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      It would snow before nightfall. Atty stared up at the naked trees, following the sight of her breath, like little white clouds as it dissipated in the cold gray afternoon. The woods dripped near-frozen drops of moisture. Even in late winter the surrounding trees were impenetrable. Huge mounds of undergrowth still clung to green remnants and tried to survive before being suffocated under a blanket of snow.

      She continued on her way, tramping through the maze, stamping her feet harder than usual to try and get the feeling back in them. Her toes and fingers were numb. She’d lost feeling in them some time ago and hoped it was temporary. Toes she could live without, but the loss of fingers would eventually lead to her own slow death. Any deformity was a death sentence at this time of the world if it prevented one from finding food. Worse if the Cleaners discovered it. Any grave injury or illness also meant a short life span.

      Her home was less than a mile away. Atty hoped she would get back before nightfall. If it began to snow before then, that wasn’t a problem. Getting caught after dark and having to face the coming storm—that was another nightmare. She hurried her pace. The rabbits she’d found in her traps bounced against her back, their bodies bound together by a makeshift cord.

      Somewhere behind her she heard the howl of a wolfen. She remembered the first time she’d seen one. Pawpee had taken her hunting to show her how to use the new bow he’d made her for her birthday. They had gone a hundred yards into the forest when they saw it, an emaciated female hungrily gulping down a small rodent.  Patches of fur were missing from her body, and distended teats showed that she was nursing young. The animal looked at the two bundled humans without fear before trotting off into the underbrush. It had been huge, almost as large as a horse.

      “Are they all that big?” she’d asked in a soft voice. She had been almost afraid it would hear her and come back to devour them.

      “Most,” Pawpee had whispered back. “That is why you must never be outside the walls once the sun goes down. The wolfen could get you...or worse.”

      Atty began to breathe easier as familiar landmarks came into view. She stopped at a large evergreen whose trunk bore directional marks. Her lungs ached from the cold. Her nose was a lump on her face, totally without feeling. At least this time she had something to show for her misery. Like the poor wolfen she’d spotted years before, she averaged one good hunt for every five, but recently it had felt as if the odds were getting ready to change again. For the worse.

      The woods were beginning to thin out, and in the spaces between the trees she could see the compound. As she emerged into the clearing the sentry caught sight of her and called out.

      “Ho! Identify!”

      “Atty Ferran!”

      “Ho, Atty! Looks like your hunt was successful.”

      “It was minimal. You should have seen the ones that got away.”

      The sentry laughed, signaling to someone below to open the gate. There were four gates leading into the compound, one for each point of the compass, and all of them just big enough to allow a rider or a small cart. Atty approached from the south, the side facing the densest part of the woods.

      Stepping over the threshold at this smaller entrance was like entering a different world. The interior of the compound buzzed with activity, a hive of people going to and from work, a marketplace of sellers and buyers, a small hub of people doing what they were best at, whether weaving or blacksmithing.  Everyone seemed to be hurrying to get whatever they needed doing done quickly. Although the compound was safe at night,, and a lot of activity still filled the inner courtyard beneath lantern light, it was the approaching storm which had them scurrying like chickens.

      “Atty! Ho! What have you there?” a tall, gaunt, and balding young man called out to her. He manned a stall of potatoes and business looked brisk. Potatoes were a staple of the community. Fortunately, they could also be grown year-round.

      “I’ve had a successful hunt, Posso,” she grinned. “And, no, you cannot trade for any of them. I need them all.”

      “Spoilsport,” Posso grinned back. He reached into his pants pocket with one of his three hands to make change for one of his customers, promptly getting back to business.

      Atty hurried through the main area and down a narrow street. The compound was built with the living quarters clustered in the center. The area ringing the living quarters lay between them and the immense compound wall, much like an inverted doughnut. Most compounds had been built like that. In the event a raid took place, and the enemy managed to breach the outer wall, at least the inhabitants had a chance to meet them in face-to-face combat to try and prevent them from penetrating the inner core where families were hidden.

      The streets weaving through the apartments were narrow but wide enough for two people to walk abreast. To a newcomer the gravel-lined walkways would be confusing. To Atty, who had trod these streets since birth, they were no more a mystery to her than the woods outside the compound gates.

      “Mohmee! Look! I’ve had a successful hunt!” She bounded through the door and held up her catch with pride. Her joy was short-lived. “Mohmee?  Keelor?”

      As she had expected, the fireplace blazed cheerfully. The table held a pot of holly branches, a makeshift bouquet until the flowers bloomed again. The spinning wheel in the corner still held the partially finished pile of wool her mother had been carding. But there were no smells of anything cooking. Atty trudged into the inner rooms to check to see if anyone was back there but there was no sign of her mother and younger sister.

      Assuming they might be at the market, Atty peeled off her outerwear, hanging the sodden clothing over the rod extending over the fireplace. She took several minutes bathing her reddened hands and feet in the warmth of the fire before going back into the bedroom she shared with her sister to fetch some fresh clothes. The heat felt glorious. The dry clothes felt even better. As feeling returned to her extremities, she took the rabbits into the kitchen area and began to de-feather them. If her mother hadn’t been able to start dinner, then it would be a nice surprise to have dinner waiting for them when they returned.

      She pulled a small pot from under the counter and began to peel potatoes and onions to boil with the rabbits. At one point a length of braid slipped from the coil wrapped on top of her head and fell over her shoulder. Atty stared at the thick, indigo blue plait, then gave it a quick toss to her back. She would pin it back up when she was finished preparing the pot for the fire. Unlike so many others, whose abnormalities were obvious and sometimes distracting, it was her only badge to show she was one of them. Her unusual color allowed her to be part of the compound.

      Once the pot was sitting atop the grate in the fireplace, Atty poked her head out the front door and checked the street again to see if her family was heading home. Night had completely fallen. Other than the pole lantern sputtering at the end of the lane, there wasn’t any light to brighten the pathway. The broken moon was hidden behind the bank of snow clouds, now black ghosts riding low in the sky.

      On either side of the apartment Atty could see lights dimming behind the drawn window shades in the adjacent apartments. Everyone was safely tucked in their prospective cubicles to await the morning sun.  Atty knew her mother and little sister had no business being outside after dark unguarded even if they were in the heart of the compound. Besides, the cold was getting worse.

