
  
    [image: The Sanctuary Series]
  


  
    
      The Sanctuary Series

      3 Book Boxset

    

    
      
        Nikita Slater

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Sanctuary’s Warlord

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Year 2073

          

          
            2. Diogo

          

          
            3. Taran

          

          
            4. Diogo

          

          
            5. Taran

          

          
            6. Taran

          

          
            7. Diogo

          

          
            8. Taran

          

          
            9. Diogo

          

          
            10. Taran

          

          
            11. Diogo

          

          
            12. Taran

          

          
            13. Taran

          

          
            14. Diogo

          

          
            15. Diogo

          

          
            16. Taran

          

          
            17. Diogo

          

          
            18. Taran

          

          
            19. Taran

          

          
            20. Diogo

          

          
            21. Taran

          

          
            22. Taran

          

          
            23. Taran

          

          
            24. Diogo

          

          
            25. Diogo

          

          
            26. Taran

          

          
            27. Diogo

          

          
            28. Diogo

          

          
            29. Diogo

          

          
            30. Taran

          

          
            31. Taran

          

          
            32. Taran

          

          
            33. Taran

          

          
            34. Diogo

          

          
            35. Taran

          

          
            36. Taran

          

          
            37. Diogo

          

          
            38. Taran

          

        

      

      
        
          Sanctuary on Fire

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Taran

          

          
            2. Diogo

          

          
            3. Taran

          

          
            4. Taran

          

          
            5. Diogo

          

          
            6. Xavier

          

          
            7. Diogo

          

          
            8. Taran

          

          
            9. Diogo

          

          
            10. Taran

          

          
            11. Diogo

          

          
            12. Taran

          

          
            13. Taran

          

          
            14. Diogo

          

          
            15. Taran

          

          
            16. Diogo

          

          
            17. Taran

          

          
            18. Diogo

          

          
            19. Talon

          

          
            20. Taran

          

          
            21. Diogo

          

          
            22. Taran

          

          
            23. Taran

          

          
            24. Diogo

          

          
            25. Taran

          

          
            26. Taran

          

          
            27. Diogo

          

          
            28. Taran

          

          
            29. Skye

          

          
            30. Taran

          

          
            31. Diogo

          

          
            32. Skye

          

          
            33. Skye

          

          
            34. Diogo

          

          
            35. Taran

          

          
            36. Taran

          

          
            37. Taran

          

          
            38. Diogo

          

          
            39. Taran

          

          
            40. Taran

          

          
            41. Diogo

          

          
            42. Taran

          

          
            43. Taran

          

          
            44. Diogo

          

          
            45. Taran

          

          
            Bonus Chapter - Skye

          

        

      

      
        
          The Last Sanctuary

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Taran

          

          
            2. Diogo

          

          
            3. Taran

          

          
            4. Diogo

          

          
            5. Taran

          

          
            6. Diogo

          

          
            7. Taran

          

          
            8. Skye

          

          
            9. Diogo

          

          
            10. Taran

          

          
            11. Diogo

          

          
            12. Diogo

          

          
            13. Taran

          

          
            14. Stryker

          

          
            15. Taran

          

          
            16. Diogo

          

          
            17. Diogo

          

          
            18. Taran

          

          
            19. Diogo

          

          
            20. Taran

          

          
            21. Taran

          

          
            22. Officer Gillert

          

          
            23. Taran

          

          
            24. Diogo

          

          
            25. Taran

          

          
            26. Taran

          

          
            27. Diogo

          

          
            28. Taran

          

          
            29. Diogo

          

          
            30. Taran

          

          
            31. Diogo

          

          
            32. Skye

          

          
            33. Taran

          

          
            34. Diogo

          

          
            35. Emery

          

          
            36. Taran

          

          
            37. Diogo

          

          
            38. Taran

          

          
            39. Taran

          

          
            40. Diogo

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Bonus Chapter

      

      
        Nikita’s Newsletter!

      

      
        Excerpt: Scarred Queen

      

      
        Excerpt: Driven by Desire

      

      
        Excerpt: Because You’re Mine

      

      
        Also by Nikita Slater

      

      
        Stay connected with Nikita!

      

      
        Nikita’s Underworld!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sanctuary’s Warlord

          

          The Sanctuary Series Book 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      In 2020 humans were warned, melting ice and rising sea levels were going to release disease into the world. We were warned that the effects of this disease would ravage the world unlike anything humanity had ever experienced. More than half the world’s population would fall. Still, countries warred. Still, they ignored the warnings.

      In 2022, in a South Pacific country, formerly known as the Solomon Islands, a new, never before discovered illness arose. Some described it as the plague, others described it as a twisted version of Ebola. The world ignored this terrifying news. Countries were at war, nuclear threats were common, dangerous synthetic drugs were being sold illegally, food shortages and unpredictable weather patterns created an untenable financial burden for governments. Citizen unrest led to riots, police actions, the rise of gangs and out-of-control crime rates. Politicians, military, media and law enforcement were too focused on their domestic struggles to turn to the medical crisis in a little-known island country. By the time they took notice, some of the world’s biggest cities were on the verge of being consumed by an angry planet.

      In 2025, after the disease wiped out half the South Pacific and spread to each continent, it became known as Necrotitis Primeval, or Death Kiss. It was a hybrid of a new type of flesh-eating bacteria. The people who contracted the disease became known as the Primitives. There was no known cure. The incubation rate was minutes, no one was immune, and the results were irreversible. Once a person became infected, they would rapidly return to a primitive state, focusing only on their base needs. Food, water, reproduction. They attacked without conscious thought, devouring everything organic in their path. Humans, animals and plants became food. They would mutilate their prey, mutilate themselves in their driving need to scratch and bite.

      By 2030, Death Kiss had ravaged the world, collapsing all systems of government, destroying communications, electrical grids, everything essential to society. Pockets of humans banded together, creating towns and cities, protecting their new homes by whatever means necessary. Anarchy became a way of life as humans fought to survive. Fought each other, fought the Primitives.

      By 2050, Sanctuaries had risen from the ashes of great cities, taking in the terrified refugees that clawed for survival. But many of these Sanctuaries fell under the pressure of high populations, lack of resources and bad leadership. Birth rates increased as birth control became less and less available. But death rates climbed even higher. Medication was no longer widely available, infrastructure was falling down all around us, bands of people fought not only the Primitives, but each other in a bid for territory and resources. It quickly became apparent that only the strongest could survive this hostile world.

