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        Ruling with an iron fist seemed like the way to go, but when Adelita goes missing, Cruz begins to see the holes in his uncle's plans. Without stopping to check if this is a journey he's well enough to take, Cruz forsakes everything he knows to go off with Santos and Rafael in search of their missing heart.

      

      

      

      
        
        Caring becomes contagious when Tio Bruno involves himself, giving up far too much to protect Tavita, even though there's no guarantee she's not behind Adelita's abduction.

      

      

      

      
        
        Even though death is certain, when the warriors leave the safety of the village, they know there's no turning back.
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            No Protection

          

          CRUZ

        

      

    

    
      All my favorite things start out as bad ideas.

      It was a poor choice to sleep next to Adelita, but I did it anyway. Granted, the first time, I wasn’t aware she was so near, but I’ve invited her into my bed many nights since then, even though I knew it was dangerous.

      My mother drove a stake through her own temple to escape the mental torture of La Sayona. The witch who haunted my grandfather also tormented my dad. When I came of age, La Sayona left him and seeped into me. Every night, she chases me, captures me and takes a sickle to my flesh. It’s terrifying, so much that I refuse to sleep beside a woman. La Sayona is a jealous witch, zealous in her torment of our bloodline. If she senses I might be near a woman, she will drive my partner to madness.

      It’s why I never should have let Adelita sleep beside me.

      Yet now it’s my favorite thing.

      Addy’s soft skin brushes my face while I sleep, her midnight-colored hair tickling me when she shifts under the covers. She makes precious cooing sounds in her sleep. I know they’re precious because I never use that word other than to describe her little sleep sounds.

      It’s an odd dichotomy of sensations that hit me when I sleep with Addy. Her curvy body looks so trusting in slumber. It makes my chest swell with all the best parts of masculine energy. I want to protect her, to buy her things, to make her smile, to hold her as if she’s fragile.

      Of course, she’s nothing like breakable.

      The other feeling I cannot deny is the overwhelming landslide of safety that engulfs me whenever I sleep by her side. I don’t know what it is about her that protects me, but that’s exactly what she does. La Sayona leaves me if Adelita is by my side.

      My Adelita is the strongest person I’ve ever come across. She can tear the door off a car like it’s made of tinfoil.

      La Sayona should be scared.

      Except tonight, she’s not.

      I’ve grown soft, too off my guard. I didn’t expect La Sayona to attack tonight, but she’s driven stakes into my hands, nailing me to the ground of my psyche so she can peel the skin off my back. I tell myself it’s a night terror. I tell myself I’m safe, but the pain is real. Real and inescapable.

      It takes a lot to wake me when La Sayona has her hold on my mind, so when water fills my nose and makes me feel like I’m drowning, I am grateful for the relief.

      Santos. Santos is here. Santos is waterboarding me, because that’s what he does when I can’t wake up.

      La Sayona screams that her pig is being taken away from her. The witch never tires of punishing the men in my family for the sins of the past.

      I cough, choke and splutter as rough hands tip me onto my side. Santos is the nicest guy on the planet, but raised by sadists, so waterboarding me makes logical sense to him.

      My entire nasal passage burns, but as my eyes blink the room into focus, the discomfort is the least of my problems. “What… Huh?” Why Tio Bruno is in my bedroom with Rafi and my father, while Adelita is gone is beyond me.

      Santos sits back in the bed, because of course the woman of every man’s dream comes with a boyfriend, who just so happens to be my adoptive brother. Santos holds his head in his hands, and when I sit up, I can see why. If his headache is anything like mine, I pity him.

      The room spins while I grip the headboard. “Why are you all in my bedroom?” Then, before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “Where’s Adelita?”

      I’m not supposed to be this attached to her. I’ve tried to play it off like it was a convenience thing. She chases away La Sayona, so we sleep beside each other. No big deal. Nothing more than a friend helping out a friend.

      Except I don’t think friends watch each other sleep.

      And I really don’t think a friend notices when his buddy’s nipples are taut and erect.

      Shit.

      “On your feet!” Tio Bruno’s voice comes out like a foghorn. It’s like he thinks he’s still in the barracks, commanding troops and giving orders laced with unending disappointment.

      If I ever found a single thing that might impress my uncle, I would do that thing every day. But as I’ve actually tried everything in my arsenal and he still looks at me with veiled displeasure, as he’s doing right now, I’m not sure he’s capable of being pleased.

