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Chapter
One

 


It’s strange
the way the Sentenced run into the forest. There’s more than what
meets the eye, a puzzle hidden within their behavior, and I will be
the one to decipher the truth.

The Sentenced
dig in their heels as they’re dragged through the crowds, their
sweat so strong you can taste salt in the wind. They reach the edge
of the village’s protection, their bodies rattling and retching as
if their souls are desperate to escape. One thing is clear at that
moment in time: they’re still reluctant to face the monsters of the
forest. They haven’t yet seemingly forgotten the undead’s ability
to always catch their prey.

When they
reach the village boundaries, they’re shoved through the gates and
onto the grassy knoll called The Circle. It’s the last place we see
them alive.

Five times
I’ve witnessed a Sentencing, and five times I’ve clenched my fists
and urged the victim to stand up to our leaders, to show the same
spirit that condemned them in the first place. After all, they’re
innocent. The village psychics convict them before they can
experience the joys of committing whatever crime landed them in the
Seer’s dreams.

But instead of
standing up for their rights or trembling into the grass, or even
fighting to return to the only safety we know exists, they act the
same way as every Sentenced before them.

Their
shoulders loosen and their breathing calms—I’ve even spotted a man
smile. It’s like the forest sings to them, lulling them to forget
the predators that lurk between the trees.

And then they
run.

****

Through the
gaps in the gate, I study the flight path into the forest, clinging
to the bars the same way I did at my father’s banishment. The air
is sickly sweet from the honeysuckle, much like the day it
happened, which makes sense. Today is the anniversary.

Three winters
have passed, but I will always remember the heaviness of the hand
that rested on my shoulder. It belonged to my older brother Jacob,
who towered above the crowd, even back then. His jaw tightened as
the gatekeeper dragged our father to the fence. I envied his view
as I struggled to break past the wall of legs and torsos.

A storm of
emotions brewed inside of me as I waited for Dad to do what he did
best. This was it. Either I would never see my father alive again,
or he would become the hero who breaks the cycle. I knew which he’d
be. He’d never let me down.

The hinges of
the gate screeched, the noise grinding my spine like sandpaper. I
pushed up onto my tiptoes for a last glimpse of my father, but my
brother’s hand weighed me down.

“Ruby,” Jacob
said in a warning tone.

I couldn’t
stop myself. What was the point of the Sentencing if I didn’t get
to say goodbye? If I couldn’t show him how much he meant to me?

The wall of
bodies parted, and I took my chance. I tore out of my brother’s
grasp and squeezed through the pit of muddy farmworker arms and
itchy woolen clothes. I knew it was dangerously disobedient, yet
only one thought beat with my racing heart.

What if Dad
needs me?

The gate
screeched shut—my last chance. I needed to show him I would always
be on his side.

I wrestled to
the front row, grabbing the bars and pulling myself to the front.
The iron of the bars mixed with the sweet summer flowers in the
air, the sickly metallic taste churning my stomach. Still, I
pressed myself as close to the railings as possible so I could peer
between them and at my father.

Dad glanced
over his shoulder, and my heart pounded against my chest. His
copper-brown eyes searched the crowd from the other side of the
gate, the side that no one returned from alive, not when they were
Sentenced.

He wore the
same leather trousers and woolen shirt as always, but a burlap bag
hung from his shoulder, a bag I had never seen before. The village
Seers, the ones who Sentenced him, must have given it to him to
prepare him to run into the forest of monsters. It would all be in
vain, because I knew my dad would never run. Not willingly, at
least.

“Come on,
Dad,” I whispered, waiting for him to snap. Any minute now, he’d
pump his fist in the air and yell his mind to the crowd like he
always promised. They’d believe him, too. They’d pull him back into
the village and herald him as the new leader.

I tapped the
bars impatiently and studied his face. How did his stubble grow so
quickly? Two days ago, when his chin was smooth, he had chased me
up the stairs, tickling me into bed. Now a gruff shadow lurked on
his face, and he would never set foot in our home again, not unless
he acted now.

Do it
now! I screamed in my head. You promised you wouldn’t become
like the Sentenced before you. That if anyone came for you, you’d
put up a fight.

