. 

Teagan and Keela, engrossed in watching the process, were startled when Faelan slipped in from behind them.

“If you two want to see the city, come with me. The group I’m leading is headed for the farthest storage building. Once we check it out, I’ll take you on a little tour.” She faced Keela. “You might want to cover yourself before we go. Kids are rarely welcomed in. I don’t even want to know what they’d do to a mylakarnian child.”

Faelan walked over to a group of ten girls carrying sacks. Three, including Faelan carried lanterns. Keela ran to the train and found her scarf. Re-joining Teagan, they set off with Faelan and the girls down a tunnel near the track. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Where they could, Keela and Teagan stayed next to Faelan, but the tunnels varied in size forcing them at times to walk in single file. In a few spots, Teagan had to squeeze herself along to even fit. She noticed Faelan checking markings etched on the walls for directions and grew curious.

“How much time do you spend down here, Faelan?”

“A lot. The streets above are unsafe so we only go above ground when we need to.”

“What’s so dangerous to a bunch of kids? What about your parents?”

“Emerie told us the Council at S2 has kept order there better than the cities. Here, we are nothing more than easy targets for most adults. The Council hoards the food and clothes, handing things out to only those who serve a purpose to them. They believe the first Planters will return and intend to survive until then no matter what the cost to anyone else. The rest of us get what we can any way we can.

“As for parents, most of us no longer have any. The few that do are only a burden to them. Parents seldom go looking for missing kids. Some even bring their children to us.”

“I had no idea things were so bad.”

Faelan stopped and faced Teagan and Keela. “I noticed both of your clothes are in much better shape than most. Where have you been hiding?”

Teagan answered. “My mother and I lived inside the Council’s compound at S2 since I was a child. When I was fifteen, they made me Keela’s guardian.”

“You lived with the Council and Emerie brought you here?”

Keela crossed her arms. “I don’t know what Emerie’s problem is with the Council, but they never hurt anyone back home. They didn’t do much of anything as far as I could tell. Don’t even start about Teagan. She’s taken really good care of me.”

Faelan started walking again. “I think you’re both clueless.”

Teagan huffed. “And I think you have a bit of an attitude.”

“Maybe, but I’m right.” She stopped beside a long ladder laying on the floor. “We go topside from here. We travel in single file. Watch for hand signals and don’t stray. Once we check out the storage building, I’ll send the others back. Then I’ll show you the real Telrune.” She took hold of the far end of the ladder. “Girls.”

The other children ran to a spot along the ladder. Setting their lanterns down, they hoisted it upright. The top slid into a small hole in the ceiling. Faelan took her lantern and climbed the first few rungs.

“Teagan, Keela, everyone else has made a run like this. Go in the middle so you can see what to do, but still have someone watching your back.”

Faelan dimmed her light and climbed the ladder with five of the girls falling in behind her. Above, a door opened letting the girls proceed. Teagan guided Keela in front of her, and they climbed the ladder. At the top, they entered into the ground floor of a building long since deserted. Cracks in the walls allowed a sliver of moonlight in, but not enough for Teagan to distinguish between the jumbled furniture and other objects inside. Keela’s sharper eyesight, on the other hand, allowed her to spot a collapsed skeleton in the corner of the room. She jumped, grabbing Teagan’s arm and pointing at the jumble of bones.

“Teagan!”

Faelan hushed Keela before swinging her light towards the corner. “Oh, that.”

Teagan squatted next to Keela, wrapping her free arm around her to calm her. “Why is a skeleton just lying here?”

“No one concerns themselves with the dead any more. It’s all they can do to stay alive.”

Keela examined the expressions of the other girls. Seeing that none were bothered by the skeleton’s presence, she let go of Teagan. She did her best to steady her voice.

“That doesn’t seem right.”

Faelan moved the light away from the corner. “I agree, but that’s how things are.”

“Can’t you move it or something?”

“Actually, it benefits us by being there. Keeps people away.” She winked at Keela. “Besides, I’m not about to touch it. That creeps me out just thinking about it.”

Keela gave a short laugh. “I bet Emerie would do it.”

Faelan’s face grew serious. “You’re right. I’ve heard that she’s done things far scarier then moving a pile of bones.”

“Like what?

“I don’t think you really want to know right now. Let’s wait until we get back before I tell any stories.”

Faelan crept over to a door, extinguishing the wick in her lantern. She cracked the door open enough to slip outside. Watching for a moment, she took off at a crouching run. One of the other girls stepped over to the door. After waiting, she followed suit. Keela and Teagan found their place in line. When the girl in front of her left, Keela stepped into the doorway. She watched the girl cross a debris filled street in the moonlight to an alleyway. When the girl reached the safety of another building, she waved Keela forward. Keela swallowed her fear and darted across. As she neared, the other girl ran farther ahead. Reaching the other build, Keela felt a wave of excitement. She turned back and waved at Teagan who started across. Keela then ran after the girl in front of her.

The girls moved like this for several blocks before coming to a stop behind the crumbling remains of another home. Faelan signaled for Teagan and Keela to draw close to her.

“Take a quick look over the wall.”

Standing on her tiptoes, Keela peeked over the wall. Beside her, not quite standing straight, Teagan surveyed what was beyond the wall as well. Outside in the moonlight, they could see the intact and maintained building half a block in size sitting on the other side of a narrow street. Bars blocked the windows and a lone figure stood on its roof. The two ducked back down as Faelan whispered to them.

“That’s the back of the storage building. They keep a descent watch on the outside, not so much on the inside.”

Teagan’s brow furrowed. “Then how do we get in?”

“Have the right tools.” She called quietly to the group of girls “Anna?”

A tiny, young girl stepped forward. Not only was she short, but incredibly skinny as well.

“I’m ready, Faelan.”

“Good. Now, remember, no more than a couple of items. We want to make sure our entry is still safe without anyone noticing anything missing.”

Anna nodded and rolled her small sack as tightly as she could. She moved to the right edge of the wall to watch the roof. Teagan and Keela peeked over to see what would happen. When the figure on the roof turned away from them, Anna ran across the street and flattened herself against the wall of the storage building. Catching her breath, she dropped to her back and shimmied under the building using one of a few half-moon holes at its base. Teagan and Keela dropped back behind the wall.

Teagan nodded at Faelan. “I see what you mean by the right tools. No one bigger than Anna could fit in that hole.”

Keela nodded. “I think I would panic in such a tight spot.”

“Anna’s happy to do it. Her small size always made her feel useless until Emerie found the drawings of this building. She saw that the floor was raised to allow airflow to keep things dry. Not that rain or any damp weather is really an issue anymore. In any event, that hole lets Anna crawl right under the floor to a panel she loosened on her first trip. Now she feels special since no one else can fit in there.”

Teagan glanced at the other girls. “Why is she so much smaller than the others? Does she eat enough?”

“Emerie found her with her dying parents. All of them were mal, mal…”

“Malnourished?”

“Yes. Emerie thinks she never had enough as a baby so now, no matter how well she eats, she just doesn’t get any bigger.”

Teagan slipped into silence. They waited several minutes before Teagan spoke again.

“How long does she normally take?”

“Should be about time.” Faelan checked and saw Anna standing against the storage building. Watching the figure on the roof, Faelan signaled her when it once again faced the other direction. Anna returned and revealed a few preserved packages of food, two shirts and a tiny pair of underwear which Faelan held with a questioning look.

Anna wiggled the tip of her shoe in the dirt. “You said I could get a new pair if I stopped, you know, having problems at night.”

Faelan handed them back to Anna. “I did, didn’t I.”

“I can get other stuff. I don’t care to go back.”

“It’s fine,” Faelan sighed, “but we did bring a lot of help. Okay, two more trips, make most of it food.”

Faelan distributed the rest of the items Anna brought back equally among the others, explaining why to Teagan.

“A kid carrying a full sack is not only a target, but could tip the Council off that we stole the supplies from them.”

When Anna returned from her last trip, they headed back to the tunnel. At its entrance, Faelan saw the girls safely down before closing the trap door over them. Covering it up, she faced Teagan and Keela, who had remained behind with her.

“You’ve only had a glimpse of Central. Time for you to see what’s really happened here. I’ll move fast, so hold your questions until we stop, and I say it’s clear. If I say run, you run and don’t look back. If I say split, you go a distance, find a hole and don’t move until I or one of the others locate you. You do not want to be caught out here, especially you Keela. Humans flat out hate your kind.”

“But, why? I never did anything.”

“I only know they do, Emerie is the one that knows why.”

Faelan went to the door. “You ready?”

Seeing them nod, Faelan slipped outside with Teagan and Keela close behind. They stuck to the darker sides of the buildings as they moved. Keela kept a close watch on Faelan, but even so, she could tell they were moving in the direction of the ship.

The buildings grew closer together the farther in they traveled. At first, they had the same vacant deteriorating appearance as the structure they entered from the cave, but as Faelan brought them to a stop, Teagan noticed damage from something else.

“Was this building on fire?”

The building in front of them was missing its entire roof. Black scorch marks emerged from the open windows. To answer Teagan’s question, Faelan led them inside the empty frame of the doorway. She pointed to the center of the room.

“This is the result of a weapon like Emerie’s pulsar, only larger.” She relit her lantern and shone it around the room. Bits of human bone were scattered on the floor. “At least they died from the blast and not the fire.”

Teagan’s mouth hung open. “Who did this?”

“Hard to say for sure. Could have been humans or the Planters. I don’t know much about the fighting that led to the Planters leaving. I do know sites like this are common. It’s not the worst thing I have to show you, however.”

Keela let out a bit of a squeak. “It’s not?”

Faelan snuffed her lantern and exited the building, moving deeper into the city. After several minutes, Keela detected a strange and unpleasant scent. One that got stronger in the direction Faelan took them. Arriving in front of a rare, intact building, Faelan stopped.

“This is what I meant by worse.”

Keela didn’t move. “I don’t want to go in there.”

“I won’t make you on this one, but you need to see this, Teagan.”

Teagan brushed Keela’s head. “Wait here.”

Faelan pulled the top of her shirt over her nose and ducked inside. Teagan did the same with the edge of her cloak and followed. Inside, Faelan lit her lantern. Holding it high, she inched towards the far wall, stopping when the light revealed two large corpses and one small rotting corpse huddled together. Teagan gasped at the sight. Dowsing her light, Faelan quickly left the building with Teagan right behind her. Outside, Faelan lowered her shirt.

“One of the scouts found them two weeks ago. The little girl had come to our camp off and on over the past several months, but she could never leave her parents for long. We noticed her slowly wasting away, but she wouldn’t stay no matter how much we tried to convince her. When she stopped coming around, we went searching for her.”

Keela, wrung her hands. “What was in there, Teagan?”

“A child and her parents. Starved to death.”

Keela bowed her head, saying nothing. Faelan, visibly shaken, sighed deeply. “This is what Emerie is trying to save all of us from.”

Teagan shook her head. “I don’t understand why the Council isn’t helping these people. With three buildings that size stacked with food I would think they could hand out at least a little.”

Faelan shook her head. “They only give supplies to the workers of the few greenhouses still in operation. If you can’t work, you’re a burden and left to fend for yourself, kids especially. Unfortunately, even doing that, we’ve noticed the stock getting lower. Emerie says the Council has a big stock in their main building, but we’ve never seen anything leave from it.”

Keela’s ears shot straight upright under her hat. “I hear voices.”

Faelan’s eyes darted here and there then fixed on a light four blocks to their left. “Crap!” She quickly ducked around the corner of the building. Teagan and Keela followed, pressing against the wall. Faelan surveyed the area in front of them while all three remained quiet. Keela removed her hat to better focus her ears. Listening, she caught one word in particular from the unknown voice causing her to look down at her feet and the surrounding dust. She turned slowly to Faelan whose eyes widened. She mouthed what Keela had heard.

“Tracks!”

Keela nodded. In a forced whisper, Faelan yelled, “Run!”

The three bolted from the wall followed by several shouts of “Halt” from the approaching people. Teagan held Keela’s hand as they ran. She could have overtaken Faelan, but knew she would get lost without the girl. Turning to see how close their pursuers were, she stumbled. Both she and Keela lost their footing, falling to the ground. They regained their footing only to have several adult men grab them both. Teagan reached for Keela, but froze as Keela, without hesitation, extended her claws, slashing at her captors.

Teagan regained her composure when a flying lantern smashed the head of the man grabbing her left arm. Freeing that arm, she pulled her knife, sticking it in the side of the other man holding her.

“Keela!”

Keela, jerked around to see Teagan sweep the leg out from under the man she stabbed. Both momentarily free, they broke into a run. Ahead, missing her lantern, Faelan stood waving franticly at them. Seeing them coming, she darted between a metal gate and into what appeared to be a large warehouse. When Teagan and Keela entered, they could see Faelan holding open a trapdoor in the floor. Teagan slid to a stop by it and helped Keela down first, quickly following. Faelan came in last, grabbing hold of a rope next to the ladder and jumping. The rope pulled down with her weight. When it stopped, she let go, landing inches from Teagan and Keela. She put her finger to her lips.

“Shhh.”

They stood in the dark for what seemed like an eternity. Both Faelan and Teagan kept their eyes on Keela’s ears, watching every little twitch as she listened for any sound. Finally, her voice breaking from her nerves, Faelan spoke.

“With the damage you two caused, I really don’t think they will follow us.”

“Us two, that was one heck of a shot with your lantern!”

Faelan winked, “You should see me with a sling shot.”

Teagan took hold of Keela’s hands, feeling them more than seeing them in the dark of the cave. “How are your hands, Keela?”

“They don’t hurt near as much as they did the first time. I…I didn’t even really think about it this time. I swung to knock his arm away, and they were out.”

Teagan stared straight into Keela’s scared eyes. “A good thing too, or they could have really hurt us.” She squeezed Keela’s hands. “It’s okay to fight back, that’s why I have my dagger after all. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Hate to interrupt,” said Faelan, “but I can barely see a thing. Keela, can you see if there is a lantern near the ladder?”

Keela squinted. “Yep, it’s there.” She walked over to the cave wall. Taking the lantern down, she brought it over to Faelan. Instead of taking it, Faelan felt for Keela’s hand and pressed the two rocks she used to light the wick into them. Keela set the lantern down and used the rocks to light it. Holding the lantern out in front, her eyes widened in excitement.

“What is that?”

Faelan smiled without even turning around to see what Keela now pointed at. “That would be, oh how did Emerie put it, oh yea, the first large scale proof of concept for energy transfer using saolstons.”

"That’s a mouthful.”

“Yeah, but she made it sound so important I made sure to remember it.”

Teagan stared at the large, round metal contraption with big painted cats suspended by metal poles all around it. “That’s her first attempt at using the black stones to transfer energy from people like she did on the train?”

“That’s what she meant. The rest of us call it a carousel. Want to take a closer look?”

Keela ran to the closest cat on the carousel, placing a hand on its head. “It’s so pretty.”

Teagan stepped beside her and studied the big cat as well. “This paint looks too nice to be the original.”

Faelan stopped a little short of the two. “Emerie repainted them from memory. I guess each of these were modeled after one of the real mylakarnians in their cat form.” Faelan moved partway around the carousel then pointed at one of the cats. “This is Emerie’s favorite. She spent a lot of time painting it.”

Keela skipped over to where Faelan pointed. “I wanna see.”

She stopped and swung the lantern in close. She let out gasp. “I…I think I’ve seen this one before.”

Teagan jerked her head away from the cat she was studying. “Don’t say silly things like that, Keela. Where would you have seen it before?”

“I don’t know. Come here, Teagan and see.”

Teagan walked over to Keela. The cat in front of her was a little larger than the rest. Beautiful blue paint covered the metal. Black paint outlined the features of the face in far better detail than the others.  Teagan focused on the cat’s back.

“Hmmm, those are the same black markings that are in your fur, Keela. Size and location both.”

Keela examined the two round markings located on the back shoulder and lower mid back. “Could, could he be my dad, Teagan? Emerie said there weren’t that many mylakarnians.”

Teagan shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose Emerie’s the best one to answer that.”

Keela pulled herself away, continuing around the carousel, counting the cats as she went. Reaching the twelfth and final one, she laughed. She pointed it out to Faelan.

“What happened to this one? The paint job looks like something I would have done.”

“That’s the one Emerie let Pea paint. She worked really hard on it, but as you can see, she doesn’t quite have the talent Emerie does.”

“I like it, it’s fun.”

“Surprisingly, Emerie did too. She said it fit that particular mylakarnian as she was a bit of a prankster.”

“So, can we ride it?”

Teagan frowned, exasperated. “No, Keela, someone might hear it.”

“Oh, right.”

Faelan moved away. “It’s missing the stone in the center that powers it anyway.”

Keela’s shoulders slumped. “I bet it’s fun.”

Faelan smiled. “It was.” She reached for the lantern from Keela. “We should head back before Emerie starts to worry.”

Keela handed the lantern over, and they started down a nearby tunnel.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

 Keela and Teagan returned to the train where they found Jasper sitting on the flat car examining his pulsar. Keela greeted him with excitement.

“Hey, Jasper!”

Hopping down, Jasper put aside the weapon. Grabbing Keela under the arms, he sat her on the edge of the car.