      Sighing heavily, she closed the door, locked it, and went back to the stool by the fireplace. It was her seat, giving her an unobstructed view of the front door yet allowing her to remain warm and protected by the hearth. Her bow and quiver leaned against her, close at hand. Time passed slowly. The stew bubbled, mixing and softening the vegetables and meat until it was ready. Atty ate alone, never moving from her seat unless it was to check the street outside.

      The town crier came around at lights out, accompanied by his ever-present protector with his crossbow and steel-tipped arrows.  Atty doused the two candles she’d left lit, leaving just the slowly dying fire to throw faint golden shadows on the far wall from behind the screen she placed in front of it. Tears rolled silently down her face but no sound escaped her. The cold crept into the apartment even while the young woman leaned against the rock wall. Before long she was forced to put on more clothing to keep from shivering.

      Late into the night, long after the fire had extinguished itself in the grate, Atty finally got to her feet and stiffly walked into the back bedroom, the room she’d shared with her younger sister for all of her twelve short years. There she lay across her mattress of pelts and fell asleep. The sleep of exhaustion. A sleep of deep mourning.

      Outside the snow began to fall in fat lumps.
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      People disappearing was not unusual. Life had become dangerous almost three centuries ago when the Great Concussion had occurred. When the earth had passed through the meteor field, the huge chunks of space debris had punched into the lands and seas like a knife into a melon. Landscapes had collapsed and reformed. Land masses had shifted or been blown completely away into space. Seas divided, oceans dropped.

      The moon suffered as well. The first collision with a meteor half its size split a crack into the orb. The second and third meteor wedged into the crack. The remaining shower pelted the powdery surface until the moon fragmented until it looked like someone had broken it open, then left it to hang with an immense chunk missing from its upper left quadrant.

      According to history the shower had lasted no more than four hours from first impact to last. Four hours that had changed history forever. The earth managed to recover but it took human and animal kind longer. In some cases, never. In other ways, permanent changes had been wrought, some good, many not so good.

      The moon, however, had lost its aura. Had lost its “man in the”. Had lost its cheese, as Pawpee once told her.

      Atty was awakened by the pounding on the door. News had spread rapidly that Eenoi and Keelor Ferran had not returned to the compound the night before. For the young woman shivering on her bed it was the return of a nightmare she’d endured six years ago when she was fourteen. The night she and her mother had stayed up waiting for her father, a beloved husband and father who had never returned.

      “You know you can’t stay,” Piron George uttered.

      Atty bowed her head before the council of elders. His announcement was not unexpected. It was a rule. When the parents or guardians were gone, the remaining family had to be dispersed to other family members, or to those who would take in the survivors. Housing was at a premium and preciously guarded. Therefore, only families containing at least one adult member were allowed to live in them. When a family was whittled down to less, and there was no longer an adult member to hunt or provide adequate work to sustain the rest, other steps were taken. At least it guaranteed a home for everyone, whether they were related or not.

      To her surprise, Memnon Kalich stepped forward. “Atty is an adult,” the young man pointed out. “And she’s one of our best hunters. Piron, you remember, don’t you? You owe her a debt when she brought food to your table when you had been ill with the tree fever, remember? She was one of those who helped keep your family fed until you could recover.”

      Piron nodded. “I remember. And I do owe her. But she has no family and we can’t allow a single adult to hold an apartment. No, she has to move in with another family.”

      “Isn’t there a family in need of a hunter?” asked another elder by the name of Twoson Pike. He was a corpulent man long past his prime, but his wisdom and guidance were valuable assets to the council. Many people in the compound felt his wealth of experience was due to the extra set of eyes in the back of his head.

      Several hands rose in the crowd. However, only one person came forward to push his petition. “The council recognizes Fortune Kalich,” Twoson intoned.

      The older man threw his son a glance before turning back to the panel. “Your Wisdoms, I would like to ask for Atty to become a part of my family. I know my son and I are already known hunters, and that by adding a third, well, others may not like it. But I assure you that is not the reason I ask. Atty’s father and I grew up together. We’d known each other since we were just sprouts. I know he would want me to watch after her for him... and Eenoi.”

      Atty spoke up. “I know the council has never been happy with my induction into the caste of hunters. Therefore I’d like to offer that any extra food that I may capture I’ll distribute in the marketplace for those more in need.”

      Session Bond, a third member of the panel, finally broke his silence. “Atty,” he asked, “are you content with the decision to become part of the Kalich family? As harsh as our laws may be, we’re not without compassion.”

      The young woman nodded. “I accept Fortune Kalich’s offer. And I thank him.” Turning to face the man she’d known as her father’s friend, she said, “I promise I’ll try not to bring shame to them.”

      “Then it’s done!” Twoson rapped his gavel on the table top signaling an end to the proceedings. Quickly done and acceptable to all parties—he liked it when it ended that way.

      As the crowd dispersed, several people came by to give Atty their condolences. Atty hugged each in turn although she continued to feel numb by the suddenness of it all. Things were moving too swiftly, too decisively to give her any comfort.

      That evening she walked about her old apartment and tried to figure out which items to keep and which to leave for the next tenant. There was so little that was personal enough to remind her of her parents and little sister. She packed all her clothes plus two of her mother’s sweaters that she’d always loved. Otherwise she left everything where it sat, including dirty utensils and bedding furs. In a world where lifetimes now were measured in years rather than decades or generations as they once had been, the luxury of owning property was almost nonexistent. A man owned what he could carry, which was usually the tools of his trade. A woman owned her personal skills, as her hands were usually full of children.  The next abode would always contain a place to build a fire, a pot to cook in, and a bed to lie upon. One did not need to carry tables and chairs and other odd accouterments from apartment to apartment. Not only was it unthinkable, it was practically suicidal, especially when life hung in such a delicate balance.

      Early the next morning Atty walked the narrow streets to her new home. Along the way she passed Sergei Peters, his wife Emma, and their two sons. All four carried parcels of clothing and food. Sergei wore his carpentry tools in a belt around his waist. Emma balanced a large basket of vegetables on her head. The whole family refused to make eye contact with the lone young woman, and Atty immediately knew who was taking up residence in the only place she’d ever known as “home”.

      As they moved slowly in the direction from which she’d come, Atty hoisted her weapons into a more comfortable position across her shoulder. She continued to watch them until they turned the corner and were lost from view. Only then did she continue on her way.

      Fortune Kalich was waiting for her when she arrived. He opened the door before she had a chance to knock, throwing it open to greet her with his classic wide grin.