      My name is Taran and I was born on April 27th, 2047. I watched as my parents and five-year-old brother were taken by illness. Not the Death Kiss, but a common flu. The virus and harsher winters took out more than half of the remaining Northern population, forcing the rest of us to relocate. With a band of survivors, including my grandparents and sister, Skye, I walked South for weeks and months, in search of Sanctuary. Finally, after a gruelling journey, including the loss of my sister in the Nevada riots and the subsequent fall of the Las Vegas Sanctuary, we arrived at the Tucson Sanctuary. I was taken in, but my grandparents were refused entry. They were left to survive outside the city walls. An impossible feat, especially at their age. Primitives rove the land looking for new victims. No one can survive the Death Kiss without turning. From birth, I’ve been taught that a bitten human is a dead human.
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      4:00am is my favourite time of day. Everything is hushed, the sky is still dark. Soon, first light will attempt to break through on the horizon. Things smell a little fresher, as though kissed by mother nature while we were all sleeping. I’m reminded that our planet still lives, still breathes, though we’ve done our level best to bring the fucker down with us.

      I crouch next to the shell of a burned-out vehicle, my back pressed against the cool metal door panel. It’s part of the barrier wall around our Sanctuary city, built on the ashes of Tucson. What a joke. There’s nothing welcoming about this Sanctuary. Except that it’s relatively safe from the Primitives. But it’s no kind of real sanctuary. If it was, then the self-elected leader and his rabid crew of enforcers would open the city to anyone and everyone in need. Instead, they’ve locked it down tight, only accepting select individuals; men who can work and women who can bear children.

      I found this out the hard way when I was taken in as a teenager while my grandparents were left outside the barrier to fend for themselves. I hadn’t wanted to leave them behind. I’d kicked and screamed as I was dragged into the city. I don’t know what happened to my grandparents. Probably dead. Not many survive the outside world without sanctuary. I’d been taken because I was old enough to get pregnant and young enough to have many babies for a civilization that relies on population renewal. As soon as I entered the city I was given citizenship and a husband.

      A train whistles loud and clear, piercing the morning stillness.

      “That’s the signal,” Emery whispers from beside me.

      I nod and indicate that she should stay and keep watch as we’d discussed, while I cross the barrier wall. Her worried eyes are on me and I can see the argument threatening to leap to her lips once more. She’d older, more experienced, can handle weapons better. I shake my head and double-check the rifle slung across my back. She may be the better choice in some ways, but I’m not risking the woman who has become everything to me in this terrible post-apocalyptic world. We both know she can’t scale the wall in the time I can. I’m smaller, faster and tougher.

      She sighs her resignation and presses her fingers into my shoulders, giving me her sternest, most motherly look. I offer her a half smile and nod, promising silently that I’ll be as safe as I can. She drops her hands from my shoulders and picks up a charcoal pen, running it under my eyes and over my cheeks, chin and forehead. She uses her thumbs to rub it in, blending it over my face but leaving the heaviest marks under my eyes. She does this for two reasons. One is to protect my skin from the sun. Sunscreen is a commodity that only the rich have access to and my skin is fairer than most as I’m from the far North and Sanctuary is located in the Sonoran Desert, in what used to be Arizona.

      The second reason is more important. Darkening my face gives me more of a chance to blend in if I run into Primitives on the other side of the barrier. For some reason, the first thing to decay on the bodies of the infected is their skin. It darkens, becomes splotchy and eventually rots, peeling away from the skeleton until they become little more than walking death. Of course, I should also smell like them if I truly want to get away from them unscathed, so the face trick only works at a distance.

      “Be careful, Taran,” she whispers, worry clear in her tone.

      “Always.” I shoot her a cheeky grin and pat her leg before standing. I reach over my head for the metal frame of another car and pull myself up, the sound of her husky chuckle behind me. I grin. We both know I’m not exactly known for being careful. I’m part of the Sanctuary rebellion, we both are. The rebels are a group people who stand up to the harsh authoritarian regimes popping up in most Sanctuary cities, including ours. They’re a scourge I fully intend to help bring down by doing my part.

      I’m opinionated when I feel passionate about something and I can be reckless in pursuit of my goals. I’ve terrorized poor Emery with my disdain toward the Authority. She thinks I’ll eventually be caught doing something illegal and executed or turned out of the city; both the most common sentences for treason against a Sanctuary.

      I quickly lose sight of her as I’m forced to crawl through a section of beams that juts out, pointing toward the city like giant skeletal fingers. The climb is taxing, a brutal test of endurance. I’m lean, leaner than I should be. Too often I give my food rations to the hungry illegals that crowd our city slums. I know this isn’t a smart choice. That I’m depleting the strength that I desperately need to survive in this tough, uncompromising world. But it’s all I have to give back to the underground community that has sheltered me for more than a decade.

      The climb becomes steeper as heaps of twisted metal and concrete, leftovers from old vehicles and collapsed infrastructure, thin out toward the top. I’ve been climbing for almost an hour now, never stopping. There isn’t time to stop. I must complete my task as quickly and quietly as possible. My breath comes out in short, sharp puffs and my muscles are screaming at me. I know I can do this though. I’ve done it dozens of times. It’s one of my most important tasks among the rebel faction; lead the refugees rejected by city officials into our Sanctuary. A dangerous, but necessary job.

      I’ve reached the pinnacle of my climb, about twenty feet from the very top of the wall. A wall built to keep out the Primitives. Or so we’re told. In reality, the wall, built all the way around the city, also serves to keep the citizens trapped within and make sure the refugees are kept out. We haven’t had a Primitive attack in almost a year. And though they are easily distracted and driven by instinct, they’re fast and they can still climb, if they believe the object of their fixation, fresh meat, is on the other side.

      I crawl headfirst into a section of metal piping, squeezing myself through the narrow space. The top sections of the wall are impossible to get through, topped by massive sections of metal plating and barbed wire. The tunnel is a tight fit, but I’ve been this way before. My shoulders and hips are just barely small enough to get me through. I climb out the other side and breathe for just a moment, sitting on top of the barrier, looking out across the vast landscape. Shadows are giving way to morning sun, blazing its way strong and sure over the top of the Rincon mountain range, to the East of the city. There are five mountain ranges surrounding our Sanctuary, but I’m headed Southeast this morning.

      I breathe deep, taking in the early morning scents. Metal, dust, desert. The beauty laid out before me, stretched out for miles below my dangling feet, is an homage to the resiliency of our planet. Our home. Mother Nature struggles to shake off the aftereffects of humanity, while still providing sanctuary for those of us that survived the culling of our species.