But as he
approached the edge of the Circle, his skin wasn’t a passionate
pink. Nor was he pallid with fear, or frowning, or cursing. He
looked … flat—scraped clean of the father who raised me.

My breath
caught in my lungs as our eyes met, copper to copper. His strong
features relaxed, the age melting from his face as his frown
loosened.

He winked.

With a burst
of energy, he ran into the forest faster than anyone I had ever
witnessed. I screamed, breaking the traditional silence our village
held during a Sentencing, yet it changed nothing.

His footsteps
were thunderous. Each thump stomped against my stomach and
pulverized my hope. Every promise he had ever made, I had taken to
heart, and they shattered inside of me as my father grew smaller
and smaller, tearing into the distance.

He had offered
himself to the monsters of the forest, just like the Sentenced
before him.

The crowd
dispersed. The heat and sweat of their bodies dissolved. An icy
breeze doused me in a freshness I never asked for. It cooled the
burn of betrayal from my skin and blew tears from my cheeks.

My brothers’
voices echoed around the hollowness inside of me. They tried to
coax me from the gate, but I wasn’t ready to let go of the bars. A
trail of blood trickled down my wrist from clinging so tightly, but
the biting pain in my heart drowned out my other senses. I didn’t
want to let go. I didn’t want to forget.

If cameras
still existed, I could have captured the moment exactly how it was,
or so the books from the Once Modern age seem to suggest. Instead,
I replayed his banishment over and over so that I’d never forget.
The way he winked. His powerful run.

How could he
do this to me?

It took me
until nightfall to finally understand. My dad wouldn’t leave me
here. My dad would never follow orders set by the Cult of Survival
and their Seers. My father believed there were others out there,
people who still owned technology capable of saving us all.

My dad had a
plan.

I still
believe in him, but I haven’t seen him since.

****

My friend Alex
picks up a stone from between the fence and my feet. He nudges my
arm like a cat pawing for attention.

“You know, for
an unpredictable person, I always know where you’ll be,” he says.
When I don’t reply, he adds, “Seen anything worth staring at
today?”

He chucks the
stone over the fence, and it clatters against the elm’s trunk at
the very edge of the forest. I don’t have to spare him a glance to
know he’s smirking. I haven’t managed to throw a stone far enough
to hit the elm yet, despite his challenge this spring.

I shake my
head. “Staring is aimless. I’m thinking.”

“All right,
then, what’s on your mind?”

“Flowers and
kittens,” I joke.

My gaze flits
to his as he seems to read my mind. It’s the anniversary. My
hands slip from the bars as I face him, but when it comes to it, I
have nothing new to say to Alex.

“Okay. I get
you love this fence and all, so we could follow it round to the
lake? We could skim stones,” he offers. His full lips and dark
eyebrows are a good match for the constant expression of despair he
pulls at me. “Or I think something’s happening in the square—”

I cut him off
with a snort. We both know I’d much rather take my chances at my
dad reappearing at the border than hang out with the complacent
villagers who can’t stand me.

Before I can
cross my arms, Alex reaches out and curls his fingers around mine.
I bristle, and he breaks away as if my skin burns him. He knows I
don’t love him the way he loves me, but sometimes it’s as if his
body forgets. The burn spreads to his cheeks, and before any more
awkwardness can build, I force out a grin and say the first thing I
can think of.

“I’ll leave if
we do something worthwhile.”

He raises his
brow. “Like?”

“Like …
petition for a scouting party. If we get enough people on our side,
maybe we could explore beyond the fence.”

Alex sighs.
“You should really keep your voice down.”

“Why?” I snap
before taking a lighter tone. “If the thought of exploring ruffles
anyone’s feathers, then I’ll give them a proper reason to Sentence
me. Do you reckon they’ve ever had a reason before?”

He pinches the
bridge of his nose. “Please don’t say that.”

“You love it
really,” I say, teasing a blush from him.

“How can I
convince you to stop talking? Name your price. Come on, I mean
it.”

Usually, I
would joke along, but the memory of my dad is too strong today, and
the truth slips out of me. “You could show you’re not afraid of
them.”

He puts his
hands together in a pleading gesture. “Seriously, Ruby.”