“You made it back in one piece I see. I was starting to worry.”

Teagan lifted the side of her cloak where blood had spattered from her attacker. “We had a bit of a run in, but nothing major.”

“Yeah, and when we ran, Faelan led us to another cave to escape. It had a big carousel in it with beautifully painted cats. Faelan said Emerie painted them. Except one, Pea did that one. Anyway, the cats were made to look just like the real mylakarnians. And then I saw one that Emerie did really good on. I showed it to Teagan, and she noticed it had spots like mine. Then I thought, if these were made like the real ones, and it had the same color of fur as me and the same spots, that maybe that one was my dad. Teagan didn’t know. She said ask Emerie. Where’s Emerie?”

Jasper blinked for a few seconds as he tried to comprehend Keela’s ramblings. “Uh, Emerie is working hard on putting the engine in the ship. I don’t think you should bother her right now. Now what was that about painted cat statues?”

Keela stomped her foot. “Not statues, metal machines you ride. Emerie can tell you, she made it. I bet she needs a break.”

Keela tried to slide off the train car, but Jasper caught her. “Whoa. She’s not stopping for anyone. She even sent Pea to bed a little while ago. I think you need to do the same.” Jasper faked a small yawn. “We’ve all been awake since early yesterday.”

Keela tried to ignore Jasper’s yawn, but her body refused as she let out a long yawn herself. “I’m not tired. I want to know who that cat was.”

Teagan held out her arms, letting Jasper transfer Keela to her. “At the rate you’re talking, Emerie won’t make heads or tails out of what you’re saying. You’re going to get some sleep and start fresh later in the day.”

“Emerie’s not sleeping.”

Teagan carried Keela to the trolley and slipped inside. Pea lay fast asleep on her hammock. Teagan changed to a whisper.

“I’m sure she’s going to get an earful about it too tomorrow from Pea. Now, if you want to act more like an adult, you’ll get your rest rather than getting scolded.”

Keela yawned again, her eyelids drooping shut. “Okay. Can I sleep with Pea?”

“I think she would like that since Emerie’s not in here with her.”

Teagan gently laid Keela in the hammock next to Pea. Pea rolled over, tossing an arm over Keela and snuggling in close. Teagan kissed Keela on the forehead.

“Night.”

Keela yawned one more time, said, “Night,” and fell fast asleep.

Outside, Teagan rejoined Jasper. “Well, that was a trip.”

“That bad?”

“Let’s see, crumbling buildings with a dead body. Intact building with decomposing bodies from starvation and a building blasted apart by some weapon with, get this, bone shrapnel of what used to be a body.”

Jasper stared in disbelief. “What’s happened here? This place was supposed to be better than our home.”

“Faelan didn’t have too many answers. Most of her replies were ‘ask Emerie’. She only said that supplies were very limited and getting worse quickly. The Council won’t share anything. That they’re waiting for the Planters to return. How are things here?”

“We got the engine inside the ship without much issue, then several of the boys took off for the other storage buildings.” Jasper shook his head. “You need to see inside that thing. Mass of wires, connectors and gadgets the like I’ve never seen.”

“What about the machines the Council had back at the city?”

“Similar to those only much more involved and in better shape. I get that Emerie has lived for years longer than us, but I still don’t see how she understands so much of that stuff. Give me a few hundred years I wouldn’t know half of it. It all seems more natural to her.”

“I think it’s definitely time to get answers from her.”

“You think she’ll actually tell you anything this time?”

Teagan nodded. “I think she didn’t tell us much before because we had no idea how bad things really are. I certainly would not have believed her if she had told me all the things Faelan showed us. I can’t deny it now.”

Jasper shrugged. “Could be, but I think she’ll always keep somethings to herself.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“True. Alright, let’s give it a shot. Although I wasn’t kidding about how hard she’s working to get the ship ready.”

“She’ll have to make time. I think she’ll be more forthcoming without Pea or Keela around.”

Jasper holstered his pulsar, eliciting a suspicious look from Teagan. He explained, “One of the girls gave me the holster. There’s a small stock of clothes and other items in the ship from when the Planters first arrived.”

Teagan shook her head. “Let’s find out what’s really going on on this planet.”

 

Jasper led Teagan to a large twenty foot by twenty foot opening in the side of the ship. Several metal plates from the hull sat off to the side. A lantern hung inside the hole, exposing the innards of the ship. Teagan thought she could make out the piece that once sat on the rail car. She stuck her head a little way inside.

“Emerie?”

Emerie’s voice echoed from above. “Up here.”

Teagan stepped forward as far as she could, turning to look up and behind. She saw Emerie wedged between what she assumed was the rest of the engine and the outer wall of the ship. In one hand she held a tank and in the other a metal stick of some sort. A hose connected the two.

“It’s Teagan. I want to know what happened to those people Faelan showed us?”

“One moment. I want to finish this so I don’t have to figure out how to get back in here.”

With that, she pulled a trigger on the metal stick, causing an inch-long blue flame to shoot out of the end. She positioned the flame close to the metal of the engine until it glowed red hot. Carefully, she moved the flame around the edges of a metal connector, attaching it to the engine. Finished, she let go of the trigger, letting the flame disappear. Bracing the canister against the engine, she turned a knob at its top. 

“Can you take this, please?”

Teagan reached for the canister and took hold of it. Emerie let it slide down to her along with the nozzle. With her hands free, she tried to shove herself down, but her body wouldn’t budge. Grunting she tried again, but once again got nowhere.

Teagan set the canister and its nozzle down. “Did you get yourself stuck?”

“That was sort of the plan since I needed my hands free. Guess I did it a little too well.”

Jasper popped in next to Teagan. “She stuck again?”

Teagan turned towards Jasper. “Again?”

Emerie let out a frustrated sigh. “Yes.”

Jasper grabbed hold of her left ankle. “You ready?”

“Sure.”

He pulled while she pushed. She slid a few inches before yelling for Jasper to stop. Taking short breaths, she tried to speak.

“My…chest…is…caught on…something.”

Jasper gave a puzzled expression. “You’re not that big.”

Teagan smacked his shoulder. “Jasper!”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

Emerie gave a weak laugh. “I guess…I’m big…enough. You’re just…gonna have…to pull. Don’t stop…until…I’m out.”

Jasper secured his footing then took hold of both her ankles. “You ready?”

Emerie’s breath quickened. “K.”

Jasper pulled as hard as he could. Emerie let out a sharp cry of pain as her body drug along the metal of the engine. Teagan heard cloth tearing as Emerie popped out from the space, falling into Jaspers arms. He gently sat her down on the ground, just outside the hole. She held one hand to her chest as she tried not to cry.

“Ow.”

“Let me see.” Teagan slowly pulled Emerie’s hand away to reveal a two inch-long tear in her overalls down to her skin. “You’re bleeding a little, but it’s not deep.” Teagan went about inspecting the rest of her. “You’ve got several cuts and scrapes over your hands and face. How many times have you gotten stuck?”

Jasper was quick to reply. “Three. Hold on, I’ve got the salve.”

He handed it to Teagan who applied some to Emerie’s chest. “This would be easier without your overalls in the way.”

Emerie shook her head. “After I finish this.”

“Will there be anything left of you by then?”

“The worst is over. I’ll have it finished in another couple of hours, then I can put the side plates back.”

Teagan pulled Emerie’s goggles off revealing bloodshot eyes. “You really ought to go to bed. You’ll have an easier time finishing this after you’re rested.”

Emerie snorted. “You sound like, Pea. Caring, but forceful. I’m starting to see why Keela likes you.”

“Speaking of Keela, she has questions about a certain carousel we passed coming back.”

“How did you end up there? Never mind, you’ve got your own questions.”

“I’m willing to wait a little longer if you’re willing to take a nap first.”

“But then Pea and Keela would be awake, and I’d have to put you off again, right? Nah, I’d rather do it now. It will give me a chance to rest enough to finish the job.”

Emerie sank to the ground with her back next to the ship.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“The Planters didn’t come here to colonize the planet,” began Emerie in a tired voice. “They came to experiment. The people of their home world had contracted a disease that their current medicine could not cure. It soon spread across their whole world. In desperation, they turned to extreme and forbidden measures to find a cure.”

“How could any method that might find a cure for an entire planet be forbidden?” asked Teagan in disbelief.

Emerie smirked. “That was the Planters thoughts, but not the thoughts of the general population. The average person would rather die than toy with procedures they felt only the gods had a right to perform. You see, the Planters wanted to inject pieces of other life forms that resisted the disease into their own bodies. The masses felt such an act was a corruption of the gods’ design. The Planters believed that the gods merely left a base design and gave the people the knowledge to improve upon it.”

Teagan’s eyes were wide with shock. “Is such a blending of living things even possible?”

“The actual methods are far from my understanding. I only know what happened. The Planters knew, with most of the people against them, they had to proceed very carefully. Instead of testing on themselves first, they experimented with an animal.” Emerie smiled at a memory. “On our world, we had these beautiful, big cats.”

Jasper interrupted. “Wait. You just said ‘our’ world.”

Emerie turned her head to Teagan. “On the train you tried to classify me as one of the Seeds. Why?”

“Because from what I know, they had extremely long life spans. Much like Keela. In fact, I know many on the Council are Seeds. It wasn’t hard to see that you’re no ordinary thirteen-year-old. Your knowledge of decades old machinery and weapons makes you stand out a bit. Also, most of the time, you act like an adult, not a thirteen-year -old.”

“Most of the time?”

Teagan snickered. “I remember how my emotions could suddenly swing from one extreme to another when I was a teenager. I guess knowledge can’t completely replace what your body is physically going through.”

Emerie blushed. “Things would be easier if it could.”

“Don’t dismiss it, Emerie. The child in you is the only reason I’ve stayed. There’s an innocence in it that gives me a reason to at least try and trust you. That said, you being one of the Seeds would explain what you are. Of course, if you are a Planter, that also explains most things.”

“What doesn’t it explain?”

“Why you’re not living with the Council or, for that matter, why you are even on this planet and not with those who left. What happened to your parents?”

“Good questions. Let me finish uninterrupted and maybe I’ll answer them.”

Teagan gave a short laugh. “You’ve definitely been in charge of children for too long.”

Jasper shrugged and folded his hands in his lap. “Questions at the end of the story. Got it.”

Emerie looked out into the dim cavern, the smile returning. “The big cats were called mylarks. They were the strongest, hardiest animals on our planet. Hoping they could survive their experiments, the Planters started their test with them. Using machines that I can’t even begin to understand, they took the essence of a mylark and injected it with that of ours. The mylakarnian was born. They subjected the mylakarnian to the disease. It had no effect. They created eleven others and did the same. All resisted the sickness. They decided to move on to the next stage, take a human and inject it with the essence of a mylark. That’s when the others of our world reached a breaking point. They wouldn’t allow our people to be contaminated with an animal. They stopped the experiment, shutting down the labs.”

“Three years passed and the disease took more and more lives. A split occurred in our people, those for restarting the experiments, and those against. Realizing they could never convince enough people, those for the experiments devised a plan to send the Planters to another world where they could carry on free of interference. They packed ships with material to create their labs, but finding people willing to leave our home planet to build the labs, or worse, be test subjects, was difficult. So, once here and free from all restrictions, they grew the help they needed using the same machines that created the mylakarnians. It worked well. All but a few on Telrune today are from those first few batches of humans or Seeds.”

Jasper crossed his arms, struggling not to say anything. Emerie noticed.

“Yes, Jasper?”

“You’re really telling me we are descendants of a labor force grown from vats.”

“Yes, and test subjects. Don’t forget that part.”

Teagan cleared her throat. “Not helping, Emerie.”

“Actually it is because now you understand one of the reason why the Seeds revolted against the Planters.”

“I know I would,” grumbled Jasper.

Teagan raised an eyebrow. “One? What’s another?”

The leader of the Planters, my mother, was the one who first created the mylakarnians. I hate to say it, but she quickly began to favor them over our own kind. The mylakarnians were already superior in strength and much more durable, not to mention disease resistant. Now they were even treated better than the Seeds. That carousel was her creation. In her defense, she had hoped it would get the Seeds to love the mylakarnians the way she did.”

“I take it that failed.”

“Horribly. First, the Seeds had to work in the mines and metal works to build the cities and labs. Then they became test subjects in those same labs, many dying from those tests. To top things off, as time went by, the machinery and fluids that created the humans began to deteriorate, affecting the lifespans of those created in them.”

“What of the mylakarnians? Weren’t they experimented on?”

Emerie shook her head. “The worse they suffered were regular blood draws. The Planters would use that to inject into the humans to try and find a way to fight off the disease.”

“Did it ever work?”

“No, but several were determined to keep trying. My mother was not one of them. She started to believe there was no way to cure her people. Instead, she decided to take a new approach. She wanted the mylakarnians to mate with the humans in hopes that their children would be born resistant. A few were with her, but not most. They knew what she was doing would create a new people with the original dying out. It was the final straw for the humans as well. They were tired of the work and of being puppets. Fighting broke out. Seeing she could not continue her plans here, my mother left for another planet with the Planters who believed in her idea and the mylakarnians. Those that stayed tried to mend things with the humans they had created, but in secret they still searched for a cure.

Teagan gasped. “The blood the Council kept taking from Keela.”

“Now you know why they came after you so quickly. She’s the only hope they have of this whole thing not becoming an absolute failure. You also can see why people don’t like her much.”

“But you don’t hate her, and you’ve taught the kids to like them as well.”

“I knew them. They were very nice. The Planters unfair treatment and testing are to blame, not them.”

Jasper cleared his throat. “Me again. You said your mother left. Why are you here?”

Emerie balled her fists as she frowned. “My mother’s leaving was not agreed upon. She would be taking the ships the others needed to return home if they found a cure. She tried to leave without them knowing, but they realized what she was doing at the last minute.”

Emerie shook her head, her face reddening. “I was stupid and wandered away from her as she was fleeing. She had made it to the ship before she saw I wasn’t with her. I found my way back, but before I could reach her, I was grabbed by some men from the Council. I watched one of the mylakarnians pull her into the ship, closing the door as it took off.”

“Now I know why you don’t get along with the Council,” said Jasper with sympathy.

Teagan caressed Emerie’s hand. “That explains a lot of things about you. But, what of Keela? Why did she get left behind?”

“I don’t know. I can only guess a similar thing happened to her.”

“Did you know her parents?”

“I’m sure I did. I met all of the mylakarnians, but I don’t know which ones were her mother and father. Mother kept me close, and I can’t say I took much notice of those things at that age.”

“How old were you?”

“Four.”

All three remained silent for several minutes. Teagan broke the silence.

“This world is a real mess.”

Emerie pulled her hand back from Teagan. “That’s why I’m trying to start over, why I brought all these kids here and not the adults. I’ve taught them to look out for each other no matter what their differences. I’ve tried to teach them wrong and right so they don’t tear apart what we create like the city above us. I can give them a chance.”

Teagan stood. “You have given us quite a lot to think about. I can see why you waited to tell us this. I wouldn’t have believed any of it earlier.”

“And now?”

Teagan looked around the cavern. “It’s a lot to take in, but I’m getting there. I have to ask though, have you told us everything?”

“No, not everything, only what matters for the moment. Only what you need to decide what to do with Keela. I want her to come with us. She’s not safe here and now you know why. If the Council finds her they will continue with their experiments. It’s all they have left, and with food running short, they may get desperate in their attempts, if only to leave behind an answer for any one of our people who might come and find it one day.”

“You could just take her from us. Why ask?”

“I will never take someone away against their will. I know what that feels like and will not do it to another.”

“Even if I agree, she may not want to leave without me or Jasper.”

“If you hold true to protecting these kids until we are ready to leave, no matter what it may cost you, I will take you both with us.”

“I’ll think it over.” She turned to go, Jasper standing to join her, when she stopped. “There is one more thing. What exactly are those blue stones?”

“They were found in an uninhabited part of our world during a search for the cure to the disease. The Planters only began to understand them when we left, but felt they held an important key. That is why they brought so many. Only later, with resources running low, did people start to figure out to use them as power sources. But they, too, are limited since they came from our world and not this one.”

Jasper gestured at the ship. “Why not take this back to your home world rather than trying to start a new city here?”

“It’s too far for this size of ship. Besides, there may not even be anyone left. I don’t have any idea how badly the disease has spread after all this time.” Emerie winced as she climbed to her feet. “If that is all, I need to finish my work.”

“We’ll leave you to it, but, Emerie, get some rest soon. You won’t do these children any good if you can’t think straight.”

“I know. A few hours and I’ll head to the trolley.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Keela stirred from her slumber. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she climbed out of the hammock, careful not to wake Pea. Inside the cavern, with no view of the sky, she couldn’t tell the time of day. Hoping Emerie had returned, she checked her hammock, but it remained empty. Eager to find out about the cat on the carousel, she quietly slipped out of the trolley.

She made her way to the ship only to find it deserted. Standing in awe of its size, she took a moment to feel the sides. The metal was cold to her touch and had a dingy layer of dust and grease covering it. Pulling her hand back, she could see where she had left fingerprints in the sticky coating. Stepping back a bit, she could see a large section to her left that had several prints similar to hers. She started to focus on several thin, shiny beads of metal that seemed to bind sections of the ship together when Alex’s voice spooked her.