      I shake off the grim nostalgia and begin my descent. I’m wary now, careful to move fast, while twisting my head this way and that, searching out the city police. Or worse, the military, a squadron of savage men entrusted with our safety, guarding us from the dangers of the outside world, while holding us hostage from within. The men who helped create a city of hundreds of thousands, forcing us to follow laws that are created by the strongest because we have no choice. They are cold, cruel, angry. Hand-picked by the city’s authoritarian leader and Warlord, Diogo Fuentes, for their aggressive, dominant tendencies. The few run-ins I’ve had with them have been far from pleasant.

      Luckily, I’m small, plain, unassuming. Meek to those that don’t know how to look for a strong personality filled with belief and conviction behind the exterior of a simple girl. The last person they would suspect of being a leader of the rebellion. The woman who has caused constant upheaval throughout Sanctuary. One of the people they’ve been trying to ferret out for the past several years with no success.

      Our Sanctuary was built from the ruins of Tucson, one of the few habitable areas left on the planet. Not usually plagued by intense storms and tornadoes, the area is protected by an expanse of desert and the mountain ranges. The northern countries have been rendered mostly uninhabitable to humans through increasingly long cold winters and severe storms. Without easy access to electricity and gas, the conditions are too harsh to survive. Flash freezing, illness and, finally, mass migration took out half of the Northern populations while the Primitives took out the rest.

      Beyond that, I figure the founders of New Tucson Sanctuary thought the Primitives would be less likely to cross an expanse of desert and mountains to get to a few surviving uninfected humans.

      They were wrong. Nothing can stop a Primitive. They will cross oceans, mountains and deserts in search of new victims. Though they don’t come often to our home, they do show up once in a while, forcing us to defend our city, defend the survivors of a dying race.

      “Fuck!” I automatically yank my hand into my chest. I’d grabbed hold of a piece of twisted metal that cut into my palm, slashing it. Blood runs through my clenched fingers and over my leather vest.

      I glance down and then squeeze my eyes shut as the ground far below glares up at me, mocking me with its distance. There’s a short platform of sorts several feet below me. I climb as best I can using only one hand, and then drop down the last few feet. My legs buckle as I hit the hood of an old Plymouth Chrysler. I’m forced to throw my weight backward, so I don’t slide off the slanted hood and hurtle toward the ground below. It’s dangerous enough, climbing around up here on old cars that can shift at any moment. I land on my ass against the windshield. Pain shoots through my tailbone and I grit my teeth.

      I need a moment to recover, to regain my purpose, but I don’t have time. Instead I check my hand quickly, assuring myself the damage doesn’t look as bad as it feels. I drag the scarf from my face where it’s wound around my head, protecting my lungs from the endless dust kicked up by constant winds sweeping across the desert. Today the wind is calmer, so protecting my face isn’t as big a concern as it is on other days when the relentless sand fills mouth and nostrils, burying itself in the skin of anyone foolish enough to wander outside the wall.

      I wrap my hand, using my teeth to tighten the makeshift bandage and then curl my fingers and flex them out. Though pain shoots up my wrist and arm I can still move everything that should move. No nerve damage. The cut isn’t as deep as it looks then. I stand, sweep my gaze across the distance, squinting toward the meeting area. A rock formation off in the distance, close enough to the tracks that refugees can jump off the train and run to the relative safety of the rocks while waiting for their rebel contact. Me.

      The train passed hours ago. They’ll be crouched in the shadows of the rocks as the warming sun reaches out to scorch everything in its path. This is part of the reason I need to reach them quickly, get them into the city. The heat becomes rapidly unbearable to anyone outside and exposed. But they won’t be able to get into the city without the papers tucked safely into my vest. Papers that will give them the legitimacy they need to enter the city legally. Give them access to housing, food rations, doctors. When the forgeries fail, I take them over the wall as illegals and they’re forced to live looking over their shoulders for the rest of their time in Sanctuary.

      Today I’ll be escorting a family of four, including two children, and a couple. Six people total. I’ve done it before. A dangerous and illegal task. If I’m caught I will be branded a traitor. The punishment for treason is being stripped of citizenship and turned out into the desert. Sometimes death, depending on the severity of the crime, although, being expelled from Sanctuary is as much a death sentence as outright execution.

      Ignoring the pain in my hand I make my way to the bottom of the wall, climbing as fast as I safely can. I groan my relief as my boots hit the dirt sending up a cloud of dust. Stretching my back, I scan the horizon, shading my eyes against the blazing sun peeking over the mountains. It’ll be around 6:30 am. Not my best time. I’m going to have to hustle.

      I pull the hood of my vest up to protect my head and set off at a light jog, zigzagging across the landscape, heading for the rock formation. The day is completely clear, so anyone scanning the ground from above will likely see me. It’s not illegal to leave Sanctuary, though we do need passes to come and go. Fortunately, I know a damn good forger so I have a pass. Still, it’s best to avoid the guards and patrols until I’m ready to re-enter the city.

      It takes me a further half hour to reach the rocks, my steady run slowing to a lope as I get closer. I squint at the shadows, seeing nothing at first. Then a man steps out, waving me down. I approach cautiously, staring at him. I’m instantly on alert. Though he’s giving the impression of easy comradery as he waves, he doesn’t look like either of the men’s pictures on the papers. In fact, this guy is much bigger, well fed, muscular. He looks nothing like any of the refugees I’d helped over the years.

      I have no choice though. Even though I’m suspicious, I can’t ignore the plight of these people. They’re coming up from Puerto Rico, a place that’s now completely uninhabitable due to high sea levels, storms and Primitive infestation.

      I slow down to a walk, eyeing the guy as I approach. The closer I get, the bigger, more intimidating he seems. He’s much taller than me and he has a commanding presence that screams Authority. Wide shoulders, head up, back straight, legs spread apart. His arms are crossed so he obviously doesn’t see me as any kind of a threat. His biceps bulge with muscles and my heart sinks as I realize he must be part of the city military. They’re all built like this.

      His face is covered by a bandana and he’s wearing sunglasses to shade his eyes from the intense glare of the sun. Sunglasses are a rare item, which means he’s well compensated too. High up in the Authority.

      “Hello,” I greet him as I approach, aiming for a disarming, light tone. Hoping my light, friendly attitude will give the lie I’m about to make some added authenticity. “Nice morning for a hunt, eh?”

