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    The sun hung hot and heavy in the cloudless sky. Good. Lissa still had time
    before the things that slept in the day uncurled from their hiding places
    to stalk the Wildwood, bathed in moonlight and wreathed in the smoke
    forever seeping through the Perimeter.



    The smoke always made Lissa’s throat itch, but it had gotten even
    worse since they’d started using that damned Foxwept Tar. Idiots. The
    Wildwood was already adapting, and it wouldn’t be long before even
    the incendiary gel couldn’t hold it back. Then what would they do?



    She didn’t need to go any closer to the edge to know what she would
    see. For years, a seemingly eternal battle had raged between the
    encroaching Wildwood and Foxwept Province’s military, red and black
    fatigues marking human and android soldiers alike.



    Speaking of which.



    The hair on the back of Lissa’s neck rose, prickling under her
    collar. There was something watching her, something not of the Wood.



    She skirted the edge of the Perimeter, careful to keep out of sight. It
    wasn’t illegal to live in the Wildwood, but it was still better not
    to be seen. There was always the odd soldier with a hero complex who
    didn’t understand why anyone would choose to reside in the
    distorted wilderness. Even those living close to the flaming Perimeter had
    to endure a certain amount of suspicion.



    Still, the soldiers were better than the rest of Foxwept Province, who
    viewed the people of the Wood as degenerate bumpkins—backwood and
    backward, clinging to trees and hiding in the shadows from the danger that
    constantly stalked them.



    Lissa snorted. Living in the Wildwood was safe enough if you respected it
    and kept your wits about you. The problem was, not everyone
    did—tourists with romantic views of the dangerous wilderness were the
    worst—and it brought unwelcome attention to the rest of them. It had
    been nearly eight years since the disaster that had created the monstrous
    wilds, and every year brought more thrill-seekers in search of bragging
    rights for braving the terrible Wildwood.



    Until they ended up being bitten, stung, poisoned, or one of a hundred
    other things. And then, of course, someone had to rescue them, and the
    Wildwood once again came under scrutiny, and its inhabitants—the ones
    too stubborn, too poor, or too hunted by the law—held their breaths,
    waiting to see if this would be the time the governor of Foxwept Province
    finally sat up and paid attention. Invariably, the storm would pass, and
    the province’s attention would refocus on solvable problems.



    Ugh. Best to just find the plant and get back. Swift could get his own accursed sap next time. He knew how much she detested getting this close to the
    world outside the Wildwood, and still, every time he needed something near
    the border, he would ask her to get it, even though he was more than
    capable of doing it himself. So why did she keep agreeing?



    Because I’m pathetic, that’s why.



    The closer she was to the Perimeter, the closer she was to the rest of
    Foxwept Province, and its capital city, Portfade. To life. To a
    world she desperately wanted to belong to, but never would.



    All because of her…difference. Swift thought she should march around
    all of Foxwept with her head held high, but for Lissa, accepting that she
    had to live with something and being proud of it was not the same
thing. Besides, it was all right for him to say that—he at least    looked normal.



    And it wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. When she was younger,
    she’d gone to Portfade on errands with her mother, had even enrolled
    in school there. On the first day of classes she’d been so full of
    foolish hope, buoyed by the diversity of faces around her. She’d
    known it wouldn’t be easy, but…



    But the taunts, the cruel nicknames still haunted her. Even the teacher
    hadn’t been able to meet her eyes. All because they could see what
    she was. How would they react if they knew there were others like her,
    people whose oddness couldn’t readily be seen? Would it matter? Or
    would those folks be accepted because they had the civility to keep their
    true selves hidden?



    In her case, it made no difference either way. Hiding what she was would
    draw nearly as much suspicion and attention, so in the end, she kept to the
    Wildwood. There, surrounded by strangeness, she could almost ignore the
    shame that burned under her abominable skin.



    Almost. In her weaker moments, she resented herself more than those
    who’d teased her. She could’ve been stronger, could’ve
    refused to let her fear and embarrassment hold her prisoner. But she had,
    and if she was honest with herself, she still did.



    A musky, honeyed scent on the air broke her reverie. There. The
    plant she’d been searching for. She winced. It seemed even bigger than
    normal and again she cursed Swift under her breath.