      “Welcome to my family,” he greeted her symbolically.

      “I accept your welcome,” she replied as per custom.

      Having gotten tradition out of the way, Fortune led her into the apartment, gesturing for her to take a seat. Atty glanced around the main outer room and wondered where the rest of the family was.

      At first glance their apartment was exactly like the one she’d left, right down to the after-smell of late breakfast. A second glance, however, gave away the little details that reminded her it wasn’t. Atty stared for several seconds at the pillow sitting against the small chair by the fireplace until she realized the elder Kalich had been talking to her. She shook her head to clear it, turned to him, and apologized.

      “I’m sorry, Fortune. I didn’t hear what you were just saying...”

      Fortune gave her a sympathetic eye. “Listen to me, prattling on like a lonely old woman. Here you’ve just lost the rest of your family, and you’re probably exhausted and hungry. What kind of substitute father am I? Sit down, Atty. Can I get you something to drink? We have milk.”

      “Milk?” Atty’s eyes widened. It had been too long to remember when she’d last had a mug of milk.

      Smiling softly, Fortune went into the kitchen and pulled a covered jar from the cool storage area beneath the floor. He poured a small mug of the goat’s milk and carried it back into the living area to hand it to her.  He watched in silence as she quickly drained the mug and wiped the mustache from her upper lip with a shirt sleeve. “Would you like some more?”

      Atty’s first impulse was to say yes, but her mother’s training caught up with her. “No, no, thanks,” she replied, shaking her head and handing him back the mug. She sniffed and glanced around the room again. Amazingly, she felt comfortable here. Maybe it was because she’d known Fortune and his family all her life. Maybe it was because Tory Kalich had often babysat her when she was little, and she was already familiar with the little pictures made from dried and pressed flowers the woman enjoyed making and sharing with her friends. Several such pictures were propped against the walls of the living area, and they reminded her of the two her own mother had hung in her bedroom.

      “Where’s Tory?”

      “In the fields trying to find enough herbs to cook with. Pickings are scarce this time of year.”

      “The fields are dangerous,” Atty told him.

      Fortune nodded. “Not as dangerous as the woods, but she stays close to the fence. She’s a smart and watchful woman.”

      “Memnon?”

      “Hunting.”

      “Alone?”

      Fortune squinted. “Yes, alone. He often ventures out by himself. Has since he was fifteen. Why?”

      Atty leaned over and ran her hands over her face. Suddenly she felt unbelievably tired. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I’m just...”

      “You’ve been through a major loss,” Fortune told her.

      “And I have too many unanswered questions. Why was my mother and Keelor outside the compound? Mohmee doesn’t look for herbs like Tory does. She doesn’t hunt. She doesn’t seek or need anything that I can’t get for her myself.”

      “She went to get firewood,” Fortune admitted.

      Atty stared up at him. “Firewood? Why? I’m the one who always gathered it for her.”

      “You weren’t here, and she needed some. She took Keelor with her so they could get enough to last them until you returned.”

      “She couldn’t wait?”

      “Atty.”

      “How do you know that’s why she went?” The anger, the fear, and the pain were bubbling up inside her like a geyser threatening to erupt. All the hurt she’d had to keep bottled in was pounding against her chest like loud, uncontrollable thunder, and it was about to come out in one explosive burst. “Why did she have to go out there when there wasn’t a need? We had firewood, Fortune! We had enough firewood by the hearth to last us through the night! Why did she leave? Why did she have to take...Keelor...with her.” The pain was choking her, closing up her throat until she couldn’t breathe or cry out any longer. Fortune reached for her as she collapsed back in the chair.

      “Why didn’t she come home, Fortune? Why did she...have to be like Pawpee? Why? Oh... Why? Why?”

      With the dam breached, the tears flowed. She cried for the loss of her mother. She cried for the sweet little sister who had alternated between tormenting her and sharing her deepest secrets. She cried for the loss of a way of life she’d prayed she’d never lose, but knew that eventually she would. But most of all, Atty cried out of fear of an unknown, uncertain future she couldn’t face, even with her specialized skills.

      Fortune Kalich watched helplessly as the young woman sobbed loudly, her face buried in her hands. He wished his wife was there to comfort her, female to female, and she would have been, except they hadn’t expected Atty to show up so soon. He felt useless. Thinking she needed some time to herself, he quietly went into the kitchen and sat down with a strop to sharpen his knives.  The steady back-and-forth movement was soothing in the face of such sorrow, and he was able to deal with Atty’s grief as the sound of it poured into the kitchen.

      He continued to sharpen his knives, humming a little tune under his breath. It wasn’t much longer until Atty approached the entrance to the kitchen and stood in the doorway, watching him. He started to ask how she was feeling, but the young woman spoke first.

      “I’m going out.”

      To hunt? To look for someone? To visit the marketplace? Fortune wished she’d explain further but hesitated. Atrilan Ferran was one of the most capable young people in the compound, and esteem for her ranked high even among the other hunters.  All the other male hunters. There were no other female hunters. Never had been, as far as Fortune could remember. Nor could anyone else. Then again, Atty was no ordinary girl.

      The front door closed quietly, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
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      The snow that had fallen the night before was thick but not enough to make any major difference. Atty had no problem disguising her footprints as she angled through the trees toward the badger. It was a big one, fully four hundred pounds worth. And although its meat was a bit gamey, cooked with wild onions and herbs it would feed several families, and quite deliciously, too. Not to mention the value of its pelt and claws.

      The animal was burrowing under a fallen tree, searching for something to eat. It grunted as it nosed into the softened bark, effectively disguising any sounds she made. From where she crouched she could see where the animal had changed. Other than its size, its tusks curved from upper and lower jaws like giant yellow horns. With little effort the animal could rip the intestines out of a man. Its skin was probably as thick as tree bark, Atty surmised. Which was why she would have to aim for its eyes.

      A crow screamed as it flashed through the trees. The badger paused, snorting softly, its jaws working from side to side as it chewed on what it had found. Another scream overhead made it raise its head, this time turning directly toward the young huntress.  Atty took slow aim and let the arrow find its mark. The iron tip buried itself into the soft tissue of the animal’s brain, sending it into paroxysms. Atty remained behind the tree but kept a close watch on the badger. She was prepared to chase it if it took off. She was also prepared to fire again if it spotted her and charged.