      My dad’s cadence tempers the harsh command. “Easy, Bruno. It’s clear something happened to them. Quick, Aarón, fetch them some water. The healer’s on the way. Are you hurt, boys?”

      My closed eyes help me focus, but the second my lids open, the room spins again. “Ugh. Did we go drinking last night?”

      Tio Bruno moves to the nightstand and sniffs our cups. “Milk. What happened? Do you know where they took her?”

      “Who?”

      Tio Bruno narrows his eyes at me as if he thinks I’m trying to be funny. “Adelita. Did you see who took her?” I look much like him—same shape to my mouth, same hard cut to our jawlines, same broad shoulders, thick chests and towering forms.

      Only nothing about me feels towering or strong this morning. My head aches, which, after being tortured all night with a sickle, is just the icing on the cake.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to force Tio Bruno’s words to make sense.

      Santos tilts his head up at my uncle, and then makes to stand. One step out of the bed, and his legs go out from under him. “Oh!”

      Dad dashes to Santos, helping him back into the bed. “Easy, Son.” He feels Santos’ forehead and frowns. “He’s fainted.”

      I gape at Santos.

      Well, I’ll be. He did faint.

      Rafi rushes to Santos, slapping his cheeks to no avail. “Wake up! Santos, stop this! What happened?”

      “Adelita? Where is she?” My mouth is so dry.

      Did Adelita get up in the night and get lost on the way back to the bedroom? Is that why La Sayona was able to get to me?

      Tio Bruno gets in my face and shouts, “Where is she? Who took her? Focus, Cruz!”

      He’s wrong. No one could possibly take Adelita. She’s strong. She’s…

      “Cruz!” Tio Bruno barks, shaking my shoulders.

      His volume combines with whatever is in my system that’s making things blurry. I open my mouth to respond, but the room tilts. Before I know it, my head hits the pillow, and the room goes dark.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Two Adelitas

          

          CRUZ

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to be sick again. I’ve lost count of how often I have thrown up. I cannot imagine much more is left in me, yet every few minutes, my abdomen contracts so violently, I am certain I’ll never be able to stand.

      Where is she? They’re not telling us anything. From the moment we woke up for the second time today, Santos and I have been vomiting worse than anything I’ve ever experienced.

      Eva keeps knocking on the door to ask if I need water.

      “Go away!” I manage, though why I’m being a jerk to her, I couldn’t say. It’s me I’m mad at. I had the perfect woman in my arms—in my bed, no less—and she’s been snatched away from me.

      At least, that’s what I have been told from Tio Bruno through the door. He is angry with me because I let a daughter of Máximo go missing. But there’s no way he could possibly hate me more than I loathe myself. Adelita is missing, and I can’t even stand long enough to be helpful.

      Eva’s knock on the door is far more polite than Tio Bruno’s bang, but it still irritates me. I spit into the toilet. “What?”

      My sister is no shrinking violet, but I can hear her attempt to be gentle. “Santos passed out again. I just need to know you’re still conscious. The healer is testing your mugs now. Aarón swears he only brought you warm milk with vanilla beans last night, but you both slept in until ten, and then passed out this morning. Now you’re both barfing enough for several people. Cruz, did you two eat anything weird?”

      “I had the same thing you all did at dinner, and the same thing Addy and Santos had before bed.” I groan. “I don’t want to talk about food.”

      A fresh wave hits me, and I bend over the toilet again, spewing out bile, since there is nothing left in my stomach.

      Tio Bruno takes over. “Adelita, Cruz. Did you notice anyone following her?”

      When the wave recedes, I gasp, clutching the seat. “Other than the Kalku, who’ve been on us ever since she escaped them the first time?”

      “Other than them.”

      I shake my head, but no one can see me. “How do you know she was taken? Maybe she ran out on me again.”

      I cringe at the telling language. I need to be more careful about that. She didn’t run out on me. She ran out on Santos before, because she was scared the Kalku would be a danger to us.

      But we brought her back home, and after we smoothed things over, she seemed happy to be with us. Granted, meeting her half-sister for the first time had been a shock, but if anything, I would guess that would make her want to stay in the village that much more.

      Tio Bruno’s voice lowers. “There are signs of a struggle. Blood. The front door is broken off its hinges. You were drugged, Cruz. It’s the only way to explain both you and Santos sleeping through a woman being snatched right out of your bed.”