“I wish I had Emerie’s talent for welding. Wish I could do a lot of things she can.”

Keela turned to face Alex. “Welding? Is that what the shiny metal is?”

“Yep, it’s a way to bond metal to metal. The outside of the ship is made of many small plates that are stuck together. She had to take these apart to fix the engine. She finished a short while ago.”

Keela looked around. “Where did she go? She’s not in bed.”

Alex, concerned, shook his head. “She’s getting ready to head to E1. The kids there were not supposed to come for several days. She’s going to tell them they need to leave now. I tried to go with her, but she said I had too much to do here.” Alex’s face brightened. “Hey! Maybe you can go. She hasn’t slept since we arrived. I’m worried about her making the trip on her own.”

“I’d like to go if she lets me. I have a few questions for her.”

“Great. Head as fast as you can to the far side of the cavern. If she hasn’t left already, you’ll find a small machine on four wheels with no top. Hurry!”

Emerie waved, said, “Thanks,” and ran as hard as she could.

On the other side of the cavern, she spotted the machine of which Alex spoke. It had one long seat that could sit three people side by side with a steering wheel on the left. The back had short sides that formed an area for carrying things. She guessed the parts that made it run were in the front section that was covered on all sides by metal. She spotted Emerie climbing behind the wheel on the far side.

“Emerie!”

Emerie turned Keela’s way to see who had called her name. Recognizing Keela, she reached for a small lever similar to the one on the train. Guessing the lever would make the machine move, Keela ran as hard as she could. As she was leaping onto the seat, the machine spun its wheels before swiftly rolling forward. She sat herself upright on the seat just as they entered a tunnel. Emerie flipped a switch activating a pair of lights that shone out in front of them.

“That was either childish or brave,” said Emerie, aggravated. “I’m not sure which.”

Keela crossed her arms. “Childish was trying to take off when you saw it was me instead of waiting and telling me I couldn't go.”

Emerie smirked. “Mmm, maybe a little, but I was afraid I’d say you could go, and then I’d aggravate Teagan for taking you to a dangerous place. She’ll already be mad that I haven’t slept. I didn’t need to add this on top of it.”

“You could stop.”

“I could, but I really am a bit childish. I don’t want her telling me what to do. I’ve been alive a lot longer than her after all.”

Keela laughed. “I’ve tried to use that argument myself.”

“And?”

“She took the candy I had snuck from the kitchen and sent me to my room. I think she ate it too cause she never gave it back.”

Emerie let out a merry laugh. “You know, I can almost see her doing that.”

The laugh, tinkling and clear like the children when they played their games on the train, caught Keela off guard. It was the first time Emerie appeared as a kid to her.

Both sat, silently smiling for a spell, as the machine sped along. In short order they approached the boarded exit of the tunnel. Emerie moved the lever forward, increasing speed.

“Get down. We don’t have to mess with pulling the boards off like we did with the train.”

“You mean you’re going to run right into it?”

“The boards should break easily enough.”

Keela stared at Emerie and realized she was serious. Covering her head, she laid over on the seat. Emerie kept the vehicle aimed straight for the exit. At the last second, keeping one hand on the bottom of the wheel, she leaned over the top of Keela. The machine burst through the boards, swerving back and forth before Emerie sat back up and regained control.

Keela pushed herself back to a seated position, looking back at the destruction behind them. “You’re crazy!”

“Yep.”

Keela faced the front, laughing. “I wish I was more like you. You’re not scared to do anything.”

Emerie shook her head with smirk on her face. “Teagan’s going to kill me if she hears you say that.”

“I’ll tell her I’ve been alive much longer than she has, and I can do what I want.”

“You do that and let me know how it turns out. Actually, I’ll probably hear about it from Teagan herself.”

“It is hard to get away from Teagan when she’s mad.” Keela turned left and right, examining the metal machine. “What is this thing?”

“It’s called a hauler. It’s a rugged machine for carrying people and things over rough ground.”

“A hauler. I like it.”

Keela closed her eyes. Letting the wind whip by, she pretended she was flying. They rode on for perhaps an hour before Keela snapped out of her daydream. She remembered she had chased Emerie down to ask a question.

“Hey, Emerie, umm, I saw the carousel and all the cats you painted.”

“Oh? Did you like them?”

“Yes, very much. They were so pretty. Emerie, one looked really familiar. It even had the same spots on it that I have. You, you actually knew them, right?”

“I can’t really say I knew them well, but I did spend a little time with all of them.”

“Well, the one with the same markings as me. I…I think he might have been my dad.”

“I can say for sure one of them was your dad. Those were the only mylakarnians to ever live on Telrune. I guess if one has the same markings as you, it’s a safe bet that’s him.”

“Do you think you could tell me about him? You know, what was he like? Where did he go? Why did he leave me?”

Emerie slowly shook her head. “Like I said, I didn’t spend too much time with them. When I did, they all were very nice to me. As to where they went, I’m not exactly sure. I only know they left with the Planters.”

“Couldn’t I go with them?”

“I don’t know what happened, Keela. Maybe the Council kept you from going, just like me.”

“You mean your parents were Planters?”

“One of them was.”

“So, it wasn’t just me. We both got left behind.”

Emerie touched Keela’s hand. “It’s kinda nice to know you weren’t the only one, huh?”

Keela nodded. “Yeah. I wish I had met you sooner.”

Emerie squeezed Keela’s hand before taking hold of the steering wheel again. “At least you found me before I left too. Now, which one of the cats matched your markings? Maybe I can remember something. Keep in mind, it was a long time ago.”

“It was the pretty blue one, the same color blue as my fur. Faelan said you painted that one extra special. You know, the one with the black circles on his back.”

Keela watched as Emerie’s face drained of color, and she struggled to breathe. “Are you okay, Emerie. Did you know that one really well? Was he mean or something? What’s wrong?”

Emerie shook her head to clear it. She took a couple of deep breaths to calm herself before speaking again.

“It’s nothing bad. It’s just I…I knew him really well. In fact, I liked him the most. He was wonderful. That’s why I took so much time in painting him. I guess I wasn’t expecting you to say it was him.”

“What do you remember about him?”

“Not much anymore. It was a long time ago.”

“Please? Anything?”

Emerie took a hard swallow. “I’ll try to remember, I will, but later. Okay?”

Keela frowned in disappointment. “Okay. I guess I’ve gone this long without knowing about him. I’m glad to know somebody knew him though.”

Emerie strained to steady her voice. “Yeah, I’m glad too. Hey, Keela. You want to drive?”

A big smile spread on Keela’s face. “Really?”

Emerie pulled the lever all the way back, letting the vehicle slow to a stop. She hopped out, walking around to the other side while Keela slid over behind the wheel. Sitting close to Keela, Emerie gave her instructions on how to operate the machine. After a few minutes, Keela moved the lever forward, and they were off.

Keela giggled with excitement. “This is fun!”

Emerie closed her eyes. “Just follow the tracks. Wake me when you see the city. I think the lack of sleep suddenly caught up with me.”

“I get to drive all the way there?”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

“No, no! I want to!”

As they sped along, Emerie drifted off to sleep, her head eventually resting on Keela’s shoulder.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Keela gently shook Emerie’s arm, startling her awake.

“Huh? What is it?”

“You told me to wake you when I saw the city.”

Stretching, Emerie noticed Keela had stopped the hauler. Keela sat back.

“Sorry if I scared you. I tried calling your name a few times first.”

Emerie waved her off. “It’s fine.” Raising her goggles, she focused on the city ahead. “Hey, is that smoke?”

Keela turned to the outline of the city on the horizon. From three different spots, black smoke billowed towards the sky.

“I think so. Is that bad?”

“It can’t be good. Move over.”

Emerie stood and shuffled over while Keela scooted along the seat behind her. Emerie sat back down in front of the wheel, pushing the lever to start the hauler rolling. Close to the edge of the city, she brought their speed to a crawl. To the left of the, lay a hauler on its side that was three times longer than theirs.

Emerie’s voice wavered a little. “I had that set aside for the children to use.”

Keela pointed to a body half under the machine. “Emerie?”

Emerie stopped their vehicle. Leaning over the side, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“It’s an adult.”

From a point farther in the city they heard a scream followed by a small explosion. Emerie let out a curse and slammed the lever forward. The back wheels spun, sending dirt and debris flying behind them. Emerie yelled to Keela as they sped into the city.

“Hang on!”

Emerie drove headlong down the street towards one of the columns of smoke. All along the road, the rubble from collapsed buildings lay strewn about. Emerie refused to slow down, swerving here and there to miss it. Keela sunk into the seat, terrified of both the mad way Emerie drove and the destruction around them.

Reaching the fire, Emerie pulled a second lever that locked the wheels. As the hauler slid, the back end started to swing around. Keela gripped the side of the vehicle with one hand and Emerie’s leg with the other as they turned completely sideways. The hauler had nearly stopped when it contacted a metal beam on the ground. Emerie’s side of the vehicle briefly lifted off the ground then landed hard. Before Keela could catch her breath, Emerie leapt out.

“If you see anyone other than a kid, drive out of the city and don’t come back.”

Emerie ran inside the doorway of a twisted metal structure. Keela, turning this way and that at every little sound, took deep breaths trying to calm herself. She had almost brought herself under control when another scream rose from a section of the city close by. Keela’s heart raced as she stumbled out of the hauler to follow Emerie.

“Emerie!”

Without thinking, she ran into the remains of the building where she saw an open hatch leading down into the dark underground. She hesitated for a second then climbed down. She took one step away from the ladder when a figure ran out of the darkness in front of her.

“What are doing!”

Keela’s stomach jumped into her throat before she realized it was Emerie. Keela wrapped her arms around her.

“I heard another scream. This time much closer. It sounded like a kid.”

Emerie glanced back into the darkness. “Some of them did escape.” She turned to the opening above. “Show me which way.”

Keela vaulted up the ladder with Emerie right behind her. Running out of the building, she pointed east. 

“Over there.”

“Let’s go,” commanded Emerie as she started to jog in the direction Keela had pointed.

Keela fell in behind Emerie. After a couple of blocks the scream came again from the other side of a building. Emerie pulled her pulsar out as she rounded the corner. In the center of the street stood two children over a third. The third sat trapped under the edge of a large metal plate.

Emerie and Keela darted over to them. The two standing children were boys about eleven years old. The girl on the ground must have been about ten. The boys stared blankly at them before recognizing Emerie. They burst into tears. One managed to speak between sobs.

“Emerie! I can’t believe it’s you. Help, we can’t get this off.”

“We’ll do it together. Don’t worry. Keela, help us.”

Together, the four grabbed the edge of the plate. On the count of three they lifted. The plate moved an inch upward and the girl scooted backwards out from under it.

Keela looked all three over. They were covered in cuts, bruises and dirt. The girl rocked back and forth in pain, holding her left leg.

“What happened?”

The boy who spoke earlier stopped crying. “The adults ran out of food a couple of days ago. They attacked the Council building to take their food. The Council drove them back. Trying to find anything at all, they started searching every building. We tried to stay out of the way, but they caught one of us. They found out we had food at our main camp. When we tried to run, they, they…”

“I saw what they did. You don’t have to tell me.”

“Saw what?” asked Keela.

Emerie shook her head.

“You mean they got killed?”

“Emerie grabbed the boy’s shoulders. “You three bring the count to eleven. Unless I missed a body, there should be four more.”

The boy nodded. “We were supposed to meet them at the backup site, but our sister got trapped.”

“Now that she’s free, can you two help get her there?”

“Yes, Emerie,” the two said in unison.

The two boys each took an arm and lifted their sister upright. Together they supported her while they worked their way through the streets for several blocks. As the boys and their sister started to fall behind, Emerie ducked into a building. When everyone else joined her, she pointed Keela to a one story metal building across the street.

“That’s the backup site.”

“Then why’d we stop here?” asked Keela, confused.

Emerie walked to the center of the room. Using her foot, she swept the dirt from a small hatch in the floor. Lifting it, she led everyone down a ladder and along a narrow, straight tunnel. On the other end, she climbed a short ladder and gave a series of knocks on an identical hatch above her and waited. The metal hatch opened revealing another boy of about thirteen.

“Emerie!” 

Emerie shoved her way past him with the others following. The boy closed the hatch behind them. Inside, were three other children and a few stuffed sacks sitting in the cargo area of another hauler a little bigger than theirs.

Emerie sighed, “That’s everyone.”

“No one else made it?” asked one of the kids in the back of the hauler.

Emerie shook her head. “No, so there’s no use waiting here any longer. We’re leaving. Everyone in.” She turned to the older boy. “Can you drive?”

He nodded and climbed behind the wheel.

Keela grabbed Emerie’s arm. “Listen.”

Everyone went silent. Straining, Emerie could hear several voices coming towards the building. She stood next to the boy behind the wheel and whispered.

“I’m going to lead them away. Give me several seconds and then bust out of here. Stop for nothing. Head straight to Central.”

“What about you?”

“Keela and I have our own way out.” She moved to the back. “Empty all but a few things out of two of those sacks and hand them here.”

The children did so and handed them to Emerie who turned to Keela. “They are after food so this will help get their attention.” 

She paused in thought as she stared at Keela. Keela shifted uncomfortably under her gaze.

“What is it, Emerie?”

“Take off your clothes.”

Keela turned such a bright red that it could even be seen under her fur. “What?”

“The food may only draw a few away. A live mylakarnian, on the other hand, will get everyone’s attention.”

“But why can’t I just take my hat and scarf off then?”

“Because you can’t run fast enough in that heavy dress. Unlike my coveralls, the material will catch between your legs, maybe even tripping you.”

Keela glanced at the kids in the hauler. “I can’t with them here.”

“Keela, you’re nine and covered in fur.”

“So?”

“So, you haven’t developed anything of interest they haven’t seen yet and what you do have is hidden under that thick fur of yours. Actually, you’re the first mylakarnian I’ve ever seen wear anything at all. It’s rather comical.”

Keela’s face flushed red again. “Don’t make fun of me. I didn’t get to live with the mylakarnians like you did.” 

“I’m not making fun of you, Keela. I’m only trying to tell you that you have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Outside, the voices drew closer. Emerie turned to the other kids. “Alright, we don’t have time for this. Everyone, face the front and get ready. Remember, don’t stop.” She grabbed Keela by the hand and drug Keela to a door in the side of the building. Emerie stood between Keela and the hauler. “Strip. Now. Or I’m doing it for you.”

Keela, shaking a little, quickly took off her hat and scarf. She grabbed her dress and paused.

“Can I at least leave my, my...”

“I assume your panties have a hole for your tail?”

Keela nodded.

“That’s fine then. They won’t affect your running, and with your tail free you’ll have your balance.”

Keela still did not continue. “And you’re really not making this up to make me feel better about running around naked?”

“Mostly naked, and no, I’m really not. In fact, when I was little my mother couldn’t keep clothes on me because I wanted to run around free like you guys.”

Keela snickered as she pulled off her dress. Emerie handed her one of the sacks.

“We won’t have to carry this far. When I say drop it, drop it.”

Emerie took Keela’s hand again. “Are you ready?”

“What are we going to do?”

“We let them get close, then, when I say, we run as fast as we can for our hauler. When we get there, you’re driving.”

“Me!”

Emerie patted the pulsar at her side. “I’ll be watching our backs. Ready?”

Keela nodded. Emerie took a big breath and let it out. Keela mimicked her and readied herself. Emerie threw open the door, and together they jogged into the street with the sacks slung over their shoulders. Right outside the front of the building stood a group of seven or eight adults. One yelled.

“They have food.”

Others hollered in shock. “Curse the Desolate dust. It’s an actual mylakarnian. Get them!”

The whole group took off running after them. Emerie kept herself and Keela at a slow run, staying about thirty feet in front of the group. After a couple of blocks, Emerie let go of Keela’s hand.

“Drop the sack and run!”

Emerie let go of her sack and bolted forward at full speed. Keela dropped her sack as well and followed. Keela, who had easily outrun everyone she had raced before, was surprised to find she could barely keep pace with Emerie. Together, they quickly drew distance between themselves and the angry mob.

Reaching the hauler, Keela climbed behind the wheel shoving one lever forward as Emerie launched herself into the back. Keela yelled in panic.

“It’s not moving!”

Emerie drew her pulsar out and faced the oncoming mob. “Release the brake!”

Emerie fired a small shot a few feet in front of the nearest person as Keela pulled back the second lever. The wheels spun and off they went, leaving the adults fruitlessly chasing them.

Keela maneuvered the vehicle at high speed past the rubble and towards the edge of the city. Emerie kept watch behind until a shout from Keela brought her attention forward.

“Emerie, more of them.”

Standing on the road at the edge of the city was another group of ten or eleven adults. Emerie spotted one carrying a pulsar.

“Head straight for them!”

“But?”

“We’ve no choice.” 

Emerie reached over Keela and stretched a band made of a strange, thick material across her chest, snapping it to a metal piece in the seat. Emerie dropped to the floor of the cargo area, grabbing the sides. Keela tightened her grip on the wheel, watching most of the people scatter as they barreled towards them. The one with the pulsar fired haphazardly before diving out of the way himself. The shot landed short, creating a small crater that the hauler hit. The bounce caused Keela to lose control as they left the city. Swerving back and forth, the machine slid sideways again, only this time flipping over and over. 