    Let’s get this over with.
    She dropped her backpack to the ground and rooted through it, before
    pulling out a pair of long mesh gloves. She slid them over her hands then
    tugged them as far past her elbows as they would go. Hopefully, it would be
    protection enough.



    Ignoring the sweat trickling down between her shoulder blades, Lissa
    approached the large plant, trying to disturb the air as little as
    possible. The corpselure was nearly as tall as she was, its mouth wider
    than her arm-span. At the moment, its barbed maw was closed, the long
    spikes interlocked in an impenetrable barrier, guarding the prize within.
    It swayed on its thick stalk as she stepped closer, and she closed her eyes
    and took a steadying breath.



    Slow. Nice and slow. 



    Millions of fine golden hairs sprouted from the fleshy green stalk, giving
    the plant an almost cuddly appearance, but Lissa wasn’t fooled.
    She’d seen the jaws of a corpselure clamp down on the neck of a
    curious deer more than once, suspending it mercilessly above the ground
    until the corrosive sap liberated its head from its body.



    Only the quickest to learn survived in the Wildwood.



    
        Which is another reason Swift sent you instead of coming himself; he
        knows better than to go around tickling carnivorous plants. Some best
        friend.
    



    But she’d promised. And it wasn’t like she was doing it for
    free. The tiny automaton bird Swift had promised to build for her in
    exchange was well worth the risk.



    Except that he’d probably have made it for you anyway. 



    The plant shifted again, its jaws parting slightly as though it were
    tasting the air.



    
        It suspects I’m here. I’ve got to do it now, before
        it’s certain.
    



    Tugging up her gloves once more, she grabbed the special vial and
    approached the corpselure, stretching out her hand while leaning as far
    back as she could. She ran the vial lightly over the golden hairs, and the
    great mouth snapped open, the crimson flesh inside as hypnotic as a beating
    heart. Pooled in the bottom jaw was the glistening, deadly sap she’d
    come to collect.



    If it didn’t bite her arm off first. How long would Swift wait before
    coming to find her? Hours? Days? Weeks?



She shook her head.    Stop being ridiculous. Just do it before you lose your nerve. 



    Smoothly, she dipped the vial into the viscous liquid, careful not to touch
    the barbed lips. There, just a bit more and—



    A blur of movement in the corner of her eye was the only warning before
    something hard struck her on the back of her head. Her arm jerked
    involuntarily and, in terrifying slow motion, the steel trap of the jaws
    began to snap shut. She wrenched her hand back as quickly as she could, and
    she was almost free, almost safe, when one of the barbs caught her, just
    above the cuff of her glove. Fire burned a trail up her arm to her shoulder
    as venom bit into her flesh, the pain so sudden and overwhelming that she
    stood there with her mouth agape, staring at the red spokes snaking up her
    arm, scorching their image into her retinas so deeply she could still see
    them long after the dark of unconsciousness swallowed her whole.
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    Will he never shut up?



    In his mind’s eye, Artem stood, walked with his plate to the head of
    the table where his father droned on and on, lifted the heavy pewter dish
    high, and brought it crashing down on the old man’s head. Maybe then,
    with gravy and blood dripping down his face, he would finally stop talking.



    Or at least talk about something different. Lately, it seemed all his
    father wanted to discuss was his children’s obligations to the
    business, to the family.



    To him.



    And no matter how Artem looked at it, it was bad news. When he was younger,
    he, the second—and as such, lesser—son, had been naïve
    enough to think he might one day be able to have a life beyond this family,
    away from his father’s shadow and the shade of his dealings. He would
    see the world, would live where no one knew who he was, where they
    didn’t duck their heads and cross to the other side of the street
    when they saw him coming.



    He’d been such a fool. The best he could truly hope for was to become
    another faceless, nameless member of the firm. At least then he might get
    an occasional break from his father’s relentless scrutiny.



    “Which brings me to my next announcement.” Andrei looked at
    each of his three children in turn. “Luka will no longer inherit my
    title as head of Paragon. Instead, the three of you will compete for
    it.” The corner of his mouth quirked in anticipation.



    Luka took the bait first, roaring his disbelief. Artem closed his eyes.