“I guess that
means I won’t stop,” I say, deciding to prove a point. I skip
closer to village outskirts, scrunching my nose at the ugly
redbrick houses. They might have strong foundations, but they’re
pitted against our handmade fixes of thatched roofs and glassless
windows. And like how the Once Modern buildings have crumbled under
the test of time, the people who live in them can’t handle the
slightest whiff of change.

“What are you
doing?” Alex says as I cup my hands and take in a deep breath.
“Ruby, please answer!”

I ignore him,
my heart beating faster as I yell straight from my mind. “In the
memory of my father, I propose we live to find new settlements, not
die trapped—”

Alex grabs me
around my waist and trips me over his foot, faster than I
anticipate. I land on the grass with a light thud. His pulse races
through his hands that press into me as he grips my shoulders.

“You can’t say
that out loud!” He pins me down, his skin paling, his gray-blue
eyes the color of dusk. Of indecision. Night or day? Blue or gray?
“Be yourself,” but a breath later, “Stop
talking.”

Either way,
it’s refreshing to see him riled up about something. I relax
into the grass, running my hands through the silky blades. “I’m
only speaking the truth.”

Alex peers
over his shoulder and wipes the fear from his face. “What if the
wrong people were listening?”

“What? You
mean the people who scowl at the sound of my voice alone?” I
chuckle dryly. “Let the Cult put me on trial.”

“I’d never let
that happen,” he says quickly.

Maybe I’ve
pushed too far today, but I can’t help myself. I give him a
surprised look. “By tripping me up every time I speak?”

He snorts.
“Possibly. Although I can’t be everywhere at once, so I guess I’ll
need to vouch for you after the fact.”

“Oh, I see!”
My grin stretches. “You’d stand up to the Cult for me, that’s
interesting.”

His brows knot
together, somewhere between a frown and confusion. “Do I really
need to say it?” He sighs. “If the village turns on you, I’ll
protect you.” He outstretches his hand to help me up, but his words
resemble a contract, one he’d love me to shake on.

“You know I
don’t need you to.”

“I will
anyway,” he says, his hand still waiting for me. He hesitates a
little before adding, “I can protect you. It’s a promise.”

I sigh. He
almost had me, up until that last word. Promise. My dad was
the only person who could keep a promise, and I can’t accept
another while I’m still waiting on the last.

Instead, I bat
his arm away and tackle his torso. He yelps out in surprise as I
wrestle him to the ground, beating his serious side into the
dirt.

We scramble
around, no different at sixteen than we were at six. My black hair
falls in front of my face and tickles my nose, blending with Alex’s
so it’s impossible to tell where I end and he begins. His scent is
as sweet as usual, like a crisp red apple.

“Not so tough
now, ‘hunter in training.’” I giggle, pinning his hands to his
sides.

He tilts his
head and crosses his legs in a chill position. “I’ll let you
win.”

“Let me? Come
on, fight, I can take it.” I squeeze his wrists, ready to battle
him, but he doesn’t even wriggle.

“I’m not doing
anything to get on the wrong side of your brother,” he says.

“Fine.”
Disappointed, I push away from him and approach the fence instead,
staring past the metal bars at the array of tree trunks, scanning
for signs of life or otherwise. I don’t need Alex pretending to
agree with me. I have better things to do.

“Why don’t we
find Jack and Sapphire?” Alex says as he stands up. Another
pointless distraction. When I don’t reply, he adds, “The village
doesn’t like the way you stand so close.”

“The village
doesn’t like the way I breathe.”

Alex chuckles
nervously. “Come on, I’m pretty sure they don’t mind you. It’s the
ones beyond the gate they don’t like, you know? The ones that don’t
breathe…”

“The ones that
don’t breathe?” I laugh a little too hard, and it sounds bitter.
“That’s a new one.”

“Some of us
prefer not to think about it,” he mumbles.

I step toward
him, and he flinches. A dark smile stretches across my face. It’s
my turn to tease him.

“What? About
the Soulless? The Immortal Wanderers?” I pause to lick my lips as
he shifts his weight from foot to foot. “When’s the last time you
stared into their eyes, hmm? Don’t you love how those black irises
are like tunnels into their hollow bodies? Or do you still shiver
when you spot them dragging what’s left of themselves through the
forest?”

“Stop it,” he
says, straining his grimace. I take another step closer so that his
quickening breath strokes the top of my head.