      Hunting fresh meat is one of the most common reasons to leave the city. Hunting is tough though. There isn’t much to hunt in the desert unless a person makes their way to the mountains and I’m not equipped for that lie. No bag, no back-up and only one weapon.

      He doesn’t acknowledge my greeting. Says nothing until I’ve halted a few feet away from him. I stand with my arms loose at my side, my right hand near the base of my rifle, ready to fight if I have to. I’ve made it this long without capture, I’ve no intention of being taken now.

      Finally, he speaks. “Give me the documents.”

      Fuck.

      Somehow he knows.

      I widen my eyes innocently and reach into my vest, pulling out my city residency and re-entry papers. He takes them from me, glances over them and then drops them in the dirt. My mouth falls open. Those papers are worth more than clean water. They’re my passport to safety. Though fake, they’re still worth a lot.

      I bend to pick up the papers before they can drift away in the hot breeze, but he steps forward and grabs my arm, stopping me. I gasp and become rigid in his hold. No one has taken hold of me without my permission in years. He’s close enough that I can feel the heat from his big body, smell the masculine sweat. His grip doesn’t hurt, but it’s solid. Probably unbreakable.

      “The other documents.” His voice is menacing and rings with authority.

      My mouth goes dry. Out here in the desert, away from the city, though we aren’t far, there is no law and order. And while the justice system in Sanctuary is fractured and vastly unfair, it’s something. This man could too easily snap my neck and walk away from my dying body. No one would know what happened or where to find me. The only people who would care about my disappearance are rebel friends.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whisper.

      At first I don’t think he hears me, my voice carried away in the wind. But then he leans closer, until our faces are only inches apart. He lifts a hand, tugs his scarf down and removes his sunglasses revealing his entire face.

      Diogo Fuentes.

      I’ve only ever seen him at a distance, but recognition is as swift as a punch to the stomach. His strong, rugged features with grim lips and flat eyes are recognizable to every person held hostage within his city. This man has stolen the freedom of nearly 200,000 people, dictating their lives. He is the enemy in a world filled with despair and fear. He’s everything I despise.

      He could be a handsome man if it weren’t for the hard lines around his mouth and eyes. The dead look to his eyes. The pure evil he’s perpetuated throughout one of the last remaining Sanctuaries in North America. His hair is cut severely short, a scar running from his ear into his hairline.

      “Obey me, girl.” His deep, cruel voice is laced in ice. “Or I will search you, strip you bare and walk you naked through the gates of the city before handing you over to my men.”
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      I stare down at the woman, finally within my reach. The Desert Wren.

      Named after the elusive prey animal because this mysterious woman is able to flit through my security with the speed and ease of a small bird and lead her flock to safety. She is also rumoured to be small and plain, like the wren. I believe the woman in front of me to be one and the same, though none of my people have managed to set eyes on her. A thorn in the side of both military and police for years, she’s managed to avoid capture, her identity a complete mystery. Though we suspected she was rebel allied, she could’ve been an elite. Hell, she could’ve been an officer.

      Not at all as I’d imagined her, this woman seems a pathetic creature. Shaking, barely lifting her eyes off the ground when I speak. Her face is purposely covered in dirt, her clothes are those of the poorer factions of the city, worn and frayed. She is small, not a characteristic that is highly regarded in a society that needs big, strong people to survive.

      Yet when I hold her arm I sense a stiffening, a reserve, not the subservience she’s trying to sell me.

      My blood rushes in anticipation. After years of searching for this woman, this legendary enigma, I finally have her in my hands. I can detect her delicate scent, made more noticeable by the heat of the sun and the heavy clothes she’s chosen to wear for protection.

      “Give me the papers now.”

      She tilts her chin fractionally, her eyes lifting to mine for a second before dropping. That second was long enough for me to see fire, rage and defiance in those intriguing grey depths. I want to eat her alive, throw her in the dirt and show her how well-earned my brutal reputation is. I want to accept her as the prey animal I’ve caught in my trap and allow the savage hunter inside me free reign with this sweet little morsel.

      “Do you know who I am?” Though I soften my voice slightly the menace is still there.

      She doesn’t speak.

      I glance down her body. Though rough, her clothes are not ill-fitting. Thick, hardy and snug to her form, they are built to protect her from the wall and the blazing sun as she walks a distance into the desert.

      Without warning, I drag the rifle from her and toss it away. Then I spin her around so she’s facing away from me. She squeaks in protest and struggles, wriggling in my hold as I run my hands over her body. First her pants, looking for pockets. There are none. I run my fingers across her middle, running them inside her waistband to see if there’s anything tucked away. She grips my wrist and tries to yank as I slide my hand down the front of her pants. Her strength against mine is negligible, like a child’s.

      “Stop it!” she hisses, her fingernails scrabbling at my skin.

      I ignore her fight, turn her back around and reach for her vest, gripping the fabric at the neck. I tear down the front until the entire thing is shredded and laying open. As I bare her, papers tumble out, falling to the dirt at our feet.

      I reach for them as she dives for her rifle. I catch her by the back of her hood, no doubt catching hair too, and drag her with me as I grab a fistful of papers. Some are caught by the wind and carried away. It doesn’t matter. I have more than enough evidence right here to arrest and prosecute the little rebel. I keep a tight hold on her, ignoring her flailing arms while I flip quickly through the papers. Yes, these are exactly what I need.

      I wave them in front of her face. “Explain,” I demand, using my grip on her hood and hair to tip her face up.

      The dirt smeared all over her creamy face bothers me. I can’t tell what she truly looks like. Just the general features. Sharp chin and wide grey eyes that dominate a petite face. I shove her hood back and pull a handful of hair from where it’s been tucked into the back of her vest dragging it foreword. It straggles down around her shoulders, a dull brown colour, but I can tell that it’s dirty, filled with desert dust. It’ll probably shine much brighter when it’s clean. The curves of her small breasts are just visible from beneath the two halves of her torn vest. Her breastbone and ribcage are clearly visible. I have an urge to see her cleaned up. See what she really looks like.

      “I was meeting some friends before my hunt. They asked me to hold onto their papers until we meet up, so they wouldn’t be lost or destroyed.” She’s speaking fast, her voice is strong, though there is a quaver to her tone.

      “You lie.” The untruth makes me angry. I despise liars. I shake her by the hair. Her hands fly up to grip my wrist, but she can’t loosen the hold.

      “I’m not,” she insists.

      “These,” I shove the papers in her face, “are a forgery. I know this because I set up the entire scenario. I made up the Puerto Ricans. Gave them names, lives, a past. Whatever you needed to play your little game.”