    His father must be loving this, dangling the bloody carcass of their future
over his children’s heads like they were a pack of wolves.    He’s hoping we’ll tear each other apart. And he would
    probably get his wish.



    Paragon was the umbrella that covered the Volkovs’ true business
    dealings in a layer of respectability so translucent Artem marveled at the
    endurance of the whole charade. No one with a brain in their heads could
    believe there was anything decent about them—including Artem.



    His whole life he’d endured the stares, the whispers, the distance
    that separated him from the rest of Foxwept. It was as though he wore a
    mark, a burning brand that warned others to stay away or risk their lives.
    If only they knew how powerless he really was. For years, he’d tried
    to extricate himself from Paragon and his father’s hold, so slowly
    and subtly that by the time the old man realized, it would be too late.



    Luka will no longer inherit my title. 
    Artem’s time had run out.



    Luka had always believed he would automatically become head of the family,
    and so had his siblings. Ever since they were born, Artem and Misha had
    watched from the sidelines as Luka was groomed for inescapable success. And
    now? If Luka was having the title snatched away from him, something was
    going on. Something big. 



    The sharp crack of Luka’s fist smashing onto the table in front of
    him snapped Artem’s attention back to the present. He straightened in
    his chair, the skin on the back of his neck prickling as though his
    father’s jaws had already closed around it. Luka’s chest
    heaved, his gaze darting wildly around the room as though he couldn’t
    decide who to blame. It landed on Artem for only a split second before
    turning toward the real threat.



    Misha.



    In contrast to Luka’s anger and Artem’s silence, their
    father’s announcement was greeted with pleasure by his third child.
    She narrowed her eyes and grinned, a smile dripping with corrosive malice.
    Had she suspected what their father was up to? Either way, Luka was in
    trouble. Artem had no interest in taking the title—just the opposite.
    But Misha…she’d often chafed at the restrictions placed on her
    by their father because of her sex. But now, in only moments, the playing
    field had become level.



    Luka was just getting started. “But why? Why would you
    suddenly— I mean, how could you choose one of them—
    ” He brushed off his siblings like flecks of dirt on his
    suit jacket. “Over me? I’ve spent my entire life doing
    everything you—”



    “Told you to do. Yes, Luka, I’m aware. And that’s part of
    the problem.” He gave his eldest son an ironic grin. “You
    don’t know how to think.” He rapped on his
    temple with his knuckles. “Anyway, the title can still be
    yours. You just have to earn it now.”



    Earn it.
    A place in their own family, if it could even be called that. Their father
    had raised them to be wary of each other, to know that although loyalty to
    the family meant everything, blood itself meant nothing.
    So the siblings had circled each other all their lives, watching and
    waiting.



    For an opportunity just like this.
    The dogfight they’d trained for their whole lives. Well, Artem wanted
    nothing to do with it.



    “Shut up, Luka.” His father’s voice was soft but carried
    all the force of an apocalypse.



    Luka shut up.



    “Whoever ends up leading this family has to be smart. Ruthless.
    Resourceful. Therefore, we’re going to have a little contest. And
    whoever wins will inherit everything.”



    “So what’s your plan?” Luka recovered quickly, his
    expression now one of fierce determination. Life had long since taught him
    there was no point arguing with their father, who couldn’t have cared
    less that Luka had already devoted his life to being his understudy. No,
    the only way to reclaim his position was to win. And Luka knew it.



    “We’re going to propose a ridiculously lowball sum to purchase
    the Wildwood from the province.”



Buy the Wildwood? An out-of-control, predatory, mutated jungle?    And do what with it, exactly? He’d have thought Father would
    want to avoid any connection to the mutant forest—he may not have
    caused the blight with his own hands, but his funding had certainly made it
    possible.



    Luka echoed Artem’s thoughts. “Are you mad? Whatever the devil for?” He shook his head but couldn’t stop the hope that crept
    into his eyes. “This must be a joke.”



    Father crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s no joke. And I
    expect you to show more respect in the future.”



    Still Luka persevered. “But what do you plan to do with it? This
    could sink our whole—”



    Father held up his hand and again, well-trained, Luka snapped his mouth
    shut. “There’ve been some rumors of certain resources in the
    Wildwood, resources which, if discovered and exploited on land we own,
    could make us richer than our wildest dreams.” He paused
    dramatically, undoubtedly to see the effect this had on his errant
    offspring.