      For what seemed like eternity the animal tried to remove the shaft embedded in its eye but its thick, stubby arms could not dislodge the slender bit of wood. It thrashed about, tearing plants up by the roots, throwing dirt clods and rock, and roaring in pain. Foam flecked its mouth, and for a split-second Atty hoped the animal didn’t have the dreaded water disease.

      It took a long while for the badger to die. Atty continued to watch it from her safe place behind the tree.  When it finally lay on its side and gasped its last breath, she got to her feet and began the necessary task of gutting the animal and leaving the entrails for the other carnivorous scavengers. Once that was done, she went to tearing long, slim limbs from the nearby trees to form a makeshift travois.  It would be difficult dragging the huge carcass back to the compound, but she had no other choice. If she chose to get help, by the time they arrived back, the animal would either be gone or violated by other predators, and therefore inedible, the skin and the meat useless.

      It was late in the day before she had the carcass lashed onto the travois. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she’d eaten nothing all day except for that mug of milk given to her by Fortune Kalich. Atty paused, remembering that this animal would not be feeding her family. Her mother would not hug her upon her return. Her little sister would not beg for the tail, or the ear, or whatever part of the quarry that had caught her eye. The sudden wave of grief nearly made her stumble, but Atty choked back the sobs and gritted her teeth. Throwing the loop of rope around her chest and over her shoulders, she dug her feet into the snow and began pulling the dead weight over the ground. It was not as difficult as she’d first thought it would be, but after a while it steadily grew harder.

      The sun was about to go down. Already the upper section of the moon could be seen floating just above the horizon, its missing chunk making it look like a gap-toothed grin.  Atty passed a tree with directional marks. The compound was less than a mile away.  Knowing she would make it to the safety of the wall before dark, she stopped for a brief rest. If she was lucky, she might soon meet up with another hunter who would help with the load. Or a sentry on top of the compound wall might see her and send aid.

      Tonight she would be sleeping in a strange bed in a strange house with people she knew little about. Although she had grown up with the Kalich family, had taunted and been teased by Memnon since infancy, they were not her family. Not her blood. They were not aware of the little traits and idiosyncrasies that intimate families nurtured within their bond.  Did the Kaliches take their baths during the week or on weekends? Did they care that she preferred to sleep with two pillows? Would she be able to sleep in one of her father’s old shirts as she usually did? How long before the awkwardness was overcome so they all could relax and continue with life?

      Immersed in her thoughts, Atty was unaware of someone coming to give her an extra shoulder until Pillan Camworth hefted one of the poles and slipped into step beside her.

      “Come back, come back from wherever you are,” he grinned.

      “Oh? Hi. Thank you, Pillan. It was starting to feel heavy.”

      “Starting? My heavens, Atty, this animal must be a good four, five hundred pounds. It’s a wonder you haven’t pulled a muscle trying to drag it along.”

      Atty glanced at the man to her left. He could have been one of the most handsome men in the compound if it weren’t for the minuscule horn-like growths erupting from his skin. Still, he did have the most beautiful blue eyes framed with some of the longest lashes she’d ever seen on a man.

      Oblivious of her stare, Pillan adjusted the pole to a more comfortable spot. “This thing’s gonna feed a goodly number of people, Atty.”

      “Been hunting yourself?” she inquired.

      “Tried. No luck. I don’t have your knack. Your gift.”

      Atty snorted loudly.  Pillan shot back in reply.

      “Oh, go ahead and deny it all you like, but everyone knows it’s the real reason why you were allowed into the caste of hunters. You just seem to know where the game is. It’s almost like they wait for you to come find them.”

      “I’m not so blessed,” Atty told him. “And if they believe any different, then they’re fools.”

      “You can’t deny you bear the mark,” Pillan argued.

      “Okay. So I bear the mark. So does nearly everyone else in the compound. It’s what makes each of us unique. It’s what proves that we belong here. You know that.”

      “Your mother bore no mark,” the older man reminded her.

      Atty sighed. There was no way she could deny that point. Eenoi had no outward signs of her specialness. Hers was inside, in what she could do, in what she could hear. Once you spoke with her, or once she approached you personally, you immediately knew she was different. As different and as special as the brown roses she grew in pots around the back door of their home.

      And then there was Keelor...

      A shout overhead broke through her thoughts and kept her from becoming absorbed in her own self-pity. Before she and Pillan had taken another dozen steps, people began pouring from the two closest entrances to help bring in the enormous animal.

      Atty accepted the accolades and congratulatory slaps on the back with a mixture of pride and sadness. The badger was the largest prey she’d ever brought back. It would have been a source of great happiness to her mother and father to know she’d been capable of such a feat. It would also have been a feather in her father’s cap, proving to the caste council that his daughter well deserved her appointment into their select circle.

      The animal was dragged into the compound and skinned in the center of the market square. Several men marked out a circle on the ground and started scraping away the ice and snow before digging the hole they’d need. Many of the women began rubbing the outside of the meat with herbs and salt while most of the children helped bring firewood to fill the pit where it would cook for most of the night. Atty watched as onions, potatoes, and various other vegetables were stuffed into the enormous cavity before the whole thing was wrapped in wet, loosely-woven burlap.

      The heat from the fire was enough to prevent the cold from penetrating the area. Many people kept within distance of the warmth, and children played games in the dirt near the pit. Two men, Cyril and Cassius Barclay, took on the task of tending the huge carcass.  With adequate care, the meat would feed everyone, and any remainder would be jerked or smoked and preserved for days to come.

      An occurrence such as this impromptu feast was not unusual, but in the latter part of winter when game was extremely scarce, it was extra cause to celebrate. Normally Atty would have basked in the accomplishment. Now it was as if she no longer cared. Her mother would have offered her a cup of warmed wine to chase away the chills. That comfort was gone. Her sister would have helped her wash the grit and oil from her hair, then together they would have pushed their tiny beds together so they could snuggle under the furs and talk about Atty’s hunt until they’d fallen asleep in the wee hours of morning. That intimacy was gone.

      Atty slipped into the narrow streets of the inner compound. Behind her someone began strumming a guitar. Someone else warmed up a fiddle. Any minute now the music would start, couples would circle round to dance, and the party would most likely carry on until the first light of dawn when the smell of roasted meat would permeate the air with the morning fog.

      She reached the front door, then stopped in surprise. Without realizing it, she’d returned to her old home. The knowledge twisted in her stomach, punching the air out of her lungs. She stumbled, then turned and managed to find her way to her new home in spite of the difficulty she had seeing.