      Her mouth opens but she doesn’t speak. She has nothing left to say. She’s been caught red-handed. The look of horror that flashes across her face before she can smother it is sweet to behold. I have finally captured the illusive Desert Wren, the woman I’ve been seeking for so long I was starting to doubt she actually existed. Now she belongs to me.

      Somehow this idea has taken on new meaning. I’ve wanted to get my hands on her for so long that my motivation to do so has grown unclear, fuzzy. Through the years, her daring and intelligence had morphed from annoying to intriguing. With each new report that she’d somehow managed to smuggle more people into the city, my anger had gradually turned to curiosity and finally pride. The police mandate has always been to capture and prosecute rebels involved in illegal activities. My plan should be to extract information on the growing rebel faction in the city. My methods are not nice and I don’t soften for women, particularly criminals. If I deal with her as a traitor of the city, she will be tortured and then expelled or killed.

      But even before I came here today, took on the task of capturing this rebel leader, I knew this wasn’t going to be the plan. I’ve admired her from afar for years. Such a creature can’t simply be torn apart by our city justice. It would be blasphemy to dispose of her once she’s deemed no longer useful. Her bright spark, the daring and defiance, the steel core of morality that I’ve seen in her actions shouldn’t be snuffed out by the heavy hand of the Authority. I won’t allow it.

      She still has vital information that I need. And though the idea doesn’t sit well I know I’ll have to hand her over for processing. She’ll need to be charged and prosecuted. I am the highest representative of the very Authority I want to save her from.

      “What is your name?”

      She remains stubbornly silent, her eyes now fixed on the distant horizon, no doubt planning her next move.

      I grip her neck and tip her head forward, looking for her marker. She gasps and stiffens under my harsh grip. No tattoo mars the flesh of her shoulder, only a small, pale scar. Not surprising as she’s a suspected rebel and the first thing they do is find a way to get rid of their identification tattoo.

      I’m deeply curious about her. I want to know everything. Her name, her place of origin, her placement in the rebellion. I will get these things out of her. But it appears I may have to be more patient than usual if I don’t wish to damage her. Looking down at the delicate creature, I realize that harming her is the opposite of what I want from her.

      “You will regret not giving me what I want now, Wren.” She frowns, her lips parting as though she wants to say something, but then her face smooths out and she continues to stare away from me. Though she’s no longer fighting me, I feel that this small act is a defiance. That she’s placing herself above me by refusing to speak. She will regret this as well. I drag her face up to mine, forcing her onto her toes and growl, “By the time I’m done with you, I’ll make you beg to give me the information I seek.”

      Her eyes finally move to mine. Instead of fear I see only fire. “And I will make you wish you’d never met me, Diogo Fuentes.”
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      Perhaps it was a stupid thing to say. Certainly the Warlord thinks so. His hand loosens in my hair and he laughs out loud. I can see why. He probably outweighs me by more than double and is clearly well-fed and strong. His bicep is the same size as my entire head. He can snap me in half without breaking a sweat. But I need this arrogant authoritarian Warlord to understand that he doesn’t intimidate me. I’ve come to terms with this desperately broken world and the idea of death doesn’t terrify me. The idea of life without values, the life that Diogo forces upon his citizens, fills me with disgust and loathing.

      He sobers and takes me by the arm, leading me toward the rock formation and around.

      “Desert Wren,” he says. “You are under arrest for willfully disobeying the laws of the New Tucson Sanctuary. Once we reach the city you will be processed and prosecuted. Your sentence will be forthcoming.”

      I want to shout at him, want to yell every indignity he’s forced on my beloved Sanctuary. Want to say, yes, you’ve caught me, but the rebellion is stronger than one person, it will continue to grow in strength without me. Instead, I say, “What are the charges?”

      He gives me a look that clearly says he doesn’t want to play games and that I know exactly what I’m being charged with. Which, of course, I do. Still, I want to hear them from him before I say anything else.

      “Please,” I say softly. “If I’m to be executed or turned from the city I would like to know what I’m being accused of.”

      I realize that he’s taking me to a vehicle. An all-terrain jeep. These vehicles are extremely rare with only the military and the elite given access to them. I’ve only seen them at a distance, but I’m not surprised Diogo has one.

      Just when I decide he’s going to ignore me, he says, “I’m charging you with intent to break the law by giving illegals access to a Sanctuary city, possession of forged documents and withholding information from an Authority. Other charges will be applied once I confirm your identity.”

      He means, confirm that I am the Desert Wren. Obviously, he believes so. I’m filled with pride at the thought that I’ve caused enough mischief to this regime to get myself noticed by the Warlord himself. Though the moniker, Desert Wren, started among the frustrated police force who were unable to capture me, I’ve accepted and embraced the name. A plain little bird. Solitary but hardy. It’s suitable for me.

      “Any one of those charges will mean death,” I point out to him.

      I’m not sure why I say this to the man who has the most authority in our city. The man who might ultimately decide my fate. Except there’s something in the way he’s looking at me, touching me. A curiosity. While he must be triumphant over my capture, as he obviously stepped in to do the deed himself, he doesn’t seem overly angry at my transgressions. His manner is milder than I would’ve expected from a man with his terrible reputation. And I know he's capable of some truly terrible things, I’ve seen his public executions. It’s almost as though something is muting his anger.

      “Your fate has not been decided.” There’s an edge of annoyance to his voice as he turns me around and handcuffs my hands behind my back. I grunt when he tightens them until they’re flush against the skin of my wrists. Though my hands are as small as the rest of me I won’t be able to slip them through the metal cuffs.

      His finger brushes the bandage on my palm. At first I think it’s an accident, but then I feel his touch again, probing the bandage, moving it to look at the flesh.

      “You’ve been hurt.” He sounds almost accusing, as though I did it on purpose or something. I twist around to look at him. His head is bent and he’s still looking at the small wound.

      “I’ll live,” I say drily. What’s up with the Warlord? One minute he’s threatening me with torture and prosecution, and the next he seems almost concerned over a small cut. I wonder if he’s this attentive with the rest of his prisoners.

      He escorts me to his vehicle, and opens the door, lifting me easily into the passenger seat. He slams the door shut behind me.

      I should be thinking about escape, but I can’t help myself, I stare around the jeep in awe. I’ve never been inside one that actually works. Some parts are shiny, some are dull and the seat beneath me is comfortable, not ripped. It seems to be well taken care of, not smashed and rotting like the abandoned ones I’ve sometimes had to use for shelter.