Keela felt her body strain against the strap as the machine rolled. Finally, the carpet came to a rest upside down. Keela, hanging against the strap, felt for a way to release it. Quickly giving up, she sliced it with a claw. Falling to the ground, she rolled out from under the twisted machine. With her legs shaking, she stood, spotting Emerie laying fifteen feet back. Past her she saw the people from the edge of the city running towards them. 

Forgetting her own aches, she ran to Emerie’s face down body. Kneeling beside her, she rolled Emerie over. Emerie cried out in pain. Seeing blood seep from under Emerie’s leather cap and a bone sticking out of her right leg, Keela let out a whimper.

“What do I do?”

Emerie mumbled a few words that Keela couldn’t understand. Hearing the shouts grow closer, Keela wrapped Emerie’s arms around her neck and lifted her on to her back.

“Can you hold on?”

Emerie strained harder to talk. “Just run.”

Keela tried, but Emerie’s weight kept her from anything more than a jog. The shouts grew louder. With what little spare breath Emerie could muster she whispered in Keela’s ear.

“Run, Keela. Run like you were meant to. Run like the mylarks.”

A blast from a pulsar landed a few feet to the left of Keela. Her heart raced, fear overtaking her. Her skin stretched tight and tingled in an unsettling way. Her muscles in her legs, back and arms tightened, bending her body closer to the ground. Stretching her arms out in front of her, she watched as they changed shape, bending in a way they shouldn’t. Her mind flashed back to the cats on the carousel, built to look like they were running. With that image in her mind, she dropped to all fours, knowing she now appeared more like them than that of a little girl.

As her muscles relaxed and the tingling stopped, she felt a strength in her unlike anything she had ever felt before. Her fear of the adults dissipated, but she worried greatly for Emerie. She stretched her legs out into full stride. The noise behind her gone in an instant. She couldn’t guess her speed, but judging by the wind against her face, she moved at more than triple the speed of the hauler. Feeling Emerie’s breathing grow more and more shallow she gave her all, sprinting for Central.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Keela burst into the cavern screaming for Teagan only to have the sound emerge as a high pitched growl. Closing in on the train, she tried to call to Teagan again, receiving the same results. Children near the train jumped at the sound. Seeing the cat barreling towards them, they ran screaming in all directions. Hearing the noise, Jasper climbed out of the boys’ sleeping car, pulling his pulsar. He leveled it at Keela, causing her to slide to a stop in front of him.

“That’s it kitty, stay right there. Teagan!”

Still in a panic, Keela took a step forward, growling mournfully as she cried out. Jasper tightened his grip on the pulsar as he said in a shaky voice.

“I don’t know how you ended up here, but I’d like you to leave in one piece.”

Teagan climbed out of the next car. “What is it, Jasp…”

Seeing Keela, she ran to Jasper. Jasper waved for her to stop. “Don’t startle it, Teagan.”

Teagan pointed. “Is that a person on its back?”

Keela, realizing Jasper wasn’t going to let her get closer, simply laid down.

“It’s a kid.” Teagan slowly approached Keela until she reached Emerie. “Jasper, it’s Emerie.” Teagan gently took hold of Emerie’s sides, who, feeling someone’s touch, let go of Keela. Teagan slid her off Keela and carefully rolled her over. Jasper moved toward them, still keeping his pulsar aimed at Keela. Behind him, Pea popped out of the trailer and headed their way.

“Did you say Emerie’s back?”

Some of the other children crept out of their hiding places. Teagan waved for them to stop.

“Careful, we don’t know anything about this animal.” She turned to Pea. “It brought Emerie with her. She’s hurt.”

Pea bolted towards them. “Oh, no. How bad?”

Teagan stood to stop Pea. “Pea!”.

Pea dodged Teagan, stopping at Emerie’s head. “Her head’s bleeding, and look at her leg.”

Teagan looked around. “We need to get the salve from the trolley, some water and cloth.” Teagan looked warily at Keela. “I wonder if it will let us move her.”

Pea looked confused. “What do you mean? Of course Keela will let us help her. Don’t be silly.”

Keela stood, startling Jasper and Teagan. She took a cautious step forward and nuzzled Pea’s hand. Pea wrapped her arms around Keela’s neck.

“Thank you for bringing her back.” She let go, shouting. “Abigail! Get water and cloth for Teagan.”

Teagan interrupted. “Why do you think that’s Keela?”

“Have you seen any other mylakarnians? I’ll get the stuff from the trolley.”

Teagan put a hand on Pea’s shoulder. “No, that’s okay. We’ll take Emerie there instead.” 

Teagan picked Emerie up in her arms and walked towards the trolley with Keela several feet behind.

Jasper followed Keela keeping a sharp eye on her. “Do you think it really is Keela?”

Teagan looked down at Keela. Studying her for a moment, she saw the black circles in the fur on Keela’s back and gasped.

“I’ve seen those markings on Keela. It’s got to be her.”

Jasper sighed, putting away the pulsar. “Sorry, Keela.”

Keela gave a short, sympathetic growl.

In the trolley, Teagan laid Emerie on the floor. “Her leg’s bad, but it’s the blood on her head that worries me.”

Teagan undid the straps on Emerie’s cap. She started to take it off as Pea stepped over with the salve and a tiny blue stone. Dropping them both on the floor, she grabbed Teagan’s hands.

“No! You can’t do that!”

“We have to get the cap off to heal her wound, Pea. It’s okay.”

“No, she never takes it off in front of people.”

“Pea, she’s hurt.”

“Well, you go out and let me take it off and fix her.”

“Pea, the Council taught me to treat all kinds of injuries so I could take care of Keela. What do you know about wounds like the bone sticking out of her leg?”

Pea started to cry. “Nothing. But, but no one’s supposed to know. She’ll get really mad at me.”

“Sweetie, if we don’t help her, she may not be around to get mad at you.”

Pea let out a little whine. Clasping her hands together, she fought to decide. Teagan placed her hands on either side of the cap. As she removed it, Pea covered her eyes. Teagan gasped.

“Oh, my! Why does she… I don’t…”

Teagan, not believing what she was seeing, slowly reached out and touched one of the furry blue ears lying flat on top of Emerie’s head. As her fingers touched the soft fur, both ears twitched, rising to an upright position. Teagan felt along the sides of Emerie’s head for human ears. Finding none, she turned to Pea.

“She has mylakarnian ears just like Keela.”

Pea kept her eyes covered. “She didn’t want anyone to know.”

Teagan shook her head to try and focus on the task at hand. She unmatted Emerie’s hair to examine her scalp. She found a long but shallow cut high on her forehead. She also felt a growing knot. Taking some of the salve, she applied it to the cut.

“Do you have a needle and thread?”

Pea dashed over to some shelves while Teagan removed Emerie’s coveralls to examine her leg. She found the bone broken between her ankle and knee. The top of the lower piece stuck a quarter of an inch out of the skin. Pea came back with the needle and thread.

“Hold on to those, Pea. I want to set this leg first. You may not want to watch this.”

“I’m not leaving, Emy.”

“You don’t have to leave, just turn around and cover your ears.”

Pea reluctantly did so. Taking Emeries leg, Teagan forced it back in alignment. Emerie screamed in agony then passed out. Teagan took the needle and thread from Pea and sewed the wound on Emerie’s leg. She then did the same for Emerie’s head.

“Help me sit her up, Pea.”

Pea helped hold Emerie upright while Teagan examined the several minor abrasions covering her chest and back. Large, deep purple bruises had already started to form. Teagan slowly shook her head.

“What ever happened, it did a number on her. She’s going to be in a lot of pain from these for the couple of weeks.”

Teagan moved closer to get a better look at two odd black circles on Emerie’s back. Watching, Pea explained.

“Those are birthmarks. Nobody knows about those either.”

Teagan lifted Emerie and laid her in the hammock. “She’s lost a lot of blood, and her body’s in shock. I doubt she’s made it this long, though, without surviving stuff like this.”

Pea, using a scrap of cloth, picked the tiny stone off of the floor. “This will help.”

Confused, Teagan didn’t take the stone. “How will that do anything?”

“It powers the machines, right? It can do the same for people. If someone holds it against Emerie, they can give her some of their strength. If the stone is very big, it can kill the person trying to help, but a tiny one will keep anyone from getting hurt. Well, it won’t hurt a big person. It might me. Besides, it’ll make me sleepy, and I don’t want to fall asleep with Emy like this. I need to watch over her.”

Teagan started to take the stone, but Jasper stopped her. “You need to watch over her, keep Pea calm and figure out what happened to Keela. Let me do it.”

Pea hugged Jasper. “Thank you. It will help if you hold it against her leg.”

Jasper took the stone from Pea. Instantly, on touching it, he felt a strange surge of energy pull from within himself and flow towards the warming stone. Kneeling down, he held it against Emerie’s leg. He felt the power gathering in the stone surge out while it sucked a second wave of energy from him. The stone emptied again, growing cold before shattering. He felt Teagan catch him as he swayed and slipped unconscious.

Teagan laid Jasper on the floor of the trolley and checked Emerie. A smidge of color had returned to her face and her breathing returned to normal. The wound on her leg had nearly sealed shut. She applied the salve to it before sitting back.

“I think she’ll be okay now, especially if you keep an eye on her, Pea.” She turned to Keela. “Now what do I do about you? I take it your stuck like that at the moment?”

Keela nodded her head. Teagan opened her arms.

“Come here.”

Keela sat between Teagan’s legs, leaning against her chest. Teagan stroked Keela’s head.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll get you back to your normal self. Whatever happened, you’re safe now and so is Emerie.”

Teagan could feel Keela’s muscles relax. In doing so, her body changed back to her usual form. Keela held her arms in front of her and laughed in relief.

“That was scary, but, I ran so fast. I felt so strong and brave. I never felt anything like it.”

“Why don’t you start at the beginning, you know, the part where you ran away with Emerie without telling me first.”

“Oh, yeah, well, I didn’t have time really to ask.”

“Uh, huh.” Teagan removed her robe, covering Keela with it. “Like I said, from the beginning.”

 

Emerie blinked her eyes open. She felt the weight of a blanket on her. She tried to move and quickly regretted it as her whole body rebelled in pain. Turning her head to the right ever so slightly, she saw a small figure sitting on the floor by her side, her head resting on the edge of the hammock. Emerie focused her eyes. 

“Pea?”

Pea snapped out of a daydream. “You’re awake.”

“I wish I wasn’t. My whole body aches, and my head…”

With effort, Emerie moved her hand to her head. Pea cringed as Emerie felt first the knot and stitches on her forehead then slowly moved her hand to her ears as she realized the cap was off. Pea spoke rapidly.

“I told them not to take it off, Emy. Teagan said they had to fix your head. I told them I’d do it, but they said I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Calm down, Pea. You did the right thing.” Emerie pulled the blanket down a little and seemed confused. “Where are my clothes?”

“The bottom of your coveralls were all messed up. I don’t think you can use them again. Teagan took your shirt off to check for any other hurt places. You’re all bruised, Emy. Keela said it’s ‘cause you fell out of the hauler when it flipped.”

A moment of clarity shown on Emerie’s face. “Is that what happened?” Emerie’s face suddenly went pale. “I feel sick, Pea.”

Pea grabbed a wet piece of cloth off the nearby shelf and laid it on Emerie’s forehead. “You need to rest, Emy.”

A few minutes passed and the color slowly returned to Emerie’s face. “I think I remember Keela bringing me here.”

“Yep, she finally changed. That was kinda funny. No one else knew it was her but me. I thought Jasper might even shoot her.”

“And the kids from E1?”

“Drustan said they’re here. I haven’t seen them myself. I’ve stayed by you.”

A tiny smile caught at the edge of Emerie’s mouth. “I’m glad, but you’re going to have to leave me for a bit. There is work that needs done that I can’t do until I rest for a bit.”

Emerie paused as her head throbbed harder causing a wave of nausea. When it passed, she continued.

“The cities are collapsing sooner than I thought. Those from E2 will come this way soon and I’m sure the Council and the others from S2 are close to arriving. I need you to give instructions to Alex, Drustan, Abigail and Faelan. They know how to carry out every plan I devised, just not which ones.”

“We, we could use another stone to help you get better. Then you could do it yourself and not worry about me trying to tell everyone what to do.”

“Another stone?”

“Yea, I took one of the tiny ones we had in here. I explained to Teagan and Jasper how to do it. He used it on your leg. See, he’s still asleep on the floor.”

Struggling, Emerie tilted her head to the right and found Jasper out cold on the floor of the trolley. “Huh, didn’t expect that.” She laid back. “Anyone who can needs to gather supplies and prep the ship. Even the little ones can carry things. Besides, the stones are too dangerous for them.”

Emerie closed her eyes and rested for a few more minutes. Pea waited patiently, holding Emerie’s hand. Emerie’s eyes fluttered back open.

“Maybe we will need to use a stone, but not until we are ready to go to the Council. Now listen, this is what needs to happen.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Pea stepped out of the trolley. Spotting Abigail near the ship, she stood straight, stuck her chin out, and walked with purpose towards her. Abigail, facing the ship, did not notice Pea until she cleared her throat. Abigail turned at the sound.”

“Oh, hi, Pea. How is Emerie doing?”

“Better. She’s resting. I think it’s ‘cause she didn’t get enough sleep more than it is from the wreck. She woke long enough to give me instructions for everyone.”

Abigail nodded. “Good, several of the kids were getting nervous. What’s the plan?”

“You’re supposed to take everything from the farthest supply building.”

Abigail’s eyes widened in shock. “Everything? Won’t that attract attention from the council? On top of that, did you tell her the scouts have spotted members of the Desolate Runners watching the buildings?”

“I told her, that’s why she decided to take everything from there specifically.” Pea took a deep breath and spoke quickly. “She wants us to be seen by Sloan and his gang, draw them out.”

“What? Pea, I respect Emerie, but Teagan said she took a pretty hard hit on the head. You sure she’s thinking straight?”

“She was perfectly clear, Aby. Her exact words were ‘They will find us before we can leave so we might as well make it on our terms.’”

“She wants us to take them on? That’s crazy.”

Pea pictured in her head Emerie ordering the stubborn kids around. She stiffened her body and stared Abigail directly in the eyes. “These are Emerie’s orders. If you don’t like them then you can explain to Emerie why you won’t do what she says. Otherwise, find Faelan. She knows the plan for clearing out the supplies. You leave at dusk. What’s it going to be?”

Abigail blinked a few times. “I don’t think I want to mess with you right now, let alone Emerie. You know her best. If you say she’s good, I’m good.” Abigail saluted Pea. “I’ll make sure it’s done.”

“Any questions?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good, then get moving. I have others I need to talk to.”

Abigail left to go find Faelan. Pea let out a big breath, slumping her shoulders. Checking to see no one was nearby, she whispered to herself.

“This is hard, Emy. I hope you’re right.” Straightening again, she left to find Drustan.

 

Teagan shuffled through a metal crate, pulling out a small dress. Eying it, she shook her head and put it back, digging in the box again. Pulling out a second dress, she fluffed it out. The cloth, thin and light, was dyed in pink. A single flower design adorned the left side by the waist.

“Here we go, Keela. I think this will fit.”

Keela stopped searching a nearby crate. Stepping over to Teagan, she dropped the blanket around her, sticking her arms straight in the air. Teagan slipped the dress down over her and stepped back.

“Not bad, maybe a little short.”

The bottom of the dress stopped just above Keela’s knees. She looked down at the dress and spun.

“I like it.”

“It is pretty, but hold off on the spinning. It defeats the purpose of wearing it if it flies up like that.”

Keela shrugged. “At first I thought Emy only told me that the mylakarnians went without clothing to get me to go along with her plan. Now that I’ve changed to a cat and back, I believe her. They would have torn their clothes all the time. It’s also a lot easier not having to figure out what to do with my tail.”

“Maybe so, but there aren’t any other mylakarnians around, only humans. So I think we will stick with you wearing at least some clothing. Okay?”

“I guess. What about Emy? She had ears like me. Isn’t she a mylakarnian? She said she ran around naked.”

“I don’t know what to make of Emerie yet, but she wears clothes now, so you will too.”

“Okay, okay. You better fix the back. It’s not long and heavy enough like my other one.

Keela faced away from Teagan. The back of the dress hung on the base of her tail. Teagan pulled out her dagger and carefully cut a small hole in the back of the dress. She then fed Keela’s tail through it, a task that made Keela cringe once or twice during an awkward bend. They finished as Jasper stepped in from another room.

“Oh, that looks nice, Keela.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m glad you found one that fit. There isn’t much of a selection. I mostly found food, even in containers and sacks marked as clothing or other materials.”

Teagan closed the container she pulled the dress from. “You too? It’s the same here. I find it odd that she plans to build a new city, but only brings food and water. Did you run across any of the saolstons?”

Jasper shook his head. “Not yet. Want to join me in the search now that you found the little lady a dress?”

“Let’s. I want to see more of the ship.”