      Sickness weights my body, though it’s not from the drug or whatever. My insides are hollow because I cannot fathom how off my guard I was to not wake up when Adelita was taken from my arms.

      “The steamed milk,” I guess. “The three of us had steamed milk before bed. None of you all had that.”

      A foggy image surfaces in my mind’s eye from my dream, nagging at me to put shape to the blurs. Eva and Tio Bruno are talking to me through the door, but my aching gut tells me this picture is more important. I grab hold of it as best I can before it floats out of my reach.

      “Two Adelitas,” I croak, interrupting whatever instructions they are trying to give me.

      “Come again?” Eva asks.

      “Before La Sayona came into my mind, there were two Adelitas with me in my dream.”

      Eva gags. “Gross. Could you be any more of a perv? I don’t want to hear about my brother’s sex fantasies.”

      “No. One Adelita took the other away.”

      But Tio Bruno gets there before either of us. He swears and bangs a fist on the door to punctuate his frustration. “It’s the other daughter of Máximo! I locked Tavita in the cell myself! She can’t have gotten out. I’m going to check right now. Stay put. Eva, guard the door.”

      Tio Bruno starts shouting commands through the house, which tells me a few soldiers are milling about and springing into action. One is posted by me and Eva. One with Dad and Consuela. One with Santos and Rafi. One is sent to the sitter’s house to watch my little half-siblings.

      Tio Bruno’s voice booms through the hallways. “Do not leave any member of the royal family unattended! If the captive daughter of Máximo is missing, then we can bet she’s the one who poisoned Cruz and Santos, and abducted Adelita. No one comes in or out of this house without my say-so.”

      Then his boots thud toward the back door in a rush, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      How could Adelita have been overpowered?

      Duh, she was drugged, dummy.

      Why would Tavita, Adelita’s half-sister, want to abduct Adelita? When we met her last night, she didn’t seem to have anything nefarious up her sleeve.

      Where would she take Addy?

      Realization hits me as another bout of vomit slithers up my throat.

      Maybe Tavita didn’t want to be rescued from the island where Máximo resides. He is her father, after all. How else would the soldiers from the Mendez tribe have made it over to the island and back, when no one else has ever managed the feat? Máximo practically giftwrapped her for them.

      Tavita poisoned us so she could take our girl to the home Addy never agreed to visit.

      If I had to put money on it, that she-snake is taking Adelita straight to Máximo.

      Fates help us.
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            Weak Knees

          

          Bruno

        

      

    

    
      I messed up. I can’t even count how many ways I’ve miscalculated this whole thing. I shouldn’t have believed that the daughter of Máximo could be trusted to stay in her cell. Who knows what kinds of tricks and weapons her wicked father showed her? She was biding her time, waiting until we brought her half-sister right to her. Not one day after Tavita met Adelita does Adelita go missing, and Tavita vanishes without a trace. The signs of struggle near the front of the house tells me Adelita fought to free herself—valiantly, in fact—but Tavita overpowered her.

      I race toward the barracks, ignoring the salutes and bows that find me along the way. The people respect my authority, that’s for certain, but I’m no doubt compromising that by running through the village as if I have no control over my people.

      Yes, José is the chief, but this is my domain. He garners the love of the people, and I take their grave respect.

      It works well for us.

      I rush past the clusters of homes, the thick knots of trees, hoping I’m wrong. Maybe I’ll get to the barracks and find Tavita sitting there in all of her sweetness, welcoming me to sit beside her on the cot.

      Tavita. Why she wouldn’t tell me her name, I’ll never know. I can’t shake the rose-hued image of Tavita sitting in her cell, calm and quiet, looking up at me with those damned emotional blue eyes.

      I fell for her. Like a schoolboy with a crush.

      Talk about a late bloomer.

      But deep in my gut, I know she’s gone. Cruz’s hazy dream confirms what I am certain of: I underestimated the enemy. I saw the blue-eyed, silky-haired beauty and assumed she was an innocent victim.

      To be fair, the soldiers from Mendez who rescued her told me that’s exactly what she was. Her demeanor certainly reflected that picture. Tavita’s silence was most unsettling.

      She didn’t fight me on being locked in her cell. On the contrary, the locks seemed to calm her, to assure her that she was safe.