      The apartment was empty. In a way, she was glad she didn’t have to face anyone at that moment. Atty didn’t care where everyone was. She didn’t have to worry whether or not to start supper. Didn’t have to worry whether or not she needed to go look for her sister who had wandered away from her mother for the umpteenth time. Didn’t have to worry. Didn’t have to care.

      A single lantern had been left lit by the front door. Atty carried it with her into a back room where she found a pallet of furs. Her bundle of clothes sat on top of it, letting her know this was where she now belonged. She still wore her hunting jacket and tracking boots, both covered with mud, snow, and blood. Fleetingly Atty wondered if she should clean up first. Suddenly none of it mattered anymore. Exhausted, sore, and emotionally drained, Atty Ferran fell on top of the bed, curled into a fetal position, and was asleep almost immediately.
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      The screaming woke her. Her sleep-fogged brain slowly focused on the dying lantern sitting on the floor by the bedroom door. It was still nighttime. Darkness cloaked the room as if she’d only fallen into her bed moments before.

      The scream came again. From outside. Atty scrambled to her feet and rushed to the front room to peer out the window. All she could see was the lone lantern light at the end of the walkway. The place looked predictably empty at this time of night.

      “But what time is it?” she muttered to herself.

      Against her better judgment, Atty opened the door and leaned out. It was quiet. Too quiet. An icy shiver washed over her body. Why was it quiet? The music should still be playing. There should be muffled laughter coming from the pit area. There should be noises of some sort celebrating the morning feast. So why was it so ghastly silent?

      Atty shuddered involuntarily. She went back to the bedroom, grabbed her bow, and slung her quiver of arrows over her shoulder before going back to the door. Something was wrong. She had to find out what and why. And maybe, if she was lucky, she could be of help. That’s why she was a hunter. That’s why her vows to the caste also included the unconditional promise to protect the compound.

      Carefully she stepped into the walkway and headed back toward the marketplace. The morning fog had not yet descended, giving her the impression that it was closer to the middle of the night instead of nearing dawn.  She sniffed cautiously. The odor of roasting meat lingered lightly in the air. It was probably still in the ground, because once it was removed and unwrapped the mouth-watering smell would permeate the area.

      She kept her back to the apartments, creeping along sideways the same way she stalked unwary prey. In the short time since she’d been rudely awakened she’d heard no other sound. And in a compound of nearly two hundred fifty people, not hearing anything was impossible. There were always sounds, even in the dead of night.

      There had been screams... .

      She came to the end of the walkway. It curved to the left, opening up to a wider street which emptied into the main market area. Slowly she peered around the corner, yet failed to see anything that would indicate what was wrong. Which was exactly why she knew, was sure beyond a doubt, that something terrible had happened. This walkway led directly to the wood bins. There should be at least one or two people coming and going from the bins for firewood to keep the fire going strong in the pit.

      Taking a deep breath, Atty slipped into her hunter mode. Within the span of one beat of her heart she no longer walked the familiar streets she’d known all her life. At that moment she was in unfamiliar and dangerous territory. There were creatures beyond the log walls, unseen terror waiting to catch her unaware. Waiting to kill her. She needed all her skills and much luck to survive.

      She crouched down and crept forward on the balls of her feet. She no longer felt tired, no longer felt hungry. Her mind was clear. Her blood raced through her veins. Her very pores tingled.

      The scream sliced through the night, short, high-pitched, and unexpected.  Atty gasped in surprise and plastered herself against the wall. Her heart hammered in her chest. That hadn’t been the scream of an animal. It had been human. It had been a cry of agony, filled with pain and despair. Who? Why?

      Without thinking, her hands pulled an arrow from the sheath and nocked it. In spite of her growing fear her movements were sure and steady.  She moved forward.  In the back of her mind the whole scenario felt unreal and distant. This compound had been a safe haven for decades. The worst that had ever befallen it was the wild boar attack back in the days of her grandfather. Before that, her memories were hazy and uncertain.

      The corner rounded just ahead. Atty lowered the bow and dared a look into the market area. What she saw froze every part of her body.

      Several men sat on their horses, keeping the people at bay. Several others were digging at the pit, exhuming the roasting meat from the fire. There were a few going in and out of the apartments on the outskirts of the marketplace. Atty guessed there were more than a dozen, but less than twenty strangers. They were dressed in pieces of steel and iron that sparkled when firelight caught it. Several had helmets. None wore the hand-woven cloth and pelts favored by her people. Her heart threatened to break out of her chest as she pulled back and pressed her back against the wall.

      Cleaners.  They were no longer the stuff of fairy tales, meant to frighten unruly children. They were real. They existed. They had invaded the compound.  And they were doing what the tales of horror said they did—they were cleaning the world of everything and everyone who was not “normal”.

      Another scream ripped the air. Atty nearly wet her pants at the sound. From the corner of her eye she saw the curtains move in the window of the apartment on the other side of the street. Two faces pale with terror stared at her. She shook her head and waved at them to retreat back into the darkness.  Then she gulped down several deep breaths and took another look around the corner.

      Those who had remained to watch the fire now lay on their stomachs, their arms bound behind their backs, their feet tied at the ankles and looped up to their wrists. It was a basic hog tie.  On a person it was dehumanizing.  It also cut off the circulation to the arms and legs in short order.

      In the glittering firelight a small stream of something dark was running across the narrow pathway between where the Cleaners were gathered and the cooking pit. Atty choked back a moan when she realized it was blood. Human blood.

      “Mutah!”

      One of the Cleaners had pulled a woman from one of the apartments on the other side of the compound.  At first it was difficult for Atty to see who it was until she was dragged closer to the group that was tied down.  It was Emmaline Waters, a woman who had been one of her mother’s best friends.

      The Cleaner threw the woman down onto the group and simultaneously pulled his dirk from his waistband. Leaning over, he grabbed her by the hair and efficiently slit the woman’s throat until the head rolled back between the shoulder blades. Blood spurted in an arc like a black rainbow. That done, he kicked the twitching body to the side where other bodies lay unmoving.

      Atty bit her lips until they bled. Emmaline had two noses. Her lack of “normalcy” had been easy to spot.  But she also had a kind soul and she was an excellent seamstress.  Holding her weapon tightly against her, Atty strained to see who had been left alive.