“They’re
fascinating, right?”

“I’ll leave,”
he says, raising his brows. “And I know you don’t want that, not
really.”

I shrug. “It’s
probably a good thing you’re staying. I obviously need someone to
stop me from doing stupid things like this.”

I lean against
the bars and stretch my arm through the fence—just the first set of
bars. There’s another fence over an arm’s width away so the
Soulless can’t grab us. Still, Alex jumps into action, lacing his
fingers with mine and pulling my arm to safety.

“Could you
stop trying to get yourself thrown out?” he exclaims, grabbing my
shoulders.

“Relax,” I say
with a giggle. “There’s nothing out there. I’ve been watching,
remember?”

A distant
shimmer in the forest catches my eye. We both tense.

I cock my head
and examine the trees—another flicker. My heart jitters. Something
is moving out there, and fast.

The Soulless
move like that when they’re able to reach someone.

Light flitters
between the branches and settles on the figure’s face. I gasp, the
trees and gate spinning around me. Dad? I can’t be certain,
but the closer he gets, the more his presence fills the air. Even
the wind smells like his sweat after a long day’s work. He calls my
name in my memory.

“Ruby?”

Alex is a
distant echo as the figure flies between the trees, tilted forward
with their strong arms pumping fast. The odd glimpses of angular
facial features, his broad nose, long forehead—even the quiff of
his hair. It all belongs to my father.

My stomach
constricts, and nausea shivers through me. This isn’t the reaction
I expected from myself.

Three years
have passed, but maybe Alex is right. Maybe I’m not as ready to see
him, not if he’s been ended. I don’t want to see my kind father who
raised me with wit and imagination to be presented before me
Soulless, like the seeds and flesh scooped from a pumpkin. If he’s
not alive, that’s all that will be left of him, and for the first
time in years, I’m not sure if I can handle it.


Chapter
Two

 


Relief floods
me when I realize who is actually racing between the branches,
weaving their way toward the north gate. He looks so much like our
father it takes my heart a while to calm down and accept it. The
slightest aftertaste of disappointment follows. My dad is still out
there, somewhere, and when it came to it, I wasn’t ready to face
him.

“Jacob!” I
yell to my brother so loudly Alex flinches. More bodies emerge from
the forest, too agile to be the Soulless: the hunter-foragers have
returned.

“Ruby?” Jacob
calls as I sidestep along the railings with him toward the only
gateway in or out of here. He places a key in the padlock as the
other hunters pool around him. “Keep away from the gate.”

I roll my
eyes. “Why?”

“Alex, help me
out here.”

I step away
before I’m manhandled, and Alex looks relieved. He doesn’t want to
control me, but he doesn’t want to disappoint Jacob either. I’ll
spare him the awkwardness this time.

When the gate
creaks open, the hunters flood inside. They are mostly men,
leather-clad and armed with bows and knives, but two women have
earned their status among them. I’m told not to aspire to be like
them. They are infertile, after all, yet my brothers still allow me
to wear trousers on occasion. I’m supposed to be grateful.

Squirrels and
rabbits hang from the hunters’ belts, but those are simply extras.
Two of the men have monkjack deer over their shoulders like fat,
juicy shawls. They carry them off toward the village square as
Jacob joins my side.

“Couldn’t you
be in the library?” He sighs, ruffling my hair with his dirt-ridden
hands.

“I thought you
didn’t like me learning about the Once Modern age,” I say with a
scowl.

“It’s better
than lingering at the gate. Alex, keep her away from the gate, all
right?”

Alex sighs.
“Oh, you’ve made my job harder by saying that.”

Jacob erupts
with a deep laugh. He’s only two years older than me, but with his
strong facial structure and commendable height, he’s always
appeared as an adult to me.

“Now, who
wants this?” he asks, sliding his bow off his shoulder and dangling
it between us. Alex swipes for the bait and misses.

“Your reflexes
still need work, mate,” Jacob notes, playfully whacking his arm
with it. “When’s your first scavenge?”

“Tom’s
preparing me for my shooting test, so as soon as I earn my bow.”
Alex stands up a little straighter and Jacob bestows the weapon of
the hunters to him. I clench my fists as if the smooth yew wood is
in my hands. If I were a brother, then it would be.