Richer than his family’s dreams? That was unreasonably rich.    This is going to be a bloodbath.



    Misha’s eyes glittered, the gaze of a predator whose prey was
    completely oblivious to its presence. Artem shuddered. Hopefully she would
    never look at him like that. “What kind of resources?”



    Father smirked. “Medications, exotic plants, and
    animals…narcotics.” He lifted his chin, as though expecting his
    children to protest.



    “Isn’t the Wildwood dangerous?” Misha tapped her gold
    fingernails against her teeth, and Artem itched to hold her down and file
    them off.



    But she was right. The Wildwood was incredibly dangerous;
    everybody knew that. Years ago, scientists in the Blackmoth
    Republic—backed by ‘businessmen’ like his
    father—had genetically engineered crops to increase yields in the
    agricultural land in the west of the country, thinking that the success
    would ensure bountiful harvests and keep the entire Republic fed, plus put
    it on the map for exports. Oh, and make its investors an obscene amount of
    money.



    The results had been monstrous. Literally. Plants and animals mutated and
    grew out of control, spreading across the landscape like a plague,
    impervious to pesticides and herbicides. The tangle had spread so far and
    so quickly that it had nearly pushed the habitants of Foxwept Province into
    the ocean. Now, nearly eight years later, the military could barely keep it
    contained as it rapidly adapted to anything they could throw at it. The
    newest invention, an incendiary gel called Foxwept Tar, was currently the
    only thing holding it back. And for how much longer?



    And this—this jungle of killer plants and ferocious mutant
    beasts—was what Father believed would be the key to his kingdom? The
    day just got weirder and weirder.



    “Yes, it is. Very dangerous. But that works to our advantage. Nobody
    else wants to touch that land, and the government would be happy to have
    the inconvenience and expense of it off their hands for a pittance. Then
    once it’s mi—ours…” His father looked way too
    pleased with himself, like nothing could possibly go wrong with his insane
    plan. Had all the power finally rotted his brain?



    Well, we all know what pride comes before.
    Artem snorted to himself. As if he’d ever be that lucky. “So
where do we come in?” Artem asked.    And how can I get as far away from it as possible?



    “You three will be responsible for reconnaissance.”



    “Meaning?”



    “You’ll go into the Wildwood and find its secrets. Whichever of
    you brings back the most valuable information will inherit.”



    If we come back at all.
    Was that also part of his father’s plan? Artem didn’t intend to
    find out. He wasn’t going to risk his life for something he
    didn’t even want. Let Luka and Misha fight to the death over it. He
    would stay where he’d always been—in the shadows, out of the
    way. In fact…



    His heart picked up its rhythm and he fought to keep his expression
    neutral. This could be the chance he’d been waiting for. Let Luka and
    Misha go for each other’s throats. In the meantime, while his
    father’s eyes were on them, Artem could make his escape. He’d
    been squirreling money away for years in the hope that one day he would be
    able to get beyond his father’s clutches and see the rest of the
    world, like a normal person. He added up the figures in his head. He had
    enough for a couple of years, if he lived frugally. After that, well, he
would just have to see. At least he would be away from here. From    him.



    Artem threw his napkin over the remains of his breakfast and stretched
    before pushing himself away from the table. His mind raced. What should he
    do first? What should he pack? He would wait until his brother and sister
    were safely tucked away on their mission, then he would—



    Father’s voice brought him up short. “Where do you think
    you’re going?”



    He shrugged, fighting to push down his excitement and keep his tone casual.
    Freedom was close, so close… “To get started. The sooner the
    better, right?”



    “I haven’t finished.”



    It seemed he would have to play his father’s game a little longer.



    Don’t make him suspicious.



    Artem lowered himself slowly back into his seat. Luka stared daggers at
    him, the corner of his mouth twitching. Maybe he shouldn’t have
    pretended to be so eager. The last thing he needed was Luka focusing on
    him.



    
        If only I could tell him I don’t want anything to do with it.
    



    But would he even believe Artem if he did? Not likely in this family.



    His father continued. “Whoever returns with the most valuable
    information, the best way to exploit the Wildwood and turn a fortune off
    it, gets everything.”