      She could only speculate at what was happening, at what had happened. Something, perhaps the smell of the meat, had attracted the Cleaners’ attention.  Somehow they’d managed to come through one of the compound gates, a feat that shouldn’t have been that difficult with the horses, Atty surmised. And being Cleaners, they’d seen that the inhabitants of the compound did not “look” like the kind of people they felt should be inhabiting the earth, so they began systematically slaughtering innocent people who exhibited abnormal signs. The screams she had heard had been the last sounds of dying people.

      The only thing she couldn’t figure out was why nearly a half-dozen Cleaners remained on horseback. It was like they were waiting⁠—

      Atty stiffened. Of course. There couldn’t be any other reason. The Cleaners had happened on a compound full of “Mutah”. Mutants. One of them had left to go back to their own compound to let them know. At some point they would return in force to eliminate the rest of them. Wholesale slaughter. Genocide. There was no telling how far away the Cleaners’ compound was, so it could be later today, tomorrow, or a week from now before the rest of the soldiers showed up.

      Atty took another peek. No, not a week. If their compound was that far away the others would not be standing around like they were. They’d dig in, set up a temporary camp to take care of their needs while they waited. No, their compound was nearby. Atty swallowed hard. To think—such barbaric animals lived so close by and the two had never met in all their years of existence.  Unless...

      Maybe that’s where her father had gone. And her mother. And Keelor. And the countless others who had disappeared unexpectedly over the years, never to return. Maybe the Cleaners had known about them but had chosen not to breach their defenses until now, until tonight.

      Then why tonight? she wondered. Why now? If they did have a compound nearby, if they had been responsible for all those people who had vanished without a trace, why were they just now making their presence known? Why did they attack tonight?

      Atty shook her head to clear her mind. There was no way the Cleaners could have a compound nearby. If they had known about the mutants, they would not have attacked piecemeal, then sent back some of their own to get the rest. This compound was not huge, but it was large enough to support over two hundred people.  Any good leader would not bring a tiny handful of men to attack that many people.

      No. The Cleaners had happened upon them by accident. More than likely the smell of roasting meat had caught their attention, as she’d first surmised. They may have approached the sentry... Who had been on duty tonight? Camden? Sweet heavens, if it had been Camden, then no wonder the Cleaners would have broken through their defenses without a second thought. Poor, loving Camden.

      She checked the marketplace. The seated riders were still gathered in a small huddle beside the people they’d taken hostage. The few who had dismounted were taking their time searching for others. Meanwhile, the rest of the people remained in their apartments shaking with fear, easy pickings, easier targets.  Knowing they would soon be killed because a children’s fairy tale told to prevent unruly brats from disobeying had come to ungodly life. A fairy tale that was no longer fiction, but a horror beyond imagining. A true and unholy nightmare.

      Something inside her shut down. Atty knew the feeling.  Knew it, reveled in it, and lived for it. Pillan had called it her gift. Her father had called it her innate, natural hunting ability. Whatever it was, it flowed through her like an extra shot of strength and energy.

      A dozen steps back was a small cul-de-sac that separated the apartments. It wasn’t deep or wide, but a wooden ladder had been nailed to the side of the building to allow access to the roofs. It didn’t happen often, but it wasn’t unusual for a ceiling to develop a leak, especially during the rainy season in the spring.  Repair crews used the ladders to patch the leaks.  Atty slipped her bow over a shoulder and hurried up the ladder. On the roof she could gain access to the other apartments in the cluster merely by jumping over the three-foot-wide divisions, unless she wanted to get to the group across the walkway. Those she would have to reach by climbing down and using one of the ladders on that side.

      Carefully she made her way over the maze-like cluster, heading toward the open market area. She kept down and hoped the Cleaners wouldn’t look up.

      She only had to descend once to a walkway and ascend another ladder before she reached the outer edge of the apartments where shops faced the inner courtyard. She found herself on top of Minnie’s tool shop, easy to tell from the bluish paint dye Minnie used to color the front of her store. From that vantage, Atty had an unobstructed view of the entire market area and the compound wall beyond. She also could see the open north doorway in the fence. The gate was gone, splintered like kindling under the impact made by the lances and charging horses.

      Atty shivered.  Her hands were beginning to grow numb. She’d forgotten her gloves in the apartment, and now the freezing air was icing every breath she drew and stiffening every inch of exposed skin. She rubbed her hands together, blowing on them to keep the feeling in her fingers. Creeping on her stomach to the edge of the building, she settled her bow into a secure position and re-notched the arrow. Now it was merely a waiting game—waiting for the right moment, the right target, the right angle, and hopefully before the rest of the Cleaners arrived.

      Two more Cleaners emerged from the apartments, dragging a victim in each hand.  Looks like a short wait, Atty admitted to herself, taking aim.  From the corner of her eye she checked the slight wind ruffling the feathered tip. She held her breath. A split-second later, the arrow drilled the air with its perfectly honed edge and embedded itself in the throat of the Cleaner standing behind the nearest mounted rider. The man stopped, as if contemplating what to do next, before falling backwards from the impact. His body propped itself neatly between the doorway and the window of the leather shop.

      Before the Cleaner had let out his last breath, a second arrow spun across the open area and found a home in the mounted rider. The man jumped, then slumped over. The horse mistook his movements as a command and started walking toward the group of bound prisoners.

      The Cleaner holding two of the newly found hostages saw the horse heading toward him. “Jeroh! What do you think you’re doing?  I said to stay where you are, you dolt! Jeroh!” He started to say more but a shaft of white feathers suddenly protruded from his tongue. He loosened his hold on the two children he’d found and reached up toward his mouth, but his arms never made it. He dropped to the ground like a wet sack.
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        * * *

      

      Pierson Deneson never saw the arrow that took out his friend against the leather shop, but he saw the one that hit Jeroh Martine atop his horse. In blind fear he hit the dirt and rolled, narrowly being missed by the corpse of Joel Amilson as it sank to its knees and toppled face down.

      “They’re fighting back!” he screamed.  As incredible as it sounded, the Mutah were fighting back. Fulcet Abalam grunted beside him. The man had not dropped to his knees as Deneson had done, so Deneson’s first thought was that he was making a noncommittal sound. A moment later the man landed on top of him and pinned him to the ground. The dead man’s weight knocked the air out of him. Deneson struggled to move when he heard a quick, buzzing sound, almost like a bee. Something warm struck him across the face. It took a while before he realized another one of their group had been pierced, and his blood had sprayed upon impact.
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        * * *

      

      The group of bound prisoners began to understand that the Cleaners were slowly being taken down one at a time. They struggled with their bonds and cried out to be released.