“Which Tom?”
Jacob asks.


“Gatekeeper.”

“Nice one.
You’ll get your bow soon.” Jacob pulls the weapon away from him,
then flashes me a cheeky grin.

Urgh. When
will he give up?

Both Jacob and
my oldest brother, Henry, would be so happy if I fell in love with
this fine example of a suitor. It’s neither of their concern, and I
certainly won’t make it Alex’s. But if he asks for me, then I’m
expected to give myself to him. The only way I can put him off is
to postpone him from asking.

With that
thought, my gaze ventures back into the forest. The hunters will
practice shooting for the rest of the day in the archery range,
leaving me alone to do as I please.

“For crying
out loud, step away from the fence, Rubes. Henry needs to fix that
part,” Jacob says as he edges toward the village.

“I’m meeting
Sapphire here,” I reply. On good days, my friend Sapphire finishes
her baking duties then comes to find me. Jacob knows that, just as
I know our brother Henry will be working on the south side of the
gate for the next few days, not the north.

“I’ll ask
Quartz if you’re supposed to be helping in the orchards,” he says
as I shrug.

“Do whatever
you like.”

Jacob stops
and sighs, rubbing his chin. He unties the rabbit from his belt and
tosses it to Alex. “Go on, take this with the others. I need a word
with my pain-in-the-arse sis…”

Alex looks
between us for a moment, concern plain across his features as usual
until a grin breaks through. “I’ll tell them I caught it.”

“If you want
me to skin you alive.”

“Surely you’ll
be tired of skinning people after you’re done with Ruby?” Alex
gives me a smug grin, and I poke my tongue out at him. As Alex
heads toward the village with the rabbit in his clutches, Jacob
watches him, sending glances my way. He has a cheeky glint in his
eyes.

“Stop it,” I
tell him. “I’m too young for those kinds of thoughts.”

He grimaces,
looking even more like our father. “Rubes? You’ve been sixteen
since autumn, and you know what that means. The earlier you carry
on the line, the more people will leave you alone.”

“Well, tell
our mayor to grow a womb. See how he likes it.”

Jacob slings
his quiver from his shoulder and sets it aside. He finds a large
stump to sit on, brushing a ball of moss from the surface first.
“Alex will take care of you,” he says.

“I don’t need
looking after.” I place a hand on my hip. “And with that in mind,
you can leave me alone, too.”

“I’m worried
about you.” He looks up from his perch with his big, brown eyes,
his pained expression stabbing into my gut.

“No, Jacob. I
won’t be emotionally blackmailed like this.” I cross my arms and
stare through the fence at the elm tree, refusing to meet his
gaze.

“After Dad
was…” He runs a hand over his face, wiping away the glimpse of
honesty that almost escaped him. “Never mind that, just listen. Our
family has been watched ever since the banishment, and you know it.
If you’re married by next spring, we might be able to breathe
again. Once that’s over with, you can do what you like.”

I grit my
teeth together. “I don’t see you married.”

“That’s
different.”

Frustration
pulses through me as our glares meet, his irked, mine furious.

“Why? You seem
happy enough flirting with Quartz and Carnelian—both have husbands.
Why is it different for you?”

Jacob’s jaw
tightens, but to hell with listening to him.

“Why should
any of us bother with marriage if it means so little in this place?
The amount of men parading through Quartz’s bedroom is enough to
start a brothel. Are we really supposed to pretend her husband is
infertile? How many times have we heard that one?”

“Ruby!”

“And the men
are no better, strolling home to their wives as if they’ve been to
collect their rations.”

“Listen to
me—”

“Do you know
how it used to be?”

His face is a
furious red, but I don’t give him long enough to explode. “Do you
know how it was in the books from the Once Modern age? Free will
was involved to start with. Life was about more than children!”

Jacob stands
from his mossy perch, knocking his quiver aside. The remaining
arrows clatter around his feet. “Argh!” he yells at what he just
kicked over before he towers over me.

“It doesn’t
matter. We’re all that’s left, and that’s how it is.” His whole
body shakes with anger. “For hell’s sake, if you think you have a
choice, then you’re stupid. Alex loves you—”

I storm off
across the field and cover my ears, but I still hear him yell, “Why
can’t you settle down and be happy?”