    Misha’s heavily shadowed eyes widened. She obviously hadn’t
    accounted for that. It would’ve been funny if it
    wasn’t likely to make her even more dangerous. “Everything? Do
    you mean—”



    “Yes. Everything. And the other two will get nothing.
    You’ll be cut off. No place in the company, no money, no trust fund,
    no inheritance. Nothing.”



    Artem’s sister stuck out her lower lip, like she did every time she
    didn’t get her own way. It was incongruous with the rage in her eyes.
    “But you can’t do that! It’s not—”



    “Fair? No, it’s not. But it’s not fair that you all get
    everything handed to you either. You know bloody well I—”



    At this point, Artem tuned out. He’d heard this story a million times
    before. How his father was a self-made man. How his family had been poor,
    and he’d had to pull himself out of the mud with nobody to help him.
    Well, except for the wealthy young woman he’d married, who’d
    conveniently died after giving him three children and taken the secret of
    his fortune’s origins with her to her grave.



    Father couldn’t mean it, though, could he? He was a bastard, but even
    he wasn’t cruel enough to cut off his own children, was he? Luckily
    for Artem, it didn’t matter—he had his own plans. He
    didn’t want any more of his father’s blood money, but he would
    use what he already had to get away. Hell, he’d earned it. And
    judging by the expression on his siblings’ faces, the sooner, the
    better. He just had to—



    “And that includes any money the three of you think you’ve been
    so clever to hide.”



He knew? But how? Artem’s bank accounts were    supposed to be private—legally, anyway. Had his father
    gotten one of his underlings to hack Artem’s accounts? Or had he
    simply paid yet another person off? Artem could’ve slapped himself.
    Of course he had. How could Artem have been stupid enough to think
    otherwise? The dryness in his throat solidified, choking him. He tried to
    hide his dismay, but he was too slow.



“Yes, Artem, I know all about it. You can’t do    anything without me knowing.” Father shook his head in
    disgust. “And you’re supposed to be the smart one.”



    “Hey—” Luka also rose.



    “Oh, sit down, Luka.”



    He sat.



    Coward.



    But even Artem’s mouth stayed shut, though his mind screamed and beat
itself against the inside of his skull.    All those years of saving, of hiding. Of hoping. His throat was
    too dry to swallow. What could he do now? 



    You can still leave. You don’t need him, or his money. 



    He weighed his options. He could get a job. Somewhere far away from here.
    Somewhere beyond his father’s reach.



    Where? Where could you possibly do that?



    If they knew who his father was, they wouldn’t touch him with a
    ten-foot pole. And if they didn’t…his father would educate them
    sharply and make them pay for their ignorance. Besides, what
    kind of job could he get? He didn’t even have a formal education, for
    god’s sake. His father had seen to that. Why waste time learning
    worldly nonsense when his only job was to be a dutiful son?



    What about their family’s competition? It would mean he’d have
    to hide from his father’s rage for the rest of his life but…but
    it wouldn’t work anyway. His father’s mercurial reputation and
    refusal to adhere to any code of honor except his own meant that Artem was
    a no-go. If they didn’t think he was a spy, they’d immediately
    try to use him as leverage against the Volkovs, and when they found out his
    family couldn’t care less, they’d make him disappear.
    He’d have to find a different way. There had to be another
    way.



    But in the end, his heart knew what his brain was trying to ignore. There
    was no escape.



    And they all knew it.



    As Father stared down at him, a triumphant smirk deepening the lines around
    his mouth, the desire to smash his plate over his father’s head
    seized Artem again. Anything to break his composure, to make him react like
    the human he was supposed to be, rather than the soulless excuse for a
    person he insisted on being.



    Artem had no choice. Each second he wasted trying to think of a
    way—any way—to get away from this, to slip his leash, he showed
    his hand. He had nothing. No power, nothing to bargain with but himself. And he
wasn’t worth anything to his father—at least, not until he    made himself valuable. Only then might he be able to claw back the
    chance of freedom that was slipping away so quickly.



    And there was only one way to do that—Artem had to take on his
    father’s mission.