      When he climbs in the other side I say, “I’ve never known you or your officers to go easy on a rebel. According to your laws I’m a traitor. My sentence will almost certainly be death.”

      Why am I pushing this issue? Why is it so important to get the Warlord to acknowledge my fate? We just met, yet there’s something between us. Something that transcends our respective realities. Perhaps meeting in the desert as we did, his arresting me away from the city, giving me a nickname and elevating me above the common mischief-maker, has made me brave. Put me on equal footing with this man, even if we are on opposite sides. Something in me wants him to acknowledge that he won’t kill me.

      He seems to wonder the same thing. He turns to me and pinches my chin between hard fingers. I flinch but hold my position. I lift my eyes to his, staring into the depths. They’re dark, like a rare bitter chocolate. His gaze is serious and watchful but not wrathful. He’s not the brainless, angry Warlord I always thought him to be. I think maybe the intelligence I perceive in him is almost worse than the other. I can despise an evil leader, thirsty for blood and mayhem. I fear a man that purposely cultivates a city divided by class and power and led without democracy.

      “Do you wish to die, Wren?” he asks, sliding an arm behind me and fingering the hair next to my face. I’m helpless. With my hands cuffed behind my back I can’t do much other than flinch. But I hold myself rigid, don’t react. I honestly don’t think he’ll hurt me. “I’ve told you that your fate hasn’t been decided and yet still you push. Why?”

      I lie to him, wanting to avoid a discussion. I’m not even sure what my reasons are for baiting the man. “You implied torture. I would prefer a quick death.”

      He snorts and drops his hand. He doesn’t speak as he turns the engine on and gives the vehicle gas. I take a sharp breath as I’m jolted, unable to catch myself with my hands behind my back. He reaches out and steadies me with a hand across my middle. I suck my breath in, sending him a quick look. Then he puts both hands back on the wheel and we’re zooming across the landscape, racing back toward the city at a much faster pace than I left it. I’m shocked by the speed. If the rebels had access to even one of these we would be in a much better position to collect food and medicine. Another thing that the Authority withholds and doles out at their leisure. Another reason for me to hate the man beside me.

      We remain silent as we enter the city gates, which are opened on his approach. They must know his vehicle well since he doesn’t have to stop and produce papers. He drives through the gates and proceeds toward one of my least favourite buildings in Sanctuary, police headquarters.

      It’s an intimidating concrete building with rusting bars at all the windows and guards with guns at each entrance. The police station is always one of the first buildings hit during food riots, so they don’t take chances with security. I’ve been inside three times. Once for identity confirmation and processing when I first arrived as a refugee and twice for public mischief when I was caught up in the riots. I’ve learned to keep my head down though and escape attention so I haven’t come to police attention for almost three years.

      Every head lifts, and stares follow us as we walk through the entrance of the station. It’s probably not often that the Warlord bothers with petty criminals. Unfortunately, we’re intercepted by a man that I know. Not surprising since Sanctuary isn’t a massive city. Officer Gillert, one of the processing agents looks me over with a smug glint in his eye. His gaze lingers on my chest reminding me that my vest has been torn and left to hang open. I believe that he recognizes me too, despite the dirt. I stand stiff, my chin tilted up and my eyes fixed on the wall behind the perverted officer. He’s made disgusting advances toward me in the past. Probably does it to all of his female detainees.

      “Street Urchin,” he announces loudly. I roll my eyes. Yes, he definitely recognizes me.

      I refused to give the officer my name when I’d been arrested and I hadn’t produced any papers so Gillert had named me Street Urchin as a joke because he’d found me on the street and decided I was pathetic. At the time he’d been forced to release me due to overcrowding after the riot, but he hadn’t been happy. He’d wanted my name and where to find me. “You remember the last thing I said to you?”

      I sigh my annoyance and pin him with a disgusted look. “You told me I’d be back in custody and you’d see me again.”

      “You know each other?” Diogo asks icily, taking my arm in a tight grip and pulling me back away from his officer.

      “Was her arresting officer during the 2070 riots,” Gillert answers, almost proudly.

      I roll my eyes again and sigh my annoyance. I’d practically tripped over him trying to get out of the way of a stampede. He had no real proof that I was even involved, but he’d taken one look at my prone form sprawled on the ground and arrested me. At a guess I’d say he hadn’t wanted to put in the effort to arrest any of the bigger, stronger men that were smashing the city to pieces in an effort to get the authority to give out better food rations.

      I’d used the riot as a distraction to sneak refugees to the safety of the slums. I’d been heading back home when he picked me up.

      “What were the charges?” Diogo demands.

      Gillert shrugs. “Nothing big. Mischief-making. She was released before I could get so much as a name out of her.”

      Diogo grunts and says, “Her crimes are more serious this time. Take her into processing, call the Judge. I want her charged and sentenced immediately.”

      Gillert looks surprised, his eyes covering me with more speculation now, but still perverted intent. He steps forward, taking my arm from Diogo. “I’ll take care of her, Commander Fuentes.”

      A dark look passes over Diogo’s face. He’s not happy, but he has no choice. He needs to leave his officer to do his job. Diogo is the city’s leader, he shouldn’t be on the ground level worrying about the intricacies of a single arrest. Still he hesitates to step away and leave.

      “I want to be informed when the Judge arrives. I will attend the hearing.”

      “Hearing,” I sneer.

      His eyes are drawn to me and he raises an eyebrow. “You have something to say, Wren?”

      I’m a dead woman anyway. Since I have the ear of our Warlord, I may as well make each second count. “There is no such thing as a fair trial in this city. The Judge shouldn’t have complete authority to prosecute, pass judgment and sentence. The whole system is utterly flawed. Guilty until proved innocent… oh wait, no, not even that since you guys don’t bother with the burden of truth, just guilty as charged.”

      Diogo steps so close to me that I can feel Gillert flinch away, his hold on my arm loosening. No one wants to be in the Commander’s personal space. Mostly because, rumour has it, people who get this close to him die. I can feel the heat of his big body as he towers over me, stooping a little so he can look me in the face. I tilt my head back and glare up at him, searing him with my loathing. There’s no point in denying my feelings, he knows where I stand. Knows I’m a rebel leader and people smuggler. He caught me outside of the city with the intention of escorting refugees inside. I’m fucked anyway. I won’t bow down to the man who has caused so much suffering.

      Instead of anger, I sense only curiosity as his hard eyes pierce mine. “The Judge isn’t the only Authority.”