He knows
better than to follow. We’ve had this fight before. We’re
well-practiced. He’ll go to our home, and I’ll stay in the field
beside the gate, watching the forest, throwing rocks at the trees,
wishing someone would pick me up and chuck me somewhere else other
than here. Not that there’s anywhere left to go.

I’ve read the
books no one else cares about, and I know what everyone is
pretending to forget. We’re all dying to survive as if it’s
the only thing that matters.

There used to
be over 50 million people in England. Now there are 500 souls left
in this village. The only thing we’re supposed to care about around
here is keeping enough women alive to bear the next generation.

Yet the women
run just as fast into the clearing as the men.


Chapter
Three

 


Dad built the
wooden veranda that surrounds the house I share with Jacob, and the
oak planks match the floorboards and furniture inside. Whether
sitting or standing, our home always creaks and groans as if fed up
with its lot in life. At least there’s a hearty bowl of stew on the
kitchen table next to a lit candle. I guess Jacob is no longer
angry at me.

With each bite
of venison, worry sets in. Sapphire didn’t visit me today. Nor
yesterday, now that I think about it. Whenever she doesn’t show,
it’s never good.

The thought
keeps me awake much more efficiently than the lumps in my mattress,
and when the first strand of light pushes through the gaps in the
shutters, I rush out of my bed to find her.

As a baker’s
daughter, she always rises early to prep the dough, yet I knock on
her front door well past sunrise, and no one answers. The smell of
fresh bread wafts through the pores of her house and heavy
footsteps plod around inside. The door remains shut.

I examine the
dent on the edge of the wooden doorframe where Robert, her stepdad,
once punched it with his meaty fist. He was a smidgen away from
accidentally hitting the bricks. What a shame. They were produced
in the Once Modern age and would have softened his knuckles.

After one last
knock, a hammering replies. The door shudders in its frame,
followed by a gruff, “She’s not in.”

I shake my
head. “Why is she not in, Robert?” I yell, raising my fist for
another knock.

“Whoa,
there!”

Alex throws
himself in front of me, appearing just in time to catch my wrist
mid-pummel. He guides me away and gently squeezes my shoulders. “I
could hear you from the blacksmiths. What’s going on?”

“What do you
think?” I reply, gesturing to the house that smells sickeningly
homely. “It’s happening again.”

Alex purses
his lips into a hard line. “Where is she? Sapphire, I mean.”

“Robert says
she’s not in.”

“Then she’s
not in.” He lets go and looks in the direction of the south fields,
the place where our small set of friends usually meets. Of course!
If Sapphire isn’t at home and she wants to lay low, then there’s
one place she’d go.

“Come on,”
Alex says, coaxing me southward as I gather the end of my dress.
Together, we sprint down the cobblestone path along the edge of the
orchards. The sweet scent of ripened plums calls to me, reminding
me of where I’m expected to be right now.

“Are you… Are
you supposed to be working?” Alex asks as we slow our pace to
handle the steepness of the path. I’m panting too heavily to
retort. So what if I’m a summer fruit picker? It’s not like we’re
on the brink of a plum shortage. Sapphire, on the other hand, needs
me now, and he must realize this as well because he doesn’t push
it.

As the
cobblestone breaks up into a dirt path, I pause to catch my breath,
resting my upper body on the stone well. Sapphire has to be okay.
I’m scared of what I might do if she’s not.

That’s when I
finally see her.

Luscious,
pale-blonde hair shimmers down her back. Her dress matches mine,
except it’s decorated in rips. She’s done her best to sew the
material together, but the scars still show.

When she spins
around, my jaw tightens. Her eye is a mash of purple and red. Her
grin constantly battles a wince. I open my mouth to ask her what
happened when Alex nudges me gently.

“She’s not
alone.” He forces a smile onto his face, and I follow his
example.

Sapphire’s
half-sister, Agate, is eight years old. She sits on the grass,
waving excitedly at me. She shares her sister’s vibrant, blue eyes,
yet her hair is a mess of tight, dark curls. The only place I’ve
seen her bruised is her knees from stumbling over during a game of
tig.