    He didn’t want the business, or the money that came with it. But the
    power…that power, it would be his to control. He could use it to do
    whatever he wanted. He could put a muzzle on Paragon, make his father
    toothless. A voice in the back of his mind reminded him that his father
    would never give him that power, not really, but Artem pushed it down. He
    would find a way. Then he would use that power to take himself as far away
    from Portfade as he could and get a real life.



    No matter how sour the taste it left in his mouth, he would have to play
    his father’s game.



    And he would have to win.
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    The air surrounding him felt thicker somehow, denser, as if the closely
    packed lifeforms had somehow pushed the molecules of oxygen closer
    together. Everything was different, damp and cool, the vegetal scent
    stirring some primordial awareness inside him. In only a few steps, Artem
    had passed from the light of the sun into the deep dusk of another world.



    The Wildwood. Foxwept’s very own haunted forest. The disaster that
    spawned it had happened when he was an adolescent, too wrapped up in his
    own world to care or even really notice. His family had money, so the mad
    scramble—for housing, food, basic healthcare—in the aftermath
    of the disaster hadn’t affected him.



    But now that he stood beyond the Perimeter, Artem understood. The fear
    those who’d lived here must’ve felt, the impotence. How could
    they ever have stood against such a force of nature? No wonder they’d
    been so grateful for the scratchy old blankets and expired rations
    they’d survived on during the evacuation. They’d witnessed the
    end of their world, an apocalypse that they’d escaped.



    And those were just the people who’d left.



    Everyone knew that people continued to live here, but how could
    they stand it, having to carve themselves a niche in the ever-growing
    wilderness? Surely those who’d stayed behind had something seriously
    wrong with them—hardened criminals, perhaps, or those who were too
    ignorant to understand that people didn’t have to live like animals.



    And now he’d joined them, hoping to find a miracle in the mud.



    At least getting in had been easier than he’d thought. An untraceable
    deposit chip to a disillusioned soldier was enough to turn his normally
    watchful eyes away, allowing him to pass unnoticed.



    Well, almost.



    As Artem had squeezed between trees growing so close together they seemed
    to form a wall, a single pair of eyes followed him. One of those droids,
    the non-sentient kind. They’d recently replaced the synadroids,
    sentient androids whose unexpected emotional responses had caused no end of
    trouble on the Perimeter. It stared after him, unmoving but for the turning
    of its head as it traced his path. It let him slink past, its expression
    bland and unconcerned. He shivered. Cold bastard. The droid knew he could be sneaking to his death.



    He sighed. Time to start wandering about, looking for something, anything
    his mad king of a father could turn a quick buck on. But where to start?
    Everywhere he looked was a tangle of green. He cocked his head, listening.
    Perhaps if he could hear running water, he could find something to follow,
    to give him some bearings. But there was nothing, the heavy silence not
    lightened even by the sound of birds. He was surrounded by life, yet there
    was no movement, nothing, as if the entire place was holding its breath, as
    though it believed if it were silent and still enough, the intruder would
    leave.



    Artem shook himself.



    
        Stop thinking about it as though it’s alive. Do that, and
        you’ll lose your mind before you find anything useful.
    



    Seriously, though, what the hell is with these plants? 
    He’d heard strange stories about the Wildwood from people who’d
    ventured beyond the border on some kind of botanical joyride—or who
    at least knew someone who knew someone who had. They told crazy tales of
    mutated animals, monstrous plants, and even a house that disappeared and
    reappeared at will. He hadn’t really believed any of it, but looking
    around him now, it seemed the stories had been conservative at best.



    The ground in front of him was deeply carpeted with strange
    plants—fleshy, luminescent mushrooms; tall, flat grasses that were
    paper-thin and veined like dragonfly wings; thin, red stems holding
    clusters of white berries that—oh my god, were they eyeballs? He
    tried to swallow past the sudden tightness in his throat. No. It
    couldn’t be.



    It’s just part of the plant.



    A marking. But as he backed away, his skin crawling, he swore the tiny eyes
    followed him accusingly, berating him for trespassing.



    There was a rustling in the undergrowth behind him, and he spun, his heart
    picking up in a wild rhythm. What now? He’d been in here for less
    than an hour; surely, he could make it longer than that?



    Long enough to find something to beat Luka and Misha at least.