      I secured her in one of the more humane cells that even had a working toilet.

      How did she get out?

      When my boots hit the concrete of the barracks, I slow so my knees can handle the slight downward slope. One day, I’m going to break down and admit to the healer that my joints ache, and I need something for the pain.

      Not today. If I’m being honest, that’s probably never going to happen. If the healers knew I had a weakness, that might spread through the village, and there goes the respect I’ve worked for my whole life.

      I trot through the winding concrete halls, collecting the salutes of the soldiers who have no idea something is amiss.

      Maybe Tavita didn’t break out after all.

      But as I near her cell, I know any hope that she might still be inside is foolish. Even though the door is shut, I can feel the absence of her presence. I’m loathe to admit, even to myself, that I sometimes strolled down this hallway simply because her presence calmed me. I even took to sitting in her cell in the chair at the end of long days, thinking things over and untangling my mind. She would say nothing, but just being near her helped quiet the angst everyone assumes I don’t experience.

      I told myself I visited her so often because a prisoner driven insane by solitude is more work in the end. But if I am being honest, I did it for myself. For that quiet calm that blanketed my anxiety.

      I was weak-kneed for her, letting my insides lift the moment I walked into her cell.

      Like an idiot.

      It’s how I know she’s not inside, even as I unlock the door and tear it open. There’s no sense of peace coming for me. When my eyes confirm as much, my heart sinks.

      Anger rushes through my veins, as it always does when my authority is skirted. This woman escaped my cell, and it looks like she didn’t use force or break through the lock. She must’ve stolen a key.

      Like a fool, I check my belt, confirming that I am not the weak link in all of this. Relief floods me, because now I can throw my fury at someone else—whoever didn’t have a hold of his keys.

      I shake my head. That’s neither here nor there. I’ve got two daughters of Máximo who have gone missing.

      I make my way to my quarters and shove traveling supplies into my pack. I haven’t had to go on the road in a long time, thanks to Cruz handling things outside the village. But this woman broke out of my cell and stole someone out of my brother’s house. Stole Santos’ girlfriend straight from his arms.

      I don’t care if I have to take down Máximo himself; I will not let my authority weaken because of a breach like this.

      When I emerge, I go to my number two. One day, that will be Cruz, but Javier is older and a far better communicator to the soldiers. Cruz will learn, and then I can hand the army over to him. Until then, Javier is sufficient to look after things in my absence.

      Javier salutes when I approach. “Morning, Commander.”

      I nod to acknowledge his greeting. “I have urgent business to see to. The daughter of Máximo we’ve had in our cell escaped in the night and abducted Adelita from Don José’s home.” I barely wait for the information to register with him before I push on. “I’m going to track them down and bring them back.”

      “Very good, Commander. How many soldiers do you need?”

      Probably the whole army won’t be enough to get through Máximo’s wards on his island, if that’s where this chase leads me. “None,” I rule, which I know is foolish. “I’ll go by myself. I might take Rafi, but I need to move quick and stay under the radar. I’m banking on the element of surprise.”

      It’s clear by Javier’s raised brows and pursed lips that he wants to argue my logic, but like a good number two, he simply nods. “If you’re certain that’s best.”

      Darn him for knowing how to talk me out of a bad idea without triggering my ego. He’s one of the few who knows how to talk to me in a way to get me to listen. “You’re right. Gather up a dozen soldiers. Not Cruz and the boys. They’re not on their feet yet. Tavita was wearing a tracker on her ankle, so if we’re quick, we can find her.”

      Unless she took it off.

      “Very good, Commander. I’ll sync her tether to your phone. And I’ll look after things here while you’re away.”

      He’s fifteen years older than me, but never crosses the line by assuming he knows more than I do about how to run the army and keep the village safe. He’s helpful without being overly assertive. I like Javier.

      “See that you question Chef Aarón. Cruz, Santos and Adelita were poisoned with something that knocked them out, which made Adelita easier to steal in the night. I know Chef Aarón didn’t do it, but see if he noticed anything off in his kitchen. If you learn anything of interest, report it to Cruz.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      I turn on my heel and walk up the incline toward the sunlight. Many days, I stay in the barracks because the slanted walk out is killer on my knees. I’m glad I’ve never admitted that to anybody.