Together they explored the interior of the ship. The lower level where they currently stood contained the supplies. Climbing a level, they entered corridors lined with cabins filled with beds. Working their way towards the center they reached a climate sealed door. Inside grew several food bearing plants in a kind of greenhouse.

Keela spun around slowly. “Wow!”

Teagan examined the closest plant that bore the beginnings of fruit. “More food. Jasper, how many children have you counted?”

“63.”

“Same here. Between this greenhouse, the food already packed and whatever else she has yet to bring in, I wonder how long she thinks it’s going to take to get her new city functioning. I mean, if the saolston is as big as she says, then it should have no problem growing food for everyone. Especially if the kids power it using the black stones. I don’t know, it looks more like she’s packing for a really long trip.”

Keela waved from the center of the room. “Hey, I found the saolstons.”

Teagan and Jasper headed in her direction. They found Keela standing by a large crate stacked with blue stones of various size. Next to the crate stood a control panel with various labeled receptacles. Teagan read a few of them.

“Light, heat, water.”

Jasper pointed down. “Look at the floor.” On the ground, lines of black stones wove their way between the shelves of plants. “It’s similar to the train.”

Teagan moved towards the door. “Now we know why she was collecting the stones. Now, I wonder, how does this thing fly?”

Keela ran past Teagan. “I bet there’s levers in the front like the train and the vehicle we drove to E1.”

Taking their time, Jasper and Teagan found their way to a door near the front with the label Flight Control over it. Keela reached the door first.

“It’s locked.”

Teagan smirked. I guess you wouldn’t want one of the little ones playing around in there.”

“Or there’s something Emerie doesn’t want anyone to see,” said Jasper.

“I wouldn’t put it past her.”

Keela sighed. “Since we can’t get in, are we done in here? I want to check on Emy.”

“Yeah, we’re done.”

The three found their way back to the exit. Outside they spotted Pea as she finished a conversation with Drustan. Keela waved to catch her attention.

“Pea!”

When Drustan set off, Pea walked listlessly over to them.

“Running things is a lot harder than I thought.”

Teagan noticed the dark circles growing around Pea’s eyes. “I’m surprised to see you away from Emerie.”

“She woke for a little while. Long enough to tell me what needs done.”

“You look exhausted, you should go back and rest.”

“I can’t. I still have orders to give. I wouldn’t sleep anyway, not until Emerie is better. I wish I could stay with her instead of ordering people around. I don’t like it.”

Teagan bent down, putting her hand on Pea’s shoulders. “If you’ve managed to keep Emerie in order all this time, you should have no problem with these kids.”

“I guess that’s true.”

“I’ll go check on Emerie for you while you finish, but don’t take too long.”

Pea smiled a little. “Okay. I’d like that.”

Teagan stood. “Coming, Keela?”

Pea took hold of Keela’s hand. “Actually, I have to talk to her. You and Jasper, too. So see me right after you check on Emerie. I don’t want to have to hunt you down.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Teagan gently shook Emerie awake. “Hey, nap time’s over.”

Emerie made a weak attempt to push away Teagan’s arm. Teagan shook her a little harder.

“You’re the one who left instructions to wake you when the kids left for the storage building.”

Emerie opened her eyes. “Where’s Pea?”

Teagan frowned. “She’s leading the supply run, remember? I still can’t believe you sent her.”

Emerie sat bolt upright, immediately regretting it. She put her hand to her head to calm the dizziness.

“I told her not to go!”

Teagan relaxed a little. “I thought it a little odd given how protective you are of her.”

“She’s starting to get too much of a mind of her own.”

“I noticed you have that effect on people.”

“Still mad about Keela riding with me out to S2, huh?”

“Yes. I will admit; however, that I’m glad she’s gaining enough confidence to stand her ground. I can’t protect her all the time. I guess it just scares me to see her out on her own.”

“Believe me, I get it now. I can only hope Pea’s okay.”

“You should have seen her bossing the kids around. I think she’ll be fine.”

“I guess I can’t do anything about it now. Besides, I have to get ready here.”

Teagan picked Emerie’s cap off a shelf. “So, Pea really is the only one that knows?”

Emerie gingerly touched the knot on her head. “For once I’d like not to wear that thing, but it’s too much to explain to everyone right now.” Emerie took the cap. “Most of the Council here in Central know about me.” Emerie sighed, her voice weak. “I was part of the whole mess in the first place. My mother was human; my father was the first successfully altered mylark, the first of the mylakarnians. I, I was the first abomination; a cross between animal and human. I was what drove the people on my world to send the Planters away. A human and a beast having a child was unforgivable.”

“I would hardly call you an abomination. An aggravating, know-it-all, unruly child maybe, but not an abomination. Nor do I see any reason why the mylakarnians and humans shouldn’t mix. Although, I guess I’ve only every met one mylakarnian.”

Emerie snickered. “Thanks, I think. Unfortunately, you have had the opportunity to only know the first offspring of the mylakarnians. Keela is a little more developed towards the human form than the originals that those from my world knew.”

“Aren’t you technically the first offspring, even if only half mylakarnian?”

“I’m not sure what that makes me other than an oddity.”

“Maybe you’re not the only one. Your parents left together, correct?”

Emerie nodded. “Yes, but even the other Planters that came with my mother did not approve of them being together, or me. Mother kept her distance from my father after my birth. I saw little of him.”

“If he came here, that means one of the cats on the carousal is modeled after him. Which is he?”

Emerie became defensive. “What do you mean?”

“Faelan said each of the cats on the carousel represented one of the actual mylakarnians. Which means one of them was your father.”

“I don’t… I was very young.”

“I saw the birthmarks on your back, Emerie. I remember one of the cats having the same markings on its back. I know they are the same because they matched the ones on Keela’s fur. Did you think I was too stupid to notice?”

“No.”

“Then why are you afraid to confirm what I’ve already pieced together?”

Emerie shrugged her shoulders. “I, I’ve been alone for a long time. I don’t know what it means to have…” Emerie trailed off.

“A little half-sister? You really didn’t know about her before we met?”

Emerie shook her head. “I knew a pure mylakarnian had been born before the Planters left, but I never got to see the baby or even who had it. Like I said, they wanted my parents to keep their distance from one another. I never even dreamed it was my father’s baby. I only found out when she told me her spots matched the ones on the carousal. Did Keela see my marks?”

“I don’t believe so. Between your injuries and still being stuck in her cat form, I think she was too scared to notice. You know, she’s grown rather attached to you. I think she would be thrilled to know she’s your sister.”

“Right now, maybe, but over the next several hours, I’m not sure even Pea will still like me.”

Teagan grew concerned. “Ahh, I guess this has to do with the rest of your plans. You know, Jasper and I explored the inside of the ship. To us, it appears more like you’re planning to spend a long time in that ship. Is there really a big saolston that can support this city you envision?”

“The stone exists. I saw it when I was little. The catch is, it’s not on Telrune. That’s why I need that ship.”

Teagan gasped. “You mean you’re taking that ship,” she waved her hand upward, “out there? I’ll admit, you’re smart, Emerie, but do you have a clue what to do when that thing leaves the planet? That’s assuming it can. Worse yet, you’re putting all those kids on it. What if something goes wrong and you drift around out there till you run out of food?”

“You’ve seen what’s happening around us, Teagan. We’re sure to starve here, at least on the ship we have a chance to find the place the Planters went.”

“But you don’t know where that is, or how far, do you?”

“No, but the Council does. I remember them receiving at least one message from my mother after she landed at the new site.”

“Why haven’t they left then?”

“I had part of the engine, remember? I also think a part of them still hope another ship from our world will arrive.”

“But they’ll starve too.”

“They have a greenhouse in their complex. If they aren’t trying to feed all of us and hoard the remaining saolstons, they can go on for a long time yet. Everyone else on this planet is nothing more than material for experiments. They don’t care about us. Guess I can’t say I’m much better. I’m letting them all die too.”

“You can’t take everyone; I can see that. How many more could you take?”

“The ship can hold two hundred.”

“So why only the children? You could save over a hundred adults too.”

“I only have so much food to bring on the ship, and I don’t know how far we have to travel. I may not have enough as it is now.”

“What if we find out we can bring more?”

“How do you plan to decide who will come? My decision was easy, take the kids, the innocent, but how do you decide among the rest?”

Teagan shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t either, and I don’t want to try. I wouldn’t trust anyone we brought anyway. I’ve seen what adults can do.”

Teagan sat in silence. Emerie turned to her. 

“I told you Keela might not like me after this. I’m making a choice on who lives and who dies. You have a choice to make too. Help me, knowing you are condemning everyone else, stop me, or do nothing.”

“Oh, I’ll do something. I swore to help Keela. If there’s a way for her to live, I’m going after it. The rest is a little harder to figure out.”

“You don’t have much time to think about it. The only way my plan will works is to pit the Council against the Desolate Runners. Once they realize what I’ve done, they’ll both be after me and this ship. You need to know who you’re going to help.”

Teagan stood to leave the trolley. “Why are giving me the option if you’re so set against adults?”

Emerie shrugged. “You’ve taken care of, even loved, a mylakarnian. I’ve only seen my mother do that. Keela loves you too. If I do stand a chance of her accepting me, you need to come with us.”

Teagan said nothing. Deep in thought, she left the trolley. Emerie drew her good leg to her chest. Leaning her head against it she quietly wept. Am I really doing the right thing?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Anna scrambled around the edge of a broken wall where Faelan, Abigail, Pea and the others waited. She dropped a sack in front of them and whispered.

“That’s all the food.”

Faelan took the sack. “They had a lot less than we thought. I guess it’s a good thing we’re leaving earlier than originally planned.” She turned to Pea. “Are you sure about this Pea?”

Pea nodded. “I think it’ll work best.”

Abigail shook her head. “I still can’t believe Emerie let you do this.”

Pea only shrugged her shoulders. Faelan turned back to Anna. “You’ve already done a lot for us, Anna. I can have one of the other girls go with Pea.”

“I’ll be fine and I’m better at hiding if it doesn’t go like Emerie thinks.”

“Well then, guess we’ll start back.”

Faelan signaled the other girls to grab the remaining sacks of food. When they were ready, Faelan and Abigail crossed the street together, working their way towards the cave entrance. The others followed in pairs, leaving ten seconds between groups. Pea and Anna waited until last, leaving closer to a fifteen second gap between them and the pair in front.

The group moved swiftly through the streets. The girls stayed well-hidden except for Pea and Anna. Instead of crouching, they remained upright as they stumbled over the various rubble along the way. The girls in front of them continued to gain distance until they reached the house with the trap door. Pea and Anna stopped behind a low wall with the building across the street. Pea jerked her head around nervously.

“I don’t see anyone.”

Anna looked around too. “We can’t do anything about it if it didn’t work. The others are too far ahead to help.”

“I guess, but Emy won’t be happy. I wasn’t even supposed to come. I just thought…”

A burly man reached over from behind the wall and grabbed both girls around the neck, one in each hand. “Hello, girls. Seems the others left you behind.”

Both of the girls clawed at the man’s hands, trying to free themselves. The man lifted them off the ground, his grip tightening.

“Now you both better settle down. We don’t want to draw too much attention.”

Pea continued to struggle while Anna froze. The man watched dark patches spread down Anna’s pants until they reached her ankles where her pee dripped to the stones below.

The man laughed and looked at Pea. “At least this one has some respect. I won’t need to worry about her following orders.” Facing back to Anna, the man growled at her. “You go tell Emerie that Sloan wants to trade. He’ll be waiting for her at the hauler warehouse.”

The man released his grip on Anna, dropping her to the ground. She climbed to her feet and ran in the building across the street. A moment later, a second man followed after her.

Pea, managing to get her hands around one of the man’s fingers, pulled it back hard. The man grunted in pain before easily pulling Pea’s hands away.

“You’re a feisty one, but not dumb or else you would have screamed by now. We both know too much racket will draw out people worse than me, and Sloan wants you alive. Why don’t you settle down and make this easier on both of us?”

Staring at his face, Pea stuck her tongue out at the man then tried to kick him. The man sighed.

“Have it your way.”

Pulling a pulsar from a holster on his hip, he smacked Pea on the head with its butt, knocking her unconscious.

 

Anna snatched the waiting lantern at the bottom of the ladder and took off down the tunnel at full speed. Hearing the echo of another person dropping down on the floor, she slowed down. When she heard the footsteps coming in her direction, she smiled and ran full out again, only slowing in the spots where a larger person would have difficulty moving.

She had made it three quarters of the way back to the underground camp when she passed the first figure hidden in a narrow crevice. Another forty feet and she passed the second. Slowing down, she turned to watch the figure light a lantern of its own before stepping out of hiding. Teagan faced back the way Anna had come. The pursuing man slid to a stop, startled by Teagan’s sudden appearance. Teagan slid out her dagger.

“That’s far enough.”

The man held up his hands. “Whoa there lady.” He took a step back. “I’m just lost.” The man spun to try and run back down the tunnel, but Jasper stepped out of the darkness.

“Going somewhere so soon, are we?”

The man stood sideways between the two, watching them approach. When they stood within ten feet, he took a gamble, charging at Teagan. Ready, Teagan dropped to the ground, sweeping her leg around. Her foot contacted the man behind his left knee as he passed, sending him tumbling forward. He came to rest on his back, staring at Anna standing over his head. With fright, he managed to cover his head before she swung her lantern at him. Anna tried again before Teagan reached her and grabbed her arms to keep them from moving.

“That’s enough! You got him.”

Anna, breathing heavily, stepped back. Teagan grabbed one of the man’s arms, and bent it awkwardly. The man bellowed in pain, but Teagan kept her hold. Jasper arrived and helped Teagan flip the man over on to his stomach where they then tied his hands behind his back. Together, they lifted him to his feet. While Jasper wrapped a blindfold around the man’s eyes, Teagan saw to Anna.

“Are you okay, Anna?”

Anna caught her breath. “Yeah.”

Teagan noticed the dark streaks on her pants. “Are you sure?”

Anna’s face reddened a little. “I kinda had to go already, so, I thought it would make it more believable. You know, like he really surprised us.”

Teagan reached out and cupped Anna’s cheek. “Okay, as long as you are really okay.”

“I am.”

“I guess this means they have Pea?”

“Yes, ma’am. She was throwing a real fit too. I don’t think he had any idea we knew they were waiting for us.”

The man, who had been struggling against the rope tying his hands stopped. “What? You knew we were out there?”

Teagan stood and faced him, even though he couldn’t see her. “How’s it feel to be outsmarted by a thirteen-year-old?”

“But Sloan has that little girl always hanging around Emerie. He’ll hurt her if Emerie tries anything.”

Teagan snorted. “That would be the dumbest and last thing he ever did.” She turned to Anna. “I’m not sure I can find our way back, so lead the way.”

“Yes ma’am.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Pea sat on the dirty floor of the warehouse rubbing the knot on the back of her head. A young man sitting on a metal stool six feet from her shook his head.

“Touching it like that’s not going to make it feel any better.”

Pea stuck her tongue out at the man, but let her hand drop. Looking around, she recognized the warehouse they were in, but she didn’t remember arriving. About twenty adults, mostly men, milled about on the floor. Several were checking that their weapons were functioning properly while others checked on backpacks and other tools.

Standing, she felt a rope pull taut at her ankle. Following it with her eyes, she saw the other end tied to a heavy wheel lying flat on the floor next to the young man’s stool. She pulled her leg back hard on the rope to test the knot, but it only tightened, eliciting a grin from the man.

“I may be at the bottom of the Desolate Runners, but I can tie a good knot.”

Pea sighed and sat back down. Bored, she stuck her finger in the dirt and started scribbling. She had a rough drawing of her and Emerie nearly completed when a foot stomped, swiping the drawing away. Tilting her head, she saw the man who had captured her. He bent over.

“What’s the matter? Not so tough anymore?”

“Untie me, and I’ll show you, you big ugly.”

Sloan walked over from the left. “I don’t think we need to do that.”

“Ah, Sloan, I wasn’t going to hurt her that much. I know you need her.”

“Actually I was more concerned about you. I don’t need anyone injured before we can take control of the supplies here at Central.”

The man grunted. “You think a little thing like that is gonna hurt me?”

“That little thing is right hand to Emerie, so yeah, I think she could.”

The man bent over Pea again. “You’re lucky you…” Pea swiped her hand across the floor, flinging dirt into the man’s eyes. He yelled in pain and stumbled back. Pea hopped to her feet and raised her fists, but before the man could clear his vision, Sloan stepped between them. He gave the man a slight push backwards.

“I told you, go check your gear.”

The man growled and walked away while Sloan turned to Pea. “And you! I don’t need you getting hurt before Emerie gets hear or I’ll never get her to make a deal, so behave yourself.”

Pea crossed her arms. “Emy’s the only one who tells me what to do.”

“Well she ain’t here, and I am.” Sloan grabbed her shoulder and forced her to sit. “You stay there and doodle, and I’ll keep the idiots away. Deal?”

“Fine.”

Sloan pointed at the young man on the stool. “You do anything other than making sure she doesn’t run off, and I will take you outside the city and leave you. You got it?”

The young man nodded quickly. Sloan turned and walked off while Pea, smiling to herself, went back to drawing in the dirt.