    What would his father do if none of them came back? Would the mad bastard
    have the balls to come here himself? Would he even look for them?



    
        I mean, what kind of father would willingly put his children in danger?
    



    A face poked out of the underbrush. Two faces. On one neck. Crowned with
    three long ears that were flicking back and forth.



    Bile rose in his throat. The creature before him was a caricature of the
    rabbits ubiquitous throughout Foxwept. Its noses twitched and whiskers
    quivered as it sniffed the air, tasting him.



    Was it dangerous?



    Just walk away.



    He turned as quietly as he could, stepping gingerly over the roots snaking
    across the ground. The rabbit-thing was almost out of sight when his ankle
    caught on something and he crashed to the ground, landing flat on his back
    with the wind knocked out of him.



    Was it just his imagination or was the monster rabbit laughing at him? He
    rolled over and a warm wetness seeped into the front of his shirt. And the smell.Oh my god. He scrambled to his feet and
    looked down in horror. A thick substance was smeared across the front of
    his shirt—his designer shirt. From the stain rose the scent
    of burned hair, of rotted flesh, of— Artem gagged. Tiny shreds of
    what looked like pale green skin clung to the fabric over his chest.
    Whatever he’d rolled over was alive…or at least, it had been.



    He pressed the back of his hand to his mouth. Son of a b—



    The rabbit was definitely laughing at him.



    It was the last straw. No matter what he did, what he found, even if he
    came home victorious, he would still smell like failure. He could just
    picture his father’s face, the curl of his lip as he shook his head
    in disgust. It wouldn’t matter how valuable Artem’s information
was; the victory wouldn’t be clean, wouldn’t be    perfect. Wouldn’t be enough. The sheer unfairness of it all
    overwhelmed him and he let out a long string of curses. He advanced on the
    rabbit, even though he had no idea what he would do if he actually caught
    it. He didn’t have to worry, though, because it melted into the dense
    brush before he could get close. The ease with which the little animal
    navigated the tangle infuriated him. He bent and snatched a rock from the
    ground and threw it as hard as he could in the direction the creature had
    gone.



    Ha, take that, freak.



    There was a strangled cry as it hit its mark, and his anger dissipated as
    quickly as it had come.



    He turned, about to head off in the opposite direction when it occurred to
    him. Maybe this was what he’d been looking for. Maybe there
    was an untapped market for freaky mutant animals. All the rich people he
    knew were into weird stuff—the more exotic, the better. He pushed
    through the undergrowth, touching as little of the surrounding foliage as
    he could. With any luck, the wretched thing would be dead, and he could just
    bag it up and head home. If his father thought it had potential, he could
    send in some of his cronies to capture an entire herd of the bizarre little
    bastards. Job done. If he snuck in the side door, he might be able to make
    it to his room without anyone smelling him. A quick shower and a change of
    clothes, and he could be sitting with his feet up, savoring his victory and
    a glass of lucéat when Luka and Misha finally staggered in.



    With a last big push, he broke through the overgrown tangle and into a
    small clearing.



    Crap.



    His rock had struck home all right. A figure lay crumpled on the ground,
    his rock by its head.



    Only, it wasn’t a two-headed rabbit.



    Instead, there was a young woman with long red hair that spread out from
    her pale face like a blanket over the ground, a thin line of blood oozing
    slowly from her temple. If it hadn’t been for her flaming hair and
    pale face, he might’ve stepped on her, so well did she blend with the
    forest around her. She wore a long skirt subtly stippled like the copses
    around her. Her t-shirt was nothing more than simple brown cotton, her
    boots a sturdy-looking leather in a similar tan.



    “Hello?” She






























    


[image: AbtAuthor]





       A.W. Cross writes speculative fiction deep in the wilds of Canada. She
    lives with her beloved family and a deep nostalgia for the 80s. She plans
    to be a Golden Girl when she grows up.





    Other books by A.W. Cross:




THE FOXWEPT ARRAY



The future is a fairy tale...




[image: RoseThumbnail][image: PineThumbnail][image: ClaraThumbnail][image: BeautyThumbnail]









THE FUTUREBLOOD SOCIETY




Even mutants deserve a happily ever after.
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        Their creation was supposed to save the world. Instead, they helped
        destroy it.
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