      “Who then? You?” I demand. I shrug my arm the rest of the way out of Gillert’s slackening hold and step so close to Diogo that my chest nearly brushes his. He inhales sharply, his body curving toward mine, almost straining. “I don’t recognize your authority or your laws,” I say scathingly. “Your authority should’ve died a long time ago. We live in a dictatorship, run by a Warlord who serves the few at the expense of the many.”

      Anger flashes across his face, quick and brutal before he brings it under control and says icily, “You don’t know me and you don’t understand what you speak of, little girl. You need to stop before you say something you will regret.”

      I open my mouth to reply, to give him testimony of his misdeeds, when he takes my arm and shakes me. Bending even further, he hisses into my face, his breath hitting my lips and nose, “Do you wish to die? Question my authority again and I will be forced to act. We have an audience.”

      I’m stunned by his warning. Shocked that I’m getting this much out of him. Shocked he hasn’t fallen back on his famously brutal methods when it comes to dealing with lawbreakers.

      He doesn’t seem to want me harmed. At least not here. I turn and look around the room. Every eye is on us, from the nearby officers to the people going through to processing. Everyone knows who Diogo Fuentes is. No one knows who this small, dirty urchin is that’s yelling at him. He’s right. I should be smarter. Should hold my tongue, at least until I decide whether I truly do want to die. I should wait for processing and sentencing. If it is to be death, then I will speak all the words that have bottled up inside me for years. Diogo said he would be there for my judgment.

      Not waiting for my response, he thrusts me toward Gillert and says coldly, “Take her through to processing.”

      Gillert barely touches me as he urges me to turn, like he thinks my mouthiness with the boss is going to wear off on him. He walks me swiftly away from Diogo, but before we can go through the door, Diogo’s voice follows us. “She is to be treated with respect. Touch her and die.”
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      I watch them disappear from sight with a vague sense of loss. I want to be near the girl, learn her secrets. See what she looks like without the dirt. This last thought lingers. I don’t particularly care if she is beautiful or as plain as the Desert Wren that she was named after. But I feel the need to see clearly the lips, cheeks and chin that go with those strange grey eyes. The more she speaks to me, the more I’m touched by her. It’s not a comfortable sensation.

      Nor is leaving her behind as I stride from the station. The city police are a brutal group of men. Not as bad as my elite military, but not nice either. They must be harsh in order to protect our Sanctuary from threats both within and without. But the Wren is different, they won’t be allowed to touch her soft skin, to speak to her. And my concern is that they may try anyway. They may take offence at her words and do something irreparable.

      Ordinarily I wouldn’t care. I allow my people to do their job, for the most part uninterrupted. But this isn’t an ordinary woman. She’s agile, swift, intelligent and she has convictions. She has the one thing our dying world sorely needs if human civilization is to continue into the future. She has values.

      She believes I lack them. And perhaps I do. I reign over the New Tucson Sanctuary with brutal efficiency. I have killed, often. Not just Primitives, but criminals. Sometimes without trial. I’ve had to make stomach turning decisions when they aren’t necessarily the decisions I would prefer to choose. I allow only certain people into the city. People who can contribute. When the city is reaching its limits, when resources are spread too thin, I turn away all who show up at the gates. We tell them to seek refuge in the mountains, knowing full well that they won’t survive.

      In my time as leader, I have grown Sanctuary, have stabilized it in ways that will make it strong well into the future. I’ve brought my city through every imaginable trial, but in the process I’ve sold my soul. I am the Warlord. A reviled leader.

      Even the elite despise me. They take what I can give them, they smile, they make obsequious gestures, but they don’t like me. I’m under no illusion that they suffer my leadership out of love. They fear me. And that fear stays their hands when it comes to overthrowing my regime. They need me, need what I can give them. And they know I can and will crush all resistance.

      Except for the resistance of a little bird. The Desert Wren. Because when I look at her, I see my soul again and I know that I must keep her alive at all costs. I will take her, keep her near me. She will belong to me, and in the process, she will become my conscience.

      I get back in my jeep and make my way swiftly to the military guard station, located at the base of the wall near the city gates. These men are more than police officers. They deal in more than petty city matters. They’re the military elite of Sanctuary. They are where the real power lies. They are my men and my brothers. If I had any friends, it would be among these men.

      I nod toward three of them as I enter the building. They’re sitting at the table playing cards. When not on duty, they’re on call, and I’m usually here with them, waiting for those calls. I detest sitting in my isolated tower, a home that is nothing more than a show of power. I prefer to be on the ground, my hands in the dirt, working alongside these men.

      “Where’s Jorje?” I ask, stopping at the table.

      “In back,” says Karl. He tosses his cards in front of him and crosses powerful arms over his chest. “Heard you finally caught that little birdie bringing in all the illegals. ‘bout fucking time.”

      I grunt and walk past them, toward the office in the back. Jorje is sitting at his desk, writing in the log book. When he sees me, he sets the pencil down and gives me his full attention. I like Jorje. He’s one mean motherfucker, but he respects authority. While he makes the day-to-day decisions he never makes an important move unless it’s with my full knowledge and approval. He runs the city like clockwork, executing my every command with military precision.

      “Your trap work, you got the Wren?” he asks, getting straight to the point.

      I nod and settle in the chair opposite him. I don’t mind that he holds the power position here. This is his office, his men, his building. But he never forgets who gave him all this, who gives him free rein to do what’s needed to keep control inside the city and in the surrounding countryside.

      “She fell for the bait, walked right up to me before she realized something was wrong. She had the papers, caught her red-handed.” I contemplate Jorje, wonder what he’ll think of my plans for her. “I intend to keep her once she’s been processed.”

      “Keep her?” he asks, frowning for a moment, mulling the words. “As in keep her with you? In your custody? You won’t have her publicly executed? Make an example of her to the other rebels? We know that she’s well loved. They’ve been hiding her for years. No amount of torture or bribery could get information on her out of the rebels we’ve managed to detain. A public execution will send shockwaves through the community, show the rebellion that we don’t tolerate active resistance.”

      I consider his questions. He’s right. The smart choice would be to make a spectacle of her execution. She is well-loved and she’s as innocent looking as they come. Executing her would show what we’re willing to do to maintain order. The complete and ruthless power of the Authority trumps any rebellion.