      The remaining Cleaners ran for cover, some barricading themselves behind the doors of the shops. A couple of them thought they would be smart, and tried to use the prisoners as shields. Their mistake—they had no idea how accurate Atty’s aim could be.

      They were more confused than terrified. Mutah were known to fight back, but not like this. Not with arrows flying through the darkness like nightmarish spirits, sucking the blood and the life from whomever they struck. No. Mutah fought one-on-one. They hefted clubs and axes and spears, weapons they could swing over their heads before crushing their opponents. Some of the more creative ones had swords and long, double-edged knives. They were the more dangerous ones. But this was the first time they’d run across Mutah who could wield a bow, much less with such accuracy. The attack had been unexpected, and they had been totally unprepared.

      There were eighteen Cleaners in the compound. Atty’s quiver held twenty-two arrows. She was making every one of them count. A Cleaner who had taken refuge among the bound prisoners raised his dirk to stab at the unruly group. Atty recognized him as the same one who had killed Emmaline, so she took extra care when aiming. The man stared at the shaft protruding from the hollow of his throat and at the blood bubbling from the wound.  He managed to pull out the offending object and get to his feet before a second arrow pierced his left eye with a soft, wet, popping sound.  Only then did he topple like a tree.
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        * * *

      

      Pinned by the weight of the dead man, Deneson gasped for breath. The cries from the bound prisoners masked all other sounds, making it impossible to tell where the arrows were coming from. The noise also masked the sound of the second phalanx of men entering the compound through the broken gate, until a cry arose from them. He yelled at them to warn them.
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        * * *

      

      Atty stiffened. Her attack had done considerable damage. If the second wave of Cleaners hadn’t appeared when they did, she knew she could have somehow managed to turn the tide in her favor. Now it was too late. She was almost out of arrows, and the Cleaners kept coming through the doorway in an unending stream.
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        * * *

      

      The second phalanx had come to an abrupt halt once they’d entered the compound. Carnage they’d expected. They had not been prepared for it to be their own men. Immediately one of the men barked orders and nearly a dozen men jumped from their saddles to form a tight barrier. One of the squad spotted Deneson beneath his fallen comrade and helped him to his feet, half-dragging, half-carrying the survivor over to a small cluster of men at the far rear of the barricade.

      Deneson accepted the skin of water gratefully. The men waited until the horseman had gotten his voice back before they asked their questions.

      “What happened?”

      “We were working detail, just mapping out the area, when we smelled the meat cooking,” Deneson told them.

      “Who was in charge?”

      “Forbis and Manz.”

      “Go on.”

      “We followed our noses until we found this compound. Forbis ordered Mayertuck back to camp to inform you. Then he ordered us to breach their defenses.”

      One of the small group, a man dressed in gold-looking pieces of armor plating, peered into the darkness. “This is a Mutah compound?”

      Deneson nodded. “Yes. The sentry had ears hanging down to his waist. That’s why Forbis ordered us to take the compound. Since then we’ve discovered this is a whole colony of them.”

      “Who are you fighting?” a deep voice asked.

      “The Mutah.”

      “With arrows?” the first man asked incredulously.

      “There has to be a Mutah on every rooftop,” Deneson said. “Arrows were raining down from everywhere. I would be dead now, too, if Abalam hadn’t fallen on me. I couldn’t get him off. He was too heavy.”

      “Or you were too scared to move,” the first man prodded.

      “Leave him alone, Karv,” the deep voice admonished. He rose from his kneeling position among the protests of several who warned him he could become a target. The man waved them away to stare at the tops of the buildings surrounding them.  “How many Mutah did you say, Deneson?”

      “Twenty. Maybe thirty. The arrows were coming from everywhere.”

      “Impossible,” Tosh Karv argued. “Mutah don’t use arrows.”

      “I’m not lying,” Deneson shot back.

      “Then why haven’t any of us been hit since our arrival?” the man questioned him.

      The rest of the group paused. They had taken immediate action once they’d realized they were under attack, but since their first defensive move there’d been no sign of retribution.  The man turned to one of his subordinates.

      “Find out how many are dead. Purst, find a way to get some men up on the roofs. Find our shooters.  I also want to talk to some of the Mutah.”
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        * * *

      

      Several Cleaners broke away from the phalanx to obey orders, spreading out into the main market area.  Atty watched from her vantage point and wondered what to do next. She wished she was closer so she could see who the new men were. It was obvious that one was a leader, possibly the main leader of the group. Whoever he was, he knew war and he knew how to draw a defensive posture. Even if she had more arrows there was little chance she could do any more damage to their ranks.

      She watched guardedly as the cluster of Cleaners approached the bound prisoners. Temporary relief swept over her as they were partially untied and herded into one of the shops. They might have escaped death this time, but there was no guarantee how much longer they would remain alive.

      The cluster seemed to divide into four smaller groups. One group began to retrieve the bodies of the fallen Cleaners. Another group took over the removal of the cooked badger, while the third group spread out and disappeared into the narrow pathways between the apartments. Mutant hunting.

      Atty shuddered. She’d been so close. And to make matters worse, the morning fog was beginning to descend, obscuring her view of the men in the market area.  To add insult to injury, her right leg had gone to sleep. It was the leg she used for balance when taking aim. She tried to stamp some feeling back into it, but it felt more like a lump of dead weight. She tried slapping it, poking it, and banging it with her fist. After some moments the leg began to tingle with familiar pain, and Atty stretched the limb to hurry along its revival.  It was only by sheer luck that she spotted the helmeted figure rushing at her through the gray-black mist.

      The Cleaner swung his sword, aiming for her head. Instinctively Atty threw up her bow. The blade struck the thick, dense wood, bouncing off. She rolled to one side, and barely missed the sword slicing the air where she’d been. She tried to get to her feet but her numbed leg wouldn’t support her weight, and she listed to one side.

      Atty warded off another blow coming sideways.  The heavy sword continued its arc. The Cleaner following through by turning around and bringing it over his head to smash downward. In those precious seconds she notched her last arrow and let it fly without aiming.

      The shaft punched a hole through the man’s face with enough power to penetrate the skull in the back. The impact pushed him backwards toward the edge of the roof. The sword’s movement brought it down and away, swinging out of the dead man’s hand and over into the marketplace, the length of its steel reflecting the firelight as it fell to the ground.