“Hey, you
two!” Sapphire says as we approach. Her voice is full of energy, of
life. I have no idea how she stays strong. I ball my hands into
fists as if I can squeeze my bitterness like juice from a lemon. As
much as I want to tell her exactly what I think of her so-called
dad, I know I can’t. At least, not yet.

Before I can
reply, light crunches in grass grow closer. Someone is sneaking up
on me. I relax, knowing exactly what to expect. A clammy hand grabs
my shoulders and shouts, “Ruby!”

My heart
jitters but I remain calm, facing the last of our little group with
a cheeky grin as if this moment here and now is the only one that
matters.

Jack is two
seasons older than me, but he’s thin and short, still crossing his
fingers for a proper growth spurt. I’ve always thought his eyebrows
are like two snug caterpillars sunbathing above his large, chestnut
eyes, but Jacob’s warned me about repeating that.

“Sorry, Jack.
I forgot to jump again,” I say over my shoulder. By the grass
stains on his elbows, I assume he’s been here out here with
Sapphire and her sister for a while.

“Aw, you were
supposed to be frightened,” Agate says, pushing out her bottom
lip.

Jack laughs
and releases me. “Yeah, Ruby. Can’t you startle like everyone
else?”

“Try harder,”
I say with a shrug.

“Believe me,
his efforts aren’t the issue here.” Sapphire nudges him lightly.
Jack crumbles into the grass, clutching his side as if stabbed in
the gut.

“You’ve got a
mean streak!” Jack says.

“And don’t you
know it,” Sapphire chimes, prepped with her best glare. Her
striking blue eyes sharpen her expression.

“I know it, I
know it!” Jack yells, jokingly, holding up his arms. I roll my eyes
at him, but Agate giggles. It’s a precious sound, so one-by-one,
we’re shot to the ground by Sapphire’s portrayal of evil.

“So,” Sapphire
says, joining us on the grass. As the laughter fades, her bruises
shine through. I want to catch her eye, but she keeps the
conversation in flow. “I’ve heard all about Jack’s blacksmith
apprenticeship today, and we all know Alex will be a hunter-forager
soon. What’s going on with you, Ruby?”

My three best
friends look at me expectantly as Agate ties knots into a blade of
grass. I know they don’t want to hear about how I linger around the
gates, not really, so I quickly pull Agate onto my lap.

“Tell me a
story about the Soulless,” the young girl says, elongating the
o and raising her arms up into the most un-terrifying pair
of claws I’ve ever seen.

Alex groans,
and Sapphire shakes her head in disbelief. I open my mouth with my
best Soulless adventure story, but I’m far too slow for this bright
spirit.

“I can tell
you one,” Agate says. “You stare at their eyes, yeah? And then …
then…”

“Then
what?”

“You go
loopy,” she sings, drawing circles around her ears with her
fingers.

I chuckle.
“Nonsense.”

“Ruby,” Alex
warns.

I poke my
tongue out at him.

“I’m serious,”
he says as Agate scrambles off me to regain a seat of her own.
“Remember the other Alex, the one who was found ogling at some
random Soulless guy. Hell knows what he was doing…”

I pick a daisy
from the grass and sprinkle the petals over Agate. “Alexes are
always strange fellows, aren’t they?” I tickle her until she
agrees.

“Ate pasta
with his fingers, yes,” Alex admits. “But one little stare, and
then comes at his mother with an axe—”

“And our
resident Seer didn’t predict that one, did she?” I lightly tap
Agate’s nose.

“Yes, she
did,” Alex says.

Jack nods his
head. “She was the one who sent the men to stop him, Ruby.”

I roll my
eyes. “The Seers might scare the rest of the village, but they do
not have supernatural powers to see into the future. It’s clear to
me that Seer Fluorite heard the commotion and reacted to it.”

“All right,
then,” Alex says with a frown. “How do you explain how the Cult
always know when anyone pinches goods from the rations hut?”

“It’s in the
village square. Someone always sees, someone always tattles.”

“Um,
actually—” Jack starts.

“Pack it in,
children,” Sapphire says, her tone firm but her eyes playful. I
swap glares with Alex, but we both keep our mouths shut. Agate, on
the other hand, jumps up.

“Hey! I wasn’t
doing anything,” she says, believing she is part of the ‘children
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