      A quick stop at the house tells me Cruz and Santos are still dealing with the poison, though at least now with the help of healers. I tell my brother I’ll be gone for a few days tracking the girls, though really, it could be much longer than that.

      José grips my forearm. “Bring Adelita back, Bruno. Cruz wants to marry her. She can secure our bloodline. She must be rescued. Do all you can.”

      My brows shoot up into my hairline. Cruz wants to marry her? Huh. He’s got his work cut out for him, being that Santos dotes on her like she’s an infant.

      I debate snatching Rafi to go with me, but when he emerges from the bathroom Santos is in, I can see he’s got sick splattered across his torso.

      He’s got his hands full.

      I need to move now.

      I leave the house to its chaos and slip out into the midmorning sun, knowing that with every minute that passes, the odds of me finding Adelita alive grow slim.
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            Racing and Ralphing

          

          cruz

        

      

    

    
      Eva and Consuela help me into the car, even while they admonish me for leaving. “You’re not even upright yet!” my stepmother frets, dabbing at my face with a cool washcloth.

      “I don’t need to be upright. Rafi’s driving.” Even though I have double vision from dehydration, it still smarts that I have to relinquish my hold on the driver’s seat.

      Eva holds onto my clammy hand, her eyes burning with unvoiced worry. She likes Adelita. She’s always wanted a girlfriend her age who didn’t glom onto her for her status, or talk down to her because of her frivolous fashion addiction. Addy is a good fit for her.

      And now she’s gone.

      Aarón helped Dad pack our bags. Poor guy’s been doing everything he can to make up for the fact that someone used his drinks to poison us. It’s not his fault. It’s…

      I still can’t bring myself to say it aloud. It can’t be Tavita. I looked into her eyes. I would have seen duplicity if it was in there. She was secretive, sure, but she wasn’t trying to trick us. If anything, she admitted probably more than she wanted to. She gave us her name, even, and told us about Santiago.

      Santos is still reeling from that. This is why we need Addy here. She’ll ask the hard questions. She knows how to get people talking, even with a small tilt of her head.

      “Bring my sister home,” Eva says with a serious threat in her tone. Then she moves toward the driver’s door, fixing Rafi with a look I cannot decipher. Eva hugs Rafi tight. “Be careful,” she whispers, and I can tell she’s getting choked up.

      “Never,” Rafi promises, like the brat he is.

      She scowls, but Rafi’s already rolling up his window, chuckling, though I cannot imagine what’s so funny. Addy is missing. Nothing will be funny again until she’s home.

      I want us to get going as soon as possible, so I have to bite back a plea for Rafi to slow down when he peels out of the driveway fast enough to turn my already sensitive stomach.

      Rafi blasts the music just to be a jerk. But the agony in my head doesn’t last more than a few seconds before he cuts the radio to stave off Santos’ groans.

      As soon as I right myself, pressing my temple to the cool glass of the window, my words find me. “You’re a dead man.”

      Rafi’s laugh has a note of exhilaration to it. “I could knock you over with one hand. Save your anger for someone who’s scared of you.”

      Santos snarls at the both of us. Though his skin is sallow and his eyes lidded, his command rings firmly through the car. “Focus, the both of you. Adelita is missing. Tavita took her, I’m guessing to bring her to Máximo. Cruz, get on your phone and call the Mendez soldiers who rescued Tavita from the island. Get as much information as you can on how they got over there. That’s where we’re going.”

      Rafi gapes at Santos. “We can’t go to Máximo’s island, Santos. Our best bet is to try and get to her before she crosses over there.”

      Santos rolls down his window to let in some fresh air. “Tavita’s got half a night of a head start. Plus, she knows where she’s going. We head to the island.” He speaks with such certainty that neither of us argue further.

      I pull out my phone, wishing there was a better plan than bold suicide. “We’re not going to make it off the island if Máximo learns we’ve set foot on his land.”

      Though my words carry big implications, neither of the guys says anything to the contrary. They also don’t beg off, or ask me to call for backup.

      We know what we’re getting into, going down this path, and we’re not turning back. We’ll either bring Adelita home, or we’ll die trying.

      I talk briefly to the me-equivalent of the Mendez tribe, listening to his short answers after he learns that we lost Tavita.

      “You realize we buried two soldiers liberating her. You truly lost her?”