      Gasping for breath, her body singing from the adrenalin, Atty watched as the Cleaner finally toppled from the roof.  Engrossed in the man’s descent, she never saw the blow that glanced off the side of her face and sent her sprawling over the tiles.
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      “This is the Mutah?”

      “This is the only one we’ve found... so far,” the Cleaner quickly added.

      Dizzy and nauseous, Atty felt her cheek and mouth pressed into the dirt. She tried to make sense of where she was but her head felt like it was about to explode. Her right eye wouldn’t open. Her left would only give her blurred images of people walking around her, but her sight seemed to be slowly clearing. The best she could figure was that she was back in the market area.

      “You found him where?”

      “Over there, Sir. On top of the blue building.”

      “There?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Impossible.” A third voice chimed in. It was not as deep and resonant as the first one, nor as nervous sounding as the second. “That’s got to be a good hundred yards.  No one can aim with that kind of accuracy from that far. Not in the middle of the night.”

      A figure moved away from her and stopped in front of a blood splatter on a wall.  Atty realized she was lying in front of the leather shop.  The figure stared at the splatter, then turned and looked back at the tool shop. “He’s a Mutah,” the figure finally acknowledged. “There’s no telling what he’s capable of doing.”

      A boot suddenly stomped on her back, crushing her chest and face further into the hard packed earth. Atty grunted in pain.  It brought an immediate reaction. The Cleaner leaned down and hissed in her ear, “You think that’s painful, just you wait, Mutah. You’re going to answer for everyone you offed tonight, and then some!”

      “Release him,” the sonorous voice ordered.

      “Sir!”

      “I want a word with him before we flay him. Now get off of him.”

      The pressure on her chest relaxed. At the same time Atty was hauled to her feet and turned to face her captors.  The torches cast an almost surreal glow over the compound as the fog began to lay thick across the open area. The smell of roasted badger caused her stomach to tighten painfully, reminding her she hadn’t eaten in almost two days. She blinked and tried to focus but it was difficult.

      “Are you our shooter?” asked a completely different voice. It came from one side. She tried to face him but she was jerked back into position. In return, the unrelenting pounding in her skull increased its pressure. She gritted her teeth against it.

      “Answer me. Are you our shooter?”

      She had to spit dirt and saliva mixed into mud out of her mouth before she could manage to reply hoarsely. “It’s my bow, yes.”

      “Did you act alone?”

      “I had to. No one else would.”

      “What do you mean, no one else would?” It was the third voice from earlier.

      She paused, then realized the truth had to be told or else others may die. “The other hunters are gone. We need meat, so they set out a couple of days ago on an expedition.”

      “You mean there’s no one left to guard the compound?”

      “There are others, but they won’t put up any resistance. At least, if they haven’t by done so by now...” She coughed to try and clear her throat.

      “Why not, Mutah?”

      “They’re terrified of you. They went into hiding.”

      “But not you,” the deep voice chimed in.

      “I...couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “My oath as a hunter says I have to protect the compound, not just provide it with meat.”

      The Cleaner with the deep voice nodded. She could see the shadow move its head. By now she could faintly make out the features of those before her, but the one with the rich voice wore a helmet that shielded almost his entire face.

      The one with the third voice laughed derisively. “Your oath? Since when do Mutah take oaths?”

      Atty turned to face him. “Since there’ve been Cleaners to swear at,” she shot back.

      A gloved hand suddenly swung out and clipped her neatly in the jaw. She heard her teeth click together, felt something crack, and she fell back. The man who’d been holding her arms let go, allowing her to grab her mouth in pain.

      “Karv!”

      “He spoke rudely!”

      “He answered your question,” the deep voice barked in anger.  The Cleaner waved two fingers in Atty’s direction. In response she was lifted to her feet and brought closer.

      “What kind of Mutah are you?”

      She carefully shook her head. The pain was too great to verbalize any more answers.

      A gloved hand came toward her. Atty flinched and tried to avoid the blow. Instead, the hand grabbed her by the wrist.  The man with the deep voice stood and looked down on her. He examined the wrist and the hand, turning it over, peering between the fingers, making sure he could get a good look at it in the torchlight.

      “No scales. No sores. I see no webbing or imperfections.”

      He jerked off her knit cap. An errant braid uncoiled, landing on her shoulder and sliding down to her waist. The men grew quiet.  The gloved hand wiped itself across her jacket, pausing over her breasts.

      “A girl?” the third man asked incredulously.

      The deep-voiced man reached through the hair, rubbing the scalp, searching for any outward sign of abnormalities.  Finding none, he leaned over and peer intently into Atty’s face.

      “Tell me the truth if you wish to live. Are you the sole person responsible for killing sixteen of my men?”

      Unable to speak, she nodded. In the uncertain flicker of light and dark they hadn’t noticed the color of her hair. It was a small comfort.

      “Is the bow your only weapon?”

      Again, a nod.

      The man leaned back, sighing deeply. “Amazing.  Horeth?”

      “Sir?”

      “Get MaGrath to look after her. See to her wounds.”

      “Yulen!”

      “Are you objecting, Karv?”

      The man named Karv stepped forward, giving Atty a decent chance to size him up. He was short and stocky but extremely muscular. He wore his hair long and loose, and his beard and moustache were equally scraggly. His body armor looked almost golden in the dim light.

      “She’s a Mutah, Yulen. Why don’t you kill her and get it over with?”

      “She doesn’t show any symptoms,” the deep-voiced man, the one called Yulen, replied.

      “And we know that sometimes Normals have taken up residence in Mutah camps,” the one who’d spoken fourth said.

      “Maybe you can’t see her Mutah signs right now. Remember that Mutah whore we picked up outside of Yungaree? You never knew what she really was until she took off her clothes and you saw those extra rows of teats under her arms-”

      “Karv, I have my reasons.” Yulen turned to face the shorter man, and Karv took a step back automatically. It was clear who was in charge, and whose word would not be challenged.

      “What about the others?”

      “Kill them,” he responded, as if ordering someone to do his laundry.

      Atty struggled against her captors. Despite the unrelenting pain in her head, the man’s callousness was the last straw. “You bastard,” she hissed, trying to lunge for him.

      Yulen turned toward her. A chuckle bubbled in his throat. “The Mutah is still feisty?”

      One of the men holding her arms spoke out. “Want us to knock her out? Would make her easier to handle.”

      “No
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