 

Emerie, wearing a pair of shorts and a plain shirt meant for a boy, sat on a short stool next to the trolley. Her injured leg stuck out in front of her, bound by rope and two metal rods to keep it straight. In her lap lay a blue stone on a piece of cloth. Upon seeing Anna, Jasper, and Teagan approach with the blindfolded man, she wrapped the stone with a bit of cloth.

“I assume this means they have Pea?”

Anna nodded. “Yes, Emy. I…it was scarier than I thought it would be. He let me go and kept her.”

Emerie gave her a kind smile. “It wasn’t because you were more scared, Anna. Pea and I know them, and they her. She was the better bet to keep. Where do they want to meet?”

Anna laughed a little. “At the warehouse over the carousel.”

“Really? Hopefully I can make use of that. Thank you, Anna. Go get cleaned up.”

Anna glanced down at her pants, her face reddening a little. “I meant to do that. Made him really believe I was scared.”

“I know, Anna. You’re one of the bravest kids here. Now get changed, you may not have time later.”

Anna ran off while Emerie wrapped the stone in the cloth. With it secured, she signaled for Teagan to help her stand. Teagan pulled her up from one side, while Emerie used a makeshift metal cane with her other hand. Once on her feet, she focused on the man.

“Now to deal with you.”

The man grunted. “Would one of you mind taking the blindfold off so I can see the pipsqueak who’s talking to me?”

Emerie nodded to Jasper who removed the blindfold. The man blinked a few times as his eyes re-adjusted to the light.

“So not only am I dealing with a pipsqueak, but an injured one at that.”

Emerie gave a wry smile. “You know little of me do you?”

“Sloan said you were a lot smarter than you appeared.” The man eyed Emerie. “Must not be too smart.”

“Jasper, bring him down to my level, please.”

Jasper shoved his foot in the crook of the man’s leg causing him to drop to his knees. Emerie now stood level with him.

“Might I remind you that you have been captured.”

The man looked around. “Other than these two that caught me, the rest of you are nothing but kids. What are you going to do, call me mean names? Besides, I’m leverage for that other girl.”

“Ha. Leverage. Sloan doesn’t care about you. You’re just muscle to help him get money and supplies. Right now, I have all the information for the biggest supply caches on this planet. You. You’re just another mouth to feed when he gets them.”

“Well then, I guess you can let me go. Otherwise, I might get loose and teach these kids a lesson or two about respecting adults.”

“Oh, I have a use for you. One that will help me greatly.”

“I’m not helping you kid.”

“Not your choice.” In one quick movement, Emerie pulled the saolston from the cloth and pressed it against the man’s face. He screamed as the color drained from his body. Jasper started to pull the man back, but Emerie shouted for him to stop.

“It will affect you too if you touch him.”

In a few seconds, the man’s eyes rolled back into his head. Emerie pulled the stone back as the man fell to the ground. Teagan let go of Emerie and rolled the man over to check his breathing. She turned back to Emerie, angry.

“He’s still alive, but barely. Why did you do that?”

Emerie sat back down and began undoing the rope holding the metal rods on her leg. “I have one chance to get the supplies and information from the Council while you rescue Pea. I’m not going to make things harder by limping around on a broken leg.”

The rope fell free, along with the rods. Gingerly, Emerie stood, wincing a little. “I couldn’t afford to use anyone here, but he did just fine.”

“You almost killed him. And this Sloan guy has Pea.”

“I wasn’t bluffing. This man means nothing to Sloan, but I wouldn’t kill him though. Sloan’s pretty much left us alone all these years. I think he actually has a little respect for the children that follow me. That will change after today, but for the moment, I’ll respect the courtesy he’s given me. It’s a shame though. If I had let the stone kill him, I would have been completely healed.”

“You almost sound like you trust Sloan.”

“In a way. He knew, like I did, that things were on a downhill slide. He formed the Desolate Runners to help his friends who were less able than him. He went off track along the way, but he’s still trying. He won’t hurt Pea until he has no other choice. That won’t happen yet, because for now, I’m going to give him exactly what he wants.”

“Which is?”

“What everyone wants. Access to food.”

Emerie turned, limping towards one of the tunnels.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Emerie climbed out of a hole two blocks south of the warehouse. Nearing it, she spotted a man watching her from the 2nd floor. Ignoring him, she continued to the door and knocked. After a few seconds, it opened far enough for her to slip in. A man closed the door behind her. Then, along with another man, he escorted her to the center of the floor. 

Sloan stood waiting for her with Pea sitting a few feet off to his side. Seeing Emerie, Pea gave a weak wave.

“Hi, Emy.”

“Hey, Pea. You okay?”

“Just a bump on my head.”

Sloan interrupted the two. “I figured I owed you something for blasting the ground and not me when you left the city. So, I’m giving you the chance to solve our issue peacefully.”

“I’m not sure I’d call kidnapping peaceful exactly.”

“Well, I didn’t think you’d let me walk right in to your camp. Seeing how I’m missing a man, I’d say I was right. How is he by the way?”

“Ready to go back to fighting and robbing as soon as we settle this. Pea in exchange for the stone I presume?”

“Ha, not with the trouble you’ve caused me.”

Emerie crossed her arms. “Then what?”

“We both know there’s little food left back home. I think it’s time the Desolate Runners move their operations Central.”

Emerie smirked. “I’m sure the citizens of Central will welcome you with open arms.”

“They will when we control all the food, otherwise, they won’t get any. I heard your kids hauled off a fair amount from a storage facility before we caught the little ones.”

“We need that food. You know we lost most of ours.”

“I’m not so cruel as to starve kids. You can have what you already took. As big as Central is, I’m sure there are more caches. You give me their locations and my stone, I’ll give you Pea.”

“And when our supplies run out again?”

Sloan spread his arms. “New deal, but I’ll give ya the best discounts.”

Emerie nodded. “Fine. I’ll get what you want.” She turned to go, but Sloan called out to her. “Hey, take him with you too. He’s too out of shape to run with us.”

Emerie followed where Sloan pointed and saw Lambert leaning against a support beam. He started in her direction.

“Bet you didn’t think you’d see me again, you brat.”

Emerie faced Sloan. “I don’t want him.”

“Too bad. Consider it part of the deal.”

Lambert grinned unpleasantly. “Looks like your stuck with me.”

“It’s easy to get lost in the tunnels below. Keep your mouth shut or you’ll never come back out of them.”

“Just get me to Jasper. I assume he’s still with you?”

Instead of answering, Emerie limped for the exit. 

“Well, he is, isn’t he?”

One of Sloan’s men shoved Lambert forward. “Doesn’t matter. Sloan wants you out of here.”

Lambert frowned at the man, but followed after Emerie.

 

Emerie entered the cavern with Lambert in tow. At the trolley they met Jasper and Teagan. Teagan frowned at seeing Lambert, while Jasper smiled.

“Lambert, you’re okay!”

Lambert crooked his head at Emerie. “No thanks to her.”

Teagan rolled her eyes. “I certainly didn’t think you’d come back with him.”

“Believe me, I tried to leave him, but Sloan made taking him part of the deal.”

“Other than the additional load, did that go as expected?”

“Yes. He wants the stone and the locations of the storage buildings, as I knew he would.”

“That part seemed obvious, it’s everything else you have planned I’m worried about. You’re putting a lot of faith in your ability to know how people will act.”

“Been right so far haven’t I?”

“If you overlook Lambert here turning traitor on us, sure.”

“Oh, I figured that would eventually happen, just not so soon.”

Lambert interrupted. “You know, I didn’t have to help any of you.”

Emerie put her hand on the grip of her pulsar. “And I didn’t have to throw a wrench when I could have shot you. Would have saved me the aggravation now.”

Jasper stepped between them. “I’ll keep him away from you, Emerie. You’ve got enough to deal with.”

Teagan nodded. “Like the lives of all these children, including Pea and Keela. If you guess wrong about these people…”

Emerie removed her hand from the pulsar. “I’ve had a long, long time to watch how these people act. Even so, I know things could go wrong. This is where you decide what you’re going to do, because once I give the information to Sloan, there’s no turning back.”

Teagan gave a curt nod. “I’m with you.”

Emerie turned to Jasper. He sighed before speaking.

“I’m with you. I tried to find another way to keep Keela safe, but you’re right. There’s nothing left here, and I think trying to figure out a fair way to bring anyone else would result in worse fighting than what you’re about to cause. Who knows, maybe when we get where we’re going, we can come back for everyone else.”

Lambert reached out with his hand and pushed Jasper back a bit. “Go where? What is this place?”

Emerie shot Lambert an icy stare. “None of your business.” 

Jasper slowly pushed Lambert’s hand down. “I can’t just leave him, Emerie. I’m not happy with what he’s done, but we’ve been friends for a long time.”

Emerie crossed her arms and looked back and forth between the them for a moment before sighing. “Fine. If he helps bring Pea back, I’ll call us even.” Emerie picked up a nearby satchel, slinging its strap over her shoulder. “I’m going back with the maps and stone. Make sure Keela is ready when I return. Same for you three as well. Timing is everything at this point.”

Emerie left the cavern and headed back to the warehouse.

 

Emerie slipped inside the warehouse, slinging the satchel from her shoulder. “Alright, Sloan, here’s what you wanted.”

Sloan met her halfway into the warehouse. Taking the satchel, he removed the map, handing it to one of his men. Digging in farther, he pulled out the stone wrapped in cloth.

“So far so good. Show me the buildings on the map.”

The man with the map unrolled it on a table. Emerie pointed to the circled buildings.

“These are the buildings you want. They’re all guarded.”

Sloan studied the map. “How many?”

“It varies, and I can guarantee, as soon as you hit one, they’ll increase the defense of the others. In fact, they might do that before you have a chance if they see the food missing from the one we hit.”

“Hmm, I could try and hit them all at once.”

“You could, but it will spread you thin. Not to mention the Council will come after you to try and take things back. I’ve got a better idea for you.”

“Oh, and why should I listen to you?”

“I’ve dealt you fairly in the past haven’t I?”

“True, you have.” Sloan pointed his thumb over his shoulder at Pea. “And I suppose I’ve got her. She’ll stay with me until this plan of yours comes through.”

“I assumed as much.” Emerie pointed at a building on the map. “This is where you need to start. Go here first, and you’ll secure everything.”

Sloan read the label for the building. “Bold. What are you thinking?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Emerie, her limping more pronounced after returning back from the warehouse for the second time, led Keela along a new tunnel. Ahead, light shone down in a circle on the floor, illuminating a rope dangling from above. Reaching the light, Keela tilted her head. Five feet above her head, a four-foot diameter circle had been cut in rock. Blinking in the light, she could see the sky up above.

“What is this?”

“It was a well, but the water ran dry many years ago.”

“And we’re close to where the Council lives?”

“We’re still ten blocks away. I don’t want them seeing us come out of the cave system.”

“I don’t know if I can climb a rope.”

“Just watch me and you won’t have any trouble. You’re stronger than I am after all.”

Keela laughed. “No I’m not. You’ve worked so hard all your life while I’ve sat around letting everyone else take care of me.”

“Doesn’t matter. The simple fact that you’re a full mylakarnian outweighs anything else. I’m glad you were well taken care of and didn’t have to live like I did. It’s done things to me, but you’re so sweet.”

“You’re nice too, Emerie. You take care of all the other kids.”

“Only on the outside. You’re about to see what I really am. Once we meet the Council, there’ll be no more secrets. That’s why…” Emerie bit her lip, her body shaking a little. “That’s why I want to tell you now, even though you may wish it wasn’t true later.”

“What are you talking about, Emerie?”

“You saw my ears, right?”

“Yeah. That was a surprise. They looked so much like mine.”

“There’s a reason for that, Keela. Here, let me show you something else.”

Emerie turned away, lifting her shirt up to her shoulders.

“Do you see the marks on my back?”

Keela was a little taken aback. “Yes.”

“Haven’t you seen similar markings recently?”

Keela thought for a moment before answering. “The big cat on the carousel, the one that I think’s my daddy because his spots line up with… mine. Emerie, your spots are in the exact same spot as his and mine, and, and you have ears like his and mine.” Keela’s breathing grew rapid. “Emerie?”

“I guess you figured out if my mother was a Planter that my father had to be a mylakarnian in order for me to have these ears?”

Keela nodded, her eyes wide. “Uh, huh.”

Emerie let her shirt fall back down. “He was the first one in fact, and the one my mother fell in love with, despite what the others from my world said to her. It was my birth that caused the Planters to leave before any other such thing could happen. Once we arrived, my mother was encouraged to keep her distance. I did not see much of my father or the other mylakarnians, but my mother did tell me that one of them bore a child.” Emerie turned back to Keela, shaking. “Keela, only my father had those exact spots.”

Keela’s heart raced. “That’s why you spent so much time painting that cat on the carousal. He was your daddy. He was…”

“Our daddy, Keela. You’re my half-sister.”

Tears formed in Keela’s eyes. “I’m really not the only mylakarnian? I have a family?”

“I’m not a mylakarnian. I don’t know what I am.”

Keela wrapped her arms around Emerie in a tight hug. “You’re my sister.” Keela bounced up and down as well as she could while holding on to Emerie, laughing between the tears. “I have a sister.”

Emerie tried to keep her voice from breaking. “Half-sister.”

Keela squeezed Emerie tighter. “No! Sister! I was sad when you told me my parents were gone, but I have a sister.”

Emerie allowed herself to hug Keela back. “With luck, we will find them too.”

Keela pulled back just far enough to meet Emerie face to face. “What do you mean?”

“The Planters didn’t just pack up and leave without a plan. They went to another planet. We are meeting the Council in hopes of finding out which one.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I’m going to cause a lot of people to get hurt, Keela, and leave them and many others here to die. I didn’t what you to have to call someone who could do that your sister.”

“Won’t we die if we stay here?”

“Sooner or later.”

“Then if you save all those kids from that, how is what you’re doing bad?”

“Because I’m still hurting people.”

Keela separated from Emerie. “I want to save them too.”

“And you will, by making sure the information we get makes it back to Teagan. I’ve left you in the dark on everything else so you can stay innocent of decisions I’ve made. The same goes for the children.”

“I don’t understand. You’re coming back too, right?”

“That’s my intention, but I can’t run as fast as you. I might not make it.”

Keela shook her head. “I can’t leave you now. I won’t.”

“I figured you would say that, which is another reason I almost didn’t tell you that we’re sisters.”

“I wouldn’t have left you before I knew. You’ve done so much for us.”

“All the same, there are those in the Council who hate me and will try and keep me from leaving. Promise me you’ll make it back no matter what. One of us needs to find our parents again after all.”

“I don’t want to, Emy”

“Promise me.”

“But…”

Emerie took both of Keela’s hands and squeezed. “Promise me you’ll find daddy.”

Keela shifted back and forth on her feet, staring into Emerie’s eyes. Finally, she gave Emerie’s hands a little squeeze back.

“Okay. I promise. I’ll make it back.”

Emerie leaned forward and kissed Keela on the forehead. “Thank you.” She let go of Keela and grabbed the rope. “Watch me.”

Hoisting herself with her arms, she wrapped her legs around the rope and began climbing. Keela watched her climb halfway before following after.

Out of the well, they walked in the open towards a large domed building surrounded by a makeshift barrier of twisted metal. The road led straight to a well maintained gate guarded by two men holding pulsars with long barrels. The men saw the two approaching and leveled the pulsars at them. The guard on the left spoke.

“What do you want, whatever you are?”

Emerie replied in a smug manner. “What, you never heard of a mylakarnian?”

“Fairy tales.”

Emerie tilted her head to Keela. “Oh? She looks pretty real to me.”

The two guards looked at each other. Emerie reached for her cap. “It’s not just her either.”

Emerie removed her cap causing the guards jaws to drop. “What the…”

“You may not know about us, but the Council does. Tell them Emerie, the half-human, is here along with the mylakarnian from S2. I’ll wait.”

The two guards looked at each other again, the one on the left speaking first. “You go tell them.”

“They won’t believe me.”

Emerie put her cap back on. “They will. They’ve sought after me for a long, long time, and if I not mistaken, a few Council members from S2 arrived not long ago. They’ll know about her.”

“Alright, alright. I’ll go tell them. Wait here.”

“Of course.”

The guard on the right unlocked the gate with a key and entered the grounds behind. Emerie and Keela watched him go while the other guard remained with his pulsar still leveled at them. Several minutes later, the other guard returned, opening the gate wide.

“They’re waiting for you inside.”

Emerie and Keela walked through the gate, following a paved walking path leading straight to the entrance of the dome. Emerie stopped at the door.

“Ready, Keela?”

Keela took hold of Emerie’s hand. “Yes, Emy.”

Emerie opened the door and they proceeded inside.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Two young men, one a foot shorter than the other, flanked a third. Both wore plain brown clothes, well-worn with age. The man in the center, hair and beard graying, wore a white coat over a simple, white shirt and pants. He stood with his hands clasped in front of him.

“Hello, Emerie and, if I remember correctly, Keela.”

Emerie gave a slight nod of her head in the man’s direction. “Aidan.”

Keela reacted in surprise. “Yes, I’m…I’m Keela. How did you know.”

“To my knowledge, the mylakarnians only had one child while on Telrune. Emerie, if you don’t mind, kindly hand over any weapons you may have to Finlay.”