      I bristle at his insinuation. “Thanks for your help.” I end the call quickly so I don’t unleash on him. “Head west, Rafi. All the way to the coast. Aim for the harbor in Chavez Park. That’s where they launched out from when they went after her. We need to charter a boat at nightfall. But they said the Kalku regularly patrol the area, so when we get close, keep an eye out.”

      “On it.”

      I need to barf again, but there’s no use stopping. I roll down the window and heave over the side of the car, shaking as sweat chills on my neck and forehead.

      Santos isn’t far behind, his head swinging out of his window in the passenger’s seat. His noises of distress tug at my heart. I’m supposed to take care of Santos. He’s my responsibility. My chest aches worse than my stomach whenever he’s in distress, which is saying something.

      Rafi tosses a bottle of water into the backseat once I sit down. When my window rolls up, he hands me a few takeout napkins from the glove box for me to wipe off my mouth. “Maybe we should turn around,” Rafi suggests.

      Everything in me (which isn’t much, granted) rallies at the notion that I’m not fit for a search and rescue mission. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “Don’t think about it? That’s really where you’re at? There are about a hundred other soldiers who are better suited for a fight than you two. Think about what’s best for Adelita, not your pride.”

      Yet, despite his lecture, Rafi keeps driving.

      Santos rolls up his window, a pathetic whine surfacing.

      I double down. “By the time we get to the harbor, I’m sure the sickness will have passed.”

      “Or it won’t, and I’ll have to leave the two of you behind and cross the water by myself. You realize those are our only options, right? We don’t even know what kind of poison you were given. You could be seriously in danger. Do you understand that?”

      It’s then that I realize Rafi isn’t being belligerent. He’s genuinely scared for us.

      I sit up as straight as my waning energy will allow and try to convince him with my appearance that everything will be okay. Though, of course, I have no idea if that’s even remotely true. Santos and I very well could be dying.

      I can’t think about that now. I can’t be dying. Santos is a healer. He would know. He would have said something if we were.

      Or he’d be an idiot, like me, and do all he could to get to Addy before our last breath.

      I need to lie down. Though my body is too big for such things, I curl up on the backseat, cuddling my torso and hoping this doesn’t all end in our deaths.
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      I might never be able to eat again. I cannot remember ever throwing up this much, even when I got food poisoning from some questionable goat tacos when I was a teenager. Yet no matter how much I vomit, more still comes.

      “Eat another bite,” Tavita urges.

      “I can’t!” Even crying hurts, though I can’t seem to stop. “Don’t make me eat!”

      My sister is not aggressive, but there’s no questioning I will do as she says. She’s got a calm certainty to her tone that I’m guessing she gained from years of being a physical therapist, coaxing people to push themselves beyond what their bodies are comfortable doing.

      Tavita’s hand on my back settles my instinct to run. Not that I could stand if I tried. “The more you eat, the more you’ll throw up. The poison latches onto food. The only way to get it out of your system is to give you more food and have you throw it up. It sounds weird, but that’s how Father designed it.”

      A frustrated scream rips out of me. “Máximo is not my father! No parent of mine would ever invent something so terrible.”

      Tavita doesn’t miss a beat. “Shh. I know.” She pinches my cheeks together so my mouth pops open. Then she pushes the burrito between my teeth. When I bite down, she cups her hand over my lips so the food stays inside. “That’s good. One bite at a time, we’ll get this poison out of you. Have I mentioned that I’m sorry I poisoned you?”

      A tear splashes into the toilet I’m kneeling before. I cannot posit a guess as to the last month that the gas station attendant cleaned the bathroom. “Why are you doing this? I still don’t understand.”

      To her credit, she doesn’t give an exasperated sigh, even though she’s explained her actions at least five times on our trek.

      “I didn’t mean to. Please believe me. Máximo is our father, Adelita. He’s as wicked as they come. When I was abducted by him, he implanted a device behind my ear. What I hear, he hears. But it only works during the day. When the moon comes out, my words are mine. That’s why I didn’t answer you on the drive. It’s why I only wrote things down for you to read. I don’t want him to hear us.” She sniffles as she knots my hair in her fist. “When he sacrifices someone, he can control my actions. That’s no doubt what he did last night. I saw myself sneaking into the kitchen after I heard a woman say she was going to have someone make you warm milk. I dripped the poison into the jug of milk because that’s what Father made me do. I couldn’t stop myself!”

      Tavita waits for me to swallow
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