The taller of the two men stepped forward. Emerie removed her pulsar from its holster, holding it out for Finlay to take.

“You always did get straight to the point, Aidan.”

“Only with you, Emerie. Even as a child, you stayed away from the storytelling, preferring the facts of reality.”

Finlay took the pulsar from Emerie. Eying her suspiciously, he reached to pat down her clothing. Aidan waved for Finlay to leave her alone.

“No need for that, Finlay. She is a cunning one, but she has never disobeyed me.”

“I’m not a child anymore, Aidan.”

Aidan laughed to himself. “I am forty years your senior and was sole guardian of you for three years. You will always be a child to me. It can’t be helped.”

Emerie blushed a little, causing Keela to giggle. Emerie tried to ignore her.

“About getting to the point.”

“Yes, yes. Follow me, and we shall discuss why you are here.”

Aidan turned to walk down a long hallway that curved to the right. Emerie and Keela fell in step behind him with Finlay and the other man following behind them. Keela noted the dust layered on the floor, so much dust that they left footprints as they walked along it.

“This is a lot different than the council building back home. It was a lot smaller, and we kept everything cleaned.”

Aidan took a moment to take in their surroundings. “Yes, we do seem to have let the outer corridors go unswept for some time. You see, we built this to hold a good many more people. With so few left behind, much of it is unnecessary.”

Aidan stopped in front of a door on his right. “This is me.” He opened the door and gestured Emerie and Keela inside, but halted Finlay and the other man. “You two stay out here for the time being.”

Inside, the room was split into three sections divided by curtains. The center held a desk and chair. The right section contained a counter space covered in beakers and other instruments. The one to the left held a bed and shower. The back wall was solid metal except for a small window in the center and right sections. Through these, Emerie and Keela could see the greenhouse that comprised the majority of the domed structure. Aidan shut the door and walked over to the desk where he sat in the chair.

“The others believe you came to us due to the shortening food supply. I think that may be why you left S2, but not why you’re here. You’ve known what direction this planet was headed in for some time and have no doubt planned well for it. No, you’ve come for something else.”

“I have, Aidan. I need information that is housed here.”

Aidan leaned back. “What information could we have that you would risk coming here for? You know the others will not want to let you leave here.”

“If I can find what I need, we all may leave this place. I’ve fixed the ship, Aidan. Now I need to know where to go with it.”

Aidan sat straight in the chair. “You mean the shuttle left by the transport ships? It was missing an entire engine.”

Emerie smiled wryly. “And where do you think it could have gone to?”

“I guess I should not be surprised, really. You are as innovative as your mother, but moving an entire engine to repair years ago?” Aidan shook his head.

“You already said it. I knew this planet was doomed so I’ve spent all this time trying to figure out how to get off of it.”

“I am impressed. Unfortunately, that ship does not have enough fuel to get anywhere. That is why we never really bothered to try finding what happened to the engine in the first place.”

“The ship has enough to get us away from the surface. After that, well, I’ve made a few modifications. We’ll still need food for everyone on board. How much depends on how far we have to go. I need to see the maps showing the other locations where labs were built. I remember others were more suitable for living than this rock.”

Aidan sat, silently rubbing his chin and starring at Emerie. She recognized the behavior from when she was little. He was trying to decide if she was lying.

Hopefully, I’ve gotten better at this. He used to catch me fibbing most of the time.

After several uncomfortable minutes, Aidan spoke. “The others will want to go back home, not to another test site.”

“With limited supplies, we need to aim for the closest possible site.”

“We have a good deal of supplies around the city and even here.”

“Not for long. There’s is a group called the Desolate Runners. They came from S2 where they controlled the black market. I’m afraid I had to give them everything I knew of the outlying supply buildings.”

Aidan frowned. “It is not like you to give in so easily.”

“They caught me in a bit of bind. About eight years ago I stumbled on to a baby. The little thing was laying with her dead parents. I made the mistake of taking her with me and, well, got a little attached. Sloan, the head of the Desolate Runners, captured her. They wanted information on the storage buildings. Once they verify the information, they are supposed to return her.”

“Do you believe they will keep their word?”

Emerie tilted her head down, her voice cracking. “I don’t know. They’re going to strike tonight, so I guess I’ll find out soon enough. I figured the Council would send out guards to defend the buildings. I guess the other reason I came was in hope that they could get the girl back for me.”

“Hmm, I believe at least some of what you say.” Aidan smirked. “Best you let me talk to the others first and help your story out a little.” Aidan spoke to Keela. “You certainly have stirred up the Council from S2. They will be glad to know you made it here safe and sound. Although, I think things are not so simple with you either.” Aidan pushed back his chair and stood.

“You two can wait here.”

Aidan exited through a door facing the greenhouse. When the door closed behind him, Emerie let out a big breath.

“We’re lucky Aidan greeted us. Things are going much better than I had hoped.”

Keela stood, walking over to one of the windows to watch Aidan. “He’s nice.”

“He is. I truly hope he can come with us.”

“Me too. I want to ask him what you were like when you were little ‘cause it sounds like you got in a lot of trouble.”

Emerie blushed, sliding down in her chair.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

After an hour of sitting, the boredom finally got to Keela. She hopped to her feet and wandered to the small lab where she examined the various beakers and other instruments.

“What is all this stuff?”

“The Planters came here to cure a disease killing our people. Those are the tools they used in their research and tests. Teagan told me they used to draw your blood when you lived with the Council.”

Keela picked up a beaker. “Uh, huh.”

“They would have taken it to a room with equipment like those you’re looking at. They know how to use them to get a better look at what is in your blood. They could then make stuff to put into humans to see if it helped them fight the disease.”

Keela sat the beaker down. “So, when I left, they couldn’t do their tests anymore?” Keela’s face saddened. “No wonder they came after us. How else can they find a cure?” Keela turned to Emerie. “The needles hurt a little, but I didn’t really mind.” She came to a small plant with several little purple flowers. “What did they do here since they didn’t have me to get blood from?”

“This was their main facility when they first came. They ran tests on the mylakarnians and humans. They also researched the plants they brought with them. Once my mother left with the others, they used me. When I left, they only had the plants.”

Keela turned to Emerie once again. “You don’t have the disease?”

“No. I don’t think my mother did either, so I don’t know if that’s why I don’t, or if it’s because I’m part mylakarnian.”

“Now that I know why they kept me in the building so much, I’d like to help. It must be scary to have a lot of their friends and family get sick and not be able to make them better.”

Emerie shook her head. “With food running short and people getting desperate, they won’t have much time left to work.”

The door facing the greenhouse opened, and Aidan stepped inside. “Sorry for the long delay, but it was not without its rewards. I have managed to explain the situation to the others, and they are willing to help. They await us in the chart room.”

Keela joined Emerie as she stood, and they followed Aidan into the greenhouse. Keela stared in wonder at the multitude of plants of various shapes, sizes and colors.

“So many plants. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Aidan led them down a narrow path between dirt beds made for the plants. “While the objective of our group was to research the mylakarnians, we also brought many plants from our home world. As you can see, it is a much more vibrant place than our current location.”

The path reached stairs carved out of stone going down into the ground. They walked a single flight and entered through an open pair of metal doors. The large room inside held thirty tall, round tubes with a thick, blackish gel. Hoses attached to the tubes stretched into a mesh overhead. Emerie pointed to one of the tubes as they passed, speaking to Keela.

“When the Planters arrived, they needed test subjects to see if any of the medicines they created worked. All the humans today, even Jasper and Teagan, are descendants of humans created in these tubes. You know them as the First, Second and Third Seeds.”

Keela shivered. “How long were they in there?”

“Twenty of their years.”

Leaving the room, they entered another hallway. Several doors lined both sides with the hallway ending at another pair of doors. These were shut, and Aidan stopped in front of them. He faced Emerie.

“Caolan and Desmond are, of course, with the others.”

Emerie remained straight faced. “As I expected.”

Aidan turned to the doors, and with a bit of effort, slid one open. Inside, they joined ten others who stood talking among themselves. Along the walls hung maps of Telrune and its cities. At the center sat a large low table covered in a single piece of thick paper. Seeing Emerie enter, everyone quieted. A tall, slender man stepped out from the others until he was within a few feet of Emerie.

“Hmm, I wasn’t entirely sure Aidan hadn’t gone mad after all this time when he said you had come. Now I see you really are here.”

Emerie gave a slight nod. “Caolan.”

“You caused a halt to a lot of research when you selfishly ran away, much like your mother.”

“When did you do any research. All you cared about was making me pay for the actions of my parents.”

Caolan balled his fists. “You’re still a little brat.”

“And your still a…”

Aidan stepped between the two. “We are not accomplishing anything by this banter. We both know the situation we are facing. Let’s focus on that.”

Emerie continued to stare at Caolan. “I wasn’t sure if you knew how bad the food supply had gotten outside of your tidy little dome. You all seemed perfectly content to stay until no one else but you were left.”

A woman from the far side of the table spoke. “We knew of nothing else we could do but continue our research and hope for another ship to come for us. We did send a message home saying that the others had left.”

Emerie turned to the woman. “I take it you never received a return message.”

The woman shook her head. Emerie brushed past Caolan and moved to the table.

“Well, we have a way off this rock, no need to wait for someone who isn’t coming.”

Another man stepped to the table. “So Aidan informed us. On the table is the chart showing the planets with the coordinates and travel times.”

Keela steeped next to Emerie to examine the map. “You mean these are all places like here?”

“Sort of,” said Emerie. “Each is a little different. Several are like Telrune, mostly rock. Others actually have, or at least had, plants and animals already on them.”

Keela scanned the chart, reading names aloud. “Delrune, Oelrune, Selrune.” She stabbed her finger down on a dark round blob. “Telrune! Some of those names are kinda strange.”

The man closest to the table explained. “They’re not really names. They’re designations.”

“Huh?”

Emerie took over. “You know how I called the city's E1, E2, W1? Those are designations. E1 is simply the first city to the East, E2 is the second city to the East. The planets are similar. Each one they considered going to was given a letter, starting at A and going through AD. They called the first discovered thing of a type a rune. So the first saolston found is called the saolstonrune and is kept in a special building with other items of significance. El refers to a living thing when it is not known if it is male or female. On each planet, they hoped to create a new being, the first of its type, that can resist the disease infecting our people. That person, if from here, would be called Telrune.”

“So people like us are on all of these?”

The man shook his head. “No, we didn’t have near that many ships or resources. We went to the ones that we thought best for doing our experiments with. The others were backups in case the first did not work out.”

Keela pointed to a round spot a little up and to the left of the center of the map. “Then why is this one called Ostorin?”

The woman spoke with longing in her voice. “Because that is not an experiment site. Ostorin is our home.”

Keela traced a line with her finger from Ostorin to Telrune, which sat near the far edge of the map. “How far is that?”

Emerie sighed. “Too far.”

Another man from the right side of the table spoke. “We were discussing that. Besides the supplies out in the city, we have a large cache here as well. With the small greenhouse on the ship, there should be enough.”

“Did Aidan not tell you of the bandits that are about to raid those buildings, Desmond? And it’s not just us in this room either. I have over sixty children coming with us. I don’t see how it’s possible.”

“We’ve already sent our guards out to protect the supply buildings. As for the children,” he looked around at the others who turned their heads down at his gaze, “we see no reason to take them.”

Emerie fought to control her temper. “No reason to take them! They are children, that’s all the reason needed.”

“Children born from humans we created in tubes. They’re test subjects, Emerie, nothing more. Even worse, they most likely carry the disease. They are of no use to us, just like all the other adult humans that somehow still survive outside of these walls.”

Emerie’s voice raised. “They are not the same! Unlike those bastards out there killing each other for scraps, I’ve raised those kids to survive by helping each other. Look, all we have to do is head for one of the closer planets that our people built a lab on. We can get help there.”

“I might agree if we knew anything about what happened to those crews. No one has communicated with us since your mother’s ship landed. We may be the only ones still out here.”

“We don’t know if anyone is left on our home planet either! Look, we know at least a few of these planets had plenty of plants and animals on them to sustain us. If we go there first, maybe we can rebuild our supply then try for home.”

“This is not a decision for a child.”

Emerie slammed her hands down on the table. “That’s the best argument you have? How about this! I’m the one who modified the ship to even give us a chance to get anywhere! None of you even know how it works now.”

“It’s not necessary for us to know. You will fly it for us.”

“Oh? I will? And why would I do that? If I can’t take the kids, I don’t care about leaving.”

Desmond stepped close to Keela and smirked. “Not even for your sister. I know it’s hard to think your father was with someone else, but with both of them gone, she’s the only family you have.”

Emerie calmly lifted her hands from the table. “I already know who Keela is, Desmond.”

Desmond’s smile slowly faded as Emerie faced the others around the table. “Every one of you are okay with this? After the mess you created when you refused to go with my parents to another planet. You’ll let more die to go home failures rather than take as many as we can to another planet where you can still work?”

The others in the room refused to meet her gaze as she stared at each in turn. Shaking her head, she tossed her hands.

“This is why I’ve worked so hard to teach the children to help one another. They wouldn’t knowingly leave behind so many helpless people like this.”

Caolan joined Desmond. “If you are done throwing your tantrum, we would like for you to take us to the ship so we can start preparations.”

Emerie crossed her arms. “I don’t think so.”

“Caolan grabbed Keela’s shoulder forcibly. “Don’t you remember screaming as you watched your parents fly away without you. I don’t think you want to go through that again with the only family you have left.”

“I’m not planning on it. Aidan, how long has it been since Keela and I met you at the entrance?”

“About two hours.”

“Hmm, a little ahead of schedule, but not by much.”

Desmond tilted his head to the side a little. “What are you talking about?”

“You see, I remember the day you two snatched me away very well. I know exactly what you are capable of. In fact, I expected nothing less. I never intended to take any of you with me. I only needed to know where my parents went and knew you would let me in when you heard I had a way off this rock.”

Desmond snorted. “Tough talk, but you’re not going anywhere without us.”

“Honestly, I’m not much better than the rest of you. You see, I had hoped at least some of you might stand up for the children, but I didn’t really expect it. That’s why I gave more information to the Desolate Runners than just the directions to the outlying storage buildings. I gave them the information they needed to break into here where all the best supplies are kept. They should be arriving any time and with your guards out at the other buildings, guess that just leaves the eleven of you to stand against them.”

Desmond stepped back in fear. “They’re coming here, but our research, our supplies.” He reached out his hands towards Emerie and grabbed her by the neck. “You stupid brat. None of us will get off this planet without those supplies.”

Emerie grinned evilly even while she had trouble breathing. Desmond loosened his grip in confusion. He started to speak when a muffled explosion rumbled from a far area of the compound. He let go of Emerie completely.

“Grab any weapon you can find and meet at the entrance to the underground stores. If that’s where they are heading it will be the easiest to take a stand.”

No one moved as they stood in shock. Caolan shouted at them. “You heard him! Move!”

The others shook off their confusion and ran out of the room. Emerie took hold of Aidan’s sleeve before he could leave too.

“Aidan, for the time I knew you, you treated everyone fairly, even telling others you believed my parents should stay together. Please, come with us. I need an adult like you. Those kids won’t listen to me forever. Not when they grow into adults, and I remain a child.”

“Emerie, you’ve doomed yourself by giving the food away. I don’t think you can even make it to the closet planet with so many mouths to feed.”

“Oh, I have food, or at least I will shortly. Part of the reason for me coming here was to act as a distraction while the children used a small tunnel near the storage room to carry out all that they could.”

Aidan almost laughed. “You always were a smart one. Although whoever comes out of the battle from either side will hunt you down in a hurry.”

“That’s why we must leave now, but I have one other question. Where did my,” she took Keela’s hand, “our parents go?”

Aidan stepped over to the chart on the table and pointed to a planet at the very edge of the map, not far from Telrune. “They headed here, it had the best potential for supporting life for the long term.”

Emerie noted the coordinates before asking Keela to help her roll up the paper. Holding tightly to it, she turned back to Aidan. “You would be of great help to me and the children.”

Aidan nodded. “Perhaps I could redeem some of our mistakes if we can save them. I wouldn’t mind seeing the others either. It has been a long time. Okay, follow me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

Teagan crouched behind a small, overturned hauler fifty feet from the entrance to the warehouse. Any farther and one of the remaining Desolate Runners might spot her. Dagger drawn and ready, she waited and listened.

Inside the warehouse, Pea had long since tired of doodling in the dust and now lay on her back staring at the sky through the holes in the roof. At first, the music drifted in so softly that she thought she had started humming it to herself without realizing it. When it grew louder, she rolled to her side, putting her ear to the metal floor. A smile formed on her face. Pushing herself to a seated position, she studied the floor. She spotted the faint crease where the doors joined only a few inches from her. With a bit of alarm, she noted the wheel she was tied to lay on the opposite door as her. She quickly stood and hopped over to it. The man guarding her jolted from his slumber.

“What are you doing now?”

“You’ll see.”

The man eyed her with distrust. “I know there’s only a few of us, but don’t think you can get away.”

“Oh, I know I can’t. At least not by myself.”

The large circular doors beneath them creaked upward a few inches. The man jumped to his feet, confused.

“What the?” 

The noise of the doors also caught the attention of the other four Desolate Runners left behind to guard Pea. As they turned to face the center of the warehouse, the large doors slowly started to separate. The man by Pea pointed his pulsar toward the expanding opening as music rose from below, filling the room.

Outside, Teagan heard the faint groaning of the metal doors sliding open as well as the music. Peeking over the hauler, she saw the man standing in the window over the entrance turn and disappear inside. She waved back to Jasper and Lambert who hid inside another building half a block away. They ran to her, and together they rushed for the entrance of the warehouse. Lambert, turning his shoulder towards the door, took the lead. As fast as he could muster, he rammed the door, knocking it open. As he tumbled inside, Jasper and Teagan stepped through.

Yelling at Jasper, Teagan pointed at the man next to Pea. “Take him!”

Jasper found Teagan’s target, firing his pulsar on its lowest setting. Before the man guarding Pea could react, the discharge from the pulsar hit his left shoulder. He spun backward, dropping his weapon. Teagan ran towards Pea, but a blast from overhead sent her stumbling, almost falling into the open floor. Jasper spun to locate the shooter, while a woman with a crudely made sword ran from the far side of the warehouse at Teagan.

Jasper found the shooter just in time to dodge the man’s second shot. The blast missed Jasper by inches, but he kept his calm and fired back, hitting the man in the leg. The man fell off the beam he stood on, landing in a clump on the floor, groaning in half-conscious pain.

The woman reached Teagan, swinging her sword down at her. Teagan rolled left, the sword cutting into her cloak. Teagan launched her dagger at the woman, hitting her in the abdomen. The woman reached for the dagger, letting the sword fall to her side. Teagan sprung from the ground, tackling the woman. The sword clanged to the ground as Teagan landed a blow that knocked the woman unconscious.

Near the entrance, a shout made them freeze. “That’s enough, or big guy here gets it.”

Jasper and Teagan both turned to find the other man holding a knife to Lambert's throat. “That’s right, everyone stays still, and we can sort this out.”

Teagan felt her hair blow to the side as a pulsar blast buzzed by her. The discharge hit the knife arm of the man, taking it off at his elbow. He screamed in pain as Lambert pulled himself free. Reaching for his throat, he felt only the slightest trickle of blood where the knife had nicked him. All turned in the direction the shot had come from. They saw Pea throw down the pulsar, covering her ears to try and block the man’s screaming.

Teagan ran to Pea, wrapping her in her arms. Jasper followed behind, grabbing the sword from the fallen woman. Reaching the two, he cut the rope holding Pea. He then shouted down into the pit.

“We’re clear!”

A ladder appeared from below and was placed against the edge of the doors. Yelling at Lambert, Jasper started down.

“Lambert! Move.”

Lambert, still feeling this throat, looked between the screaming man and Pea. Shaking a little, he made for the ladder. Meanwhile, Teagan squatted in front of Pea, caressing her face.

“You okay?”

A few tears ran from Pea’s eyes, her hands still over her ears. “I hate those things. Emerie made me learn to shoot them.”

Teagan gently pulled away one of Pea’s hands, causing Pea to wince at the loud screaming. “That may not have been very nice of her, but we’re alive because of it. Some things are necessary whether you like them or not.”

“But, but that man’s arm.”

“Better his arm than his life. He’ll learn to live without it. Now, climb on my back, and we’ll get you out of here.”

Teagan turned around, allowing Pea, still crying, to wrap her arms around Teagan’s neck and then her legs around Teagan’s waist. Making sure Pea was secure, Teagan climbed down the ladder after the others. Below, the boys that had helped open the doors and start the carousel were already gone. Keeping Pea with her, Teagan, Jasper and Lambert ran after them.

 

Aidan led Emerie and Keela back along the hallway. Near the top of the stairs leading to the greenhouse floor, they paused. Aidan crept forward, checking for anyone among the plants. He could hear muffled shots down another set of stairs off to the right. The greenhouse appeared clear. He signaled for the two girls to follow, and they crossed the floor together.

Aidan led them to the main entrance. Opening the door, they were surprised to find two of the Desolate Runners guarding their exit from the building. Expecting trouble, the two men calmly aimed their weapons at Emerie. The one to her right ordered her to stop.

“Hold it right there, Emerie. Sloan thought you might try and slip away. Didn’t want you doing that until after he confirmed the food was where you said he’d find it.”

Emerie put her hands on her hips. “You’ve got Pea; why would I lie?”

The man shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know, but Sloan does the thinking, we just follow the orders.”

“I can tell.”

From back in the greenhouse, new shouts arose. Aidan clasped his hands together in front of him. 

“Perhaps you should go help your friends instead.”

The shouting grew louder, all of it from one voice. The men didn’t move. The one to the left smirked as he said. “Sounds like they’re coming this way to me.”

Another shout, closer, and Emerie could tell it was Sloan’s voice calling her name in anger. Beside her, Keela leaned over and whispered in her ear.

“Get ready to run.”

Keela turned to the men. “Want to see a neat trick?”

Without waiting for a response, Keela transformed to her cat form. The men looked at each other in wonderment. Taking the small window of distraction, Keela charged at the man on the left. She smacked headlong into his chest, knocking him to the ground. The other man swung around to take aim at Keela only to have Aidan rush at him.  Desperate, the man fired a wild shot at Aidan, tagging Aidan’s right arm before Aidan landed a blow to the man’s face.

Emerie now rushed ahead. Grabbing the man’s arm holding the pulsar, she bit down hard. The weapon fell as Aidan landed a second blow. Emerie grabbed it, pointing back at the man.

“Hold still and I won’t fire.”

The man stopped struggling. Emerie glanced behind her to find Keela astride the other man, claws extended and at his throat. From within the greenhouse, Sloan’s shouting grew close. Looking through the open doors, she saw him and the Desolate Runners, along with the Council, sprinting in their direction. The man Emerie held at pulsar point chuckled.

“Too late.”

Aidan reached for Emerie’s pulsar. “Run. I’ll stall them.”

Emerie shook her head. “You don’t deserve to stay here and starve on this planet.”

Aidan took the pulsar. “I can’t keep pace with two mylakarnians. Let me make amends for my mistakes right here and now. Go young lady. That is an order from your guardian.”

Emerie snatched the pulsar from the other man off the floor. “Carry me to the well, Keela.”

Keela withdrew her claws. Jumping off the man, she stood next to Emerie. As Sloan reached the greenhouse doors, Emerie climbed on and wrapped her free arm around Keela’s neck. Keela bolted forward. Emerie stole a glance back and watched Aidan fire a shot at Sloan before one of the Desolate Runners knocked him to the ground. Another one took aim and fired at Keela. Emerie dug her heel into Keela’s right side.

“Right!”

The blast missed by a foot to the left as Keela sidestepped right. Flying past the outer gate, Keela turned hard to the left, putting the wall between them and Sloan. At a full run, it took less than a minute to reach the well. Emerie dismounted and slid down the rope. In her haste, Keela did not completely change form before leaping for the rope to follow Emerie. Dropping down below, the sight of the strange human-animal combination startled Emerie. Without taking notice, Keela changed all the way back to her cat form. Emerie hesitated for only a moment before climbing back on to Keela. Keela dashed for the ship.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Keela barreled into the deserted cavern. Approaching the ship too fast, she locked her legs, sliding on the dirt. She almost pulled the stop off when her front paws caught more solid ground sending her and Emerie tumbling. Changing back to her normal form, Keela stumbled to her feet.

“Sorry, Emerie.”

Emerie slowly stood, rubbing her back. “That’s twice, now. You don’t get to drive anymore.” She pointed to her left. “Grab the chart. I dropped it when we fell.”

Keela spotted the chart laying a few feet away. A little beyond it lay the pulsar they had taken. Emerie moved to retrieve it. Above them, a door on the side of the ship slid open. Drustan, lowered a ladder.

“Everyone is ready, Emerie.”

Pulsar in hand, Emerie climbed the ladder with Keela hot on her heals. Limping as fast as she could through the corridors, she made her way to the control room of the ship where Drustan waited.

“How did Faelan do retrieving the supplies?”

“We got most of what you projected, but not all.”

“The planet the Planters headed for is closer than I thought. If we’re careful, we should make it. Has Pea made it back yet?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“We may have company before they get back. Do you remember how to enter the coordinates?”

“Yes, Emerie. I’ve practiced what you showed me over and over.”

“Good.” Emerie took the chart from Keela and handed it to Drustan. “Put the saolston in and enter them. Once they’re in, start the pre-launch sequence. I’m going back out to open the overhead doors.”

Keela stepped close to Emerie. “I’m coming too. If Sloan shows up, you may need the help.”

“I want you in the ship so you don’t get left behind.”

“Me get left behind? I’ve saved you twice now.”

Emerie sighed in frustration. “Fine, but if everyone else makes it back on the ship, don’t wait for me.”

Emerie started out of the control room, but Drustan stopped her. “Emerie, which one do you want me to enter?”

Emerie called back over her shoulder. “Velrune, it’s at the very edge of the map.”

Outside, Keela stopped Emerie next to the ship. “Let me get the doors. If Sloan shows up, you know how to fire the pulsar.”

Emerie nodded and watched Keela run off to a small room carved into the side of the cavern wall. A moment later, a loud, screeching groan fell from overhead. A sliver of sunlight shone down to the floor followed by a shower of dirt and pebbles.

Emerie covered her eyes from the dust. Dropping her hand, she spotted Teagan and the others emerging from one of the tunnels. Teagan called out to her.

“It’s us, Emerie. We’ve got Pea.”

They made it a few steps when another group appeared from a second tunnel. Jasper turned when he heard the commotion.

“It’s Sloan!”

Teagan, her hands full with Pea, ran for the ship. Lambert, a step behind, was the one to see Sloan fire a shot at Teagan. Throwing himself forward, he grabbed Teagan’s feet, pulling her to the ground as the blast flew through the spot her head once occupied. The impact of the floor jarred Pea loose from Teagan’s grasp. From behind them, Sloan yelled.

“Grab the little girl. Emerie won’t leave without her.”

In horror, Emerie saw Caolan and Desmond run from behind Sloan, along with a few of the faster Desolate Runners. Emerie froze, over taken by the memory of her mother leaving her so long before. She could feel the tight grasp of those two men as she watched the ship lift off.

Off to Teagan’s left, Keela dashed out of the control room door. She scrambled towards Pea while Teagan and Lambert worked to regain their footing. Jasper, dropping to a crouch, fired a shot back in Sloan’s direction, but his aim went wide as he dodged a pulsar shot meant for him.

Behind Emerie, the ships engines roared to life, snapping her back to the present. “Keela! Inside the ship! Now! Jasper, get Pea and go!”

Both Keela and Jasper faced her in confusion. Emerie leveled the long pulsar rifle at Jasper.

“I said now!”

Keela swerved back towards the ship, passing Emerie as she ran towards Caolan. Jasper dropped his pulsar and grabbed Pea while Teagan and Lambert jogged after him. Desmond made it to within fifteen feet of Jasper when a discharge from Emerie’s pulsar caught him center in the chest, leaving a foot diameter hole.

Caolan, watching Desmond’s body collapse to the ground, stopped in his tracks. His hands shot into the air in surrender, his voice shaking.

“Wait a second, let’s discuss this.”

Jasper, still carrying Pea, ran by Emerie. Sloan reached Caolan, stopping next to him.

“Right, Emerie. You understand we’re desperate here. No harm meant.”

 Teagan and Lambert neared Emerie. Before passing by her, Teagan caught a glimpse of the vacant expression on Emerie’s face.

“Emerie, it’s not…”

Emerie fired a second shot. Sloan flinched as Caolan’s head disintegrated. His falling body revealed a Desolate Runner standing behind with his pulsar aimed at Emerie. The flash from its barrel brought the life back in Emerie’s eyes. She dove sideways as the discharge grazed her side, striking Lambert in the leg. Emerie returned fire sending her attacker to the ground. Other men, armed with swords, ran past him.

Scrambling to her feet, her side burning with pain, Emerie struggled over to the ladder of the ship. To the right of the ladder stood Jasper handing Pea up to Teagan in the ship. To the left of the ladder lay Lambert, rolling in pain.

Emerie bent down to Lambert. “Focus Lambert, we can get you in.”

Another blast went wide of Emerie, flying just under the ship. Emerie stood, swaying, and fired back, this time grazing the other person in the hip.

Emerie’s legs buckled under her, dropping her to her knees. A second shot, from one of the now closing in Council, exploded Emerie’s pulsar in her hand.

Emerie fell back, her ears ringing and her head spinning. She saw Jasper appear over her, shouting.

“I’ve got Lambert! You get this heap of metal moving.” 

Jasper lifted Emerie off the ground and over his shoulder. Emerie saw five men within sixty feet closing in on them. With a heave, Jasper launched Emerie towards the opening in the ship where Teagan and Keela snagged her by the arms, hoisting her inside. Emerie, her voice weak, grabbed Keela’s ankle.

“Take off!”

Keela sprinted towards the control room. On the ground, Jasper struggled to help Lambert to stand on his remaining leg. Upright, he reached for the ladder as the first group of men reached them. One shoved Lambert free while a second leapt onto the ladder. Jasper snagged the man by his leg and jerked him down. From inside the ship, Teagan drew her dagger and flung it at another man swinging his sword at Jasper. The dagger lodged in the back of his neck, but another man filled in his place.

The ship shuddered as flames blazed downward from its engines. Slowly, it rose from the stone floor. Teagan dropped on her stomach, reaching her hand down.

“Jasper!”

Jasper dodged a sword strike and jumped for Teagan’s hand. Falling short, he grasped the last rung on the ladder, now suspended above the ground. A man from the floor grabbed Jasper’s ankles and tried to climb over him. Teagan felt frantically for her second dagger, forgetting she had left it stuck inside the woman at the warehouse.

On the ladder below, Jasper struggled with the man, trying to keep him from advancing. In a last effort to shake the man loose, his hand slipped from the rung. Teagan watched both men fall to the ground.

“No! Jasper!”

Behind her she heard Emerie’s weak voice. “Pull the ladder in and close the door.”

Teagan pushed herself to her feet. She spun with anger to face Emerie.

“We just lost…”

Emerie lay on the floor, switching back and forth from holding her seared side and the bloody, metal shredded mess of her other hand. Tears streamed down her face.

“If the door isn’t closed when we leave the planet, we all die.”

Teagan slowly nodded. Feeling like she was in a horrible dream, she pulled up the ladder and shut the door.

Using her good hand, Emerie wiped her eyes before pulling her goggles over them. “Take me to the control room. Drustan knows the basics of how to fly this thing, but if anything unexpected happens…”

“Right.”

Teagan took Emerie into her arms and jogged for the control room. Around her, she could feel the speed of the ship increase. By the time she reached the control room, the force made it hard for her to move across the floor. Drustan, seeing Emerie, moved out from a seat in front of a large control panel laden with buttons and odd sticks. Teagan sat Emerie in his place. Emerie pointed to empty seats behind her.

“Sit!”

Drustan and Teagan wasted no time in obeying as they felt an invisible force push their bodies downward harder and harder. Emerie, struggling to keep from passing out, studied the panel in front of her. Flipping a switch, the outline of the cavern and the ship displayed on a clear screen in front of her.

“Curse the Desolate Dust, we’re leaning,” hissed Emerie.

She reached for the largest of the odd metal sticks on the control panel. Crying out in pain from her injured hand, she forced the stick millimeters to the left. Teagan felt the ship shift right ever so slightly. On the screen, the outline of the ship cleared the doors of the cavern.

Emerie held the stick steady as the shaking of the ship increased. Together, they watched the ship on the screen rise away from the ground. Above it, a new line appeared, curving the same as the line showing the ground. A moment later, the ground disappeared from the bottom of the screen, the upper line almost on them. Right as Teagan thought the ship would tear apart, they breached the line and the shaking stopped. All the force she had been feeling press against her disappeared. Instead, she felt her insides rise up as her whole body lost its weight. In front of her, she saw Emerie lift a little from her seat before she pressed a series of buttons. Everything returned to normal in an instant. Emerie let go of the stick, pulling her hand to her chest.

“Make the announcement, Drustan.”

Drustan moved over to a funnel on the wall. Clearing his throat, he nervously spoke into it. Teagan heard his voice echo throughout the room. “Everyone, we have left Telrune. Those on first shift, please take your places on the lines.”

A minute later lines of black stones around them flickered to life, emanating blue light. Emerie pressed a few more buttons and the engines lost their roar, replaced by a gentle hum. On the screen in front of Emerie, a new drawing appeared. One, a round figure, flashed. Teagan left her seat, leaning over Emerie to see.

“What is that?”

Emerie, eyes half closed, voice barely above a whisper, answered. “Where we’re going.”

Teagan read text below the flashing circle. “Planet Velrune.”

Emerie nodded. “That’s where mommy and daddy are.”

“Your mommy? You mean, that’s where the Planters went when they left Telrune.”

Emerie nodded again as her eyes shut. “Yes, the Planters, the mylakarnians, my daddy, and Rhea, my mommy.”

A small smile touched Emerie’s lips before she slumped over.
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