      Yet, I can’t bring myself to think about what her execution might look like. I’ve never had this problem before. I’m a military man. Always have been. I’m used to making the brutal choices. But this feels different. “No, I’m not willing to let her go yet. She holds vital information on the rebellion and can be of use. Right now she fully expects to die and won’t be persuaded to talk. If I keep her near me I may be able to lull her into a sense of safety, get her to give up what she knows. She may be the key that leads us to Gunther and brings a decisive end to the rebellion.” It would be a major victory to capture both the Desert Wren and the leader of the rebellion.

      Jorje waves his hand in the air negligently. “Torture,” he says.

      I smile grimly. Jorje has his preferred methods of dealing with lawbreakers. He and his men are well versed in extracting information. I’m not innocent of using these methods myself.

      “I prefer she remain unharmed for now.”

      “I see,” he says, eyeing me speculatively. He doesn’t like my proposal. It doesn’t matter, I’ll keep the girl regardless of his feelings, and he will obey my orders.

      “She’s wily though. She’ll try to fly the nest as soon as she can. I want a full-time guard on her when I’m not with her myself. I’ll update you with the details once I get her settled into the Tower.”

      A flash of disapproval crosses his face. He does nothing to hide it. Resources, including military resources, have always been strained. Providing a guard detail seems frivolous and unnecessary. He believes that she should be kept at the prison, tortured and executed, thus negating the need to have her watched. I remain silent though, awaiting his response.

      “As you wish, Commander.”

      “She is to be detained if she tries to leave my protection, but she is never to be harmed. Understood?” The orders are crisp commands. I leave no room for argument.

      He pauses a fraction before agreeing. “Understood. My men will do as you say.”

      I drop the matter. Jorge will give me what I want. He always does. We discuss the logistics of an upcoming hunt outside the city walls. A rumour has reached us of a particularly large band of Primitives that has made it into our region. Smaller groups are normal and often found in the area, but larger hordes don’t tend to make it through the mountains to our Sanctuary. Our best recourse is to eliminate them before they can make it into the city.

      I stand and we say our goodbyes before I make my way outside. No one says a word to me as I stride back through the building and leave. They know when it’s not a good time to test my patience. And I find I don’t have a lot of patience when it comes to the Wren. I don’t want my men thinking or talking about her. She’s about to become off limits. This idea solidifies the longer I’m away from her. I didn’t like leaving her in Gillert’s care. He’s not a careful man and she doesn’t seem to hold back with her words. She can easily get herself into trouble. And a woman that small, it would take one hard punch to the head to kill her.

      I don’t know why I care what happens to her. Yes, she is intriguing. Yes, I can get information from her about the rebels. But there’s something more. Over the years, the Desert Wren has become an obsession for me; elusive, mysterious, daring. Qualities I admire, but that also infuriate me. I imagined this day as one of victory, capturing the Wren, making her an example. But now that I have her, I find the victory hollow, because the little bird is more than I imagined. She’s passionate, intelligent, courageous. I want to know her better, understand her. Maybe I want her to understand me. I recognize it isn’t logic that’s driving my decisions, but an obsession I’ve cultivated over years. I should ignore it but there’s something about this girl that I can’t seem to let go of.

      Finally, I give up the pretense of being impartial, get back in my vehicle and drive to the police station.
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      “Name.”

      I ignore the question, staring past Gillert’s shoulder as he speaks. My wrists are now cuffed in front of me to a metal table. I’ve been through this before. I’m not intimidated and I’m not impressed.

      “Identification number.” He stares at me malevolently.

      Again, I ignore him.

      He stands and walks behind me. I tense, but I don’t move visibly. I hate having a man like Gillert at my back when I’m helpless to turn and face him. He grabs my hair and shoves my head forward until my forehead nearly hits the table, lifting the hair off my neck. He yanks on the hood of my vest, dragging it down, to have a look at the skin on my neck and the back of my shoulder.

      “No identity mark.” He drops my hair and goes back around the table. I’m relieved when he puts distance between us again. Despite Diogo’s words that I shouldn’t be touched, I suspect Gillert would love to get his hands on me. He seems the type to kick elderly ladies for fun and torture small animals. I hunch my shoulders in an effort to keep the skin under my torn vest as hidden as possible.

      “It’s illegal to be in the city without an identity mark.”

      No shit genius.

      I’d had it removed shortly after the rebels took me in and claimed me as one of their own. This is for our safety and the safety of the families that shelter and protect us. If the Authority knew what house I belonged to they could arrest and interrogate anyone associated. And they aren’t known for their kind-hearted methods. They will turn an entire family out of the city for the infractions of one. According to the Warlord’s philosophy, if one is bad then anyone associated with the rebel is a risk as well. Plus, he enjoys setting an example. There are now few within the city that would risk both themselves and their families, proving the Commander’s theory that it’s better to rule by fear and obedience than kindness.

      “Do you admit to the charges laid against you?”

      I stare back at Gillert refusing to give him anything. No fear, no information. No reaction.

      “This is your only chance to speak. If you don’t give a statement now, then you’ll be prosecuted without a defence.”

      I sneer at him, finally speaking. “Your kind doesn’t believe in a defence. You force confessions, lock us up and kill us. Why should I give you anything, you stupid fuck?”

      Predictably, fury flashes across his face. He moves forward until he’s leaning on the table, the buttons of his uniform jacket straining against his chest and stomach. He’s inches away from me. He takes my hands in his and closes his fists threateningly. I hold myself still despite the near overwhelming urge to jerk back. “If you want to live to see the sunrise then you’ll give me something that I can give to Fuentes. Make me look good and I’ll do what I can to help you. Maybe get you remanded into my custody.” He leans back in his chair. “Now tell me your name and the house you belong to.”

      I laugh. Does this idiot really think I’m going to give him anything? “In what way do you think your custody is preferable to death, Gillert? I’m not giving you a damn thing. You can burn in hell right beside me for all I care.”

      His fists hit the table causing it to jump. He stands, his face turning red with anger. I lean back in my chair as far out of reach as I can get while still chained down. “You’ll regret that you little urchin. Give me a name right fucking now!”

      I can’t help it, I start laughing again. The man is so fucking predictable! He calls me Street Urchin in one breath, like that’s my real name, before switching gears and demanding my given name. “Fine, you’ve convinced me. Can I get a glass of water first? Watching you bust a neck vein is thirsty business.”

      His face is starting to turn purple and I think about saying something to the effect that he should be watching his blood pressure, when he comes storming around the table. He’s about to reach for me when the door opens and the Warlord strides in. He takes in the scene at a glance and then turns his glacial expression on Gillert.

      “You were about to lay hands on the woman?” It’s clear from his voice that he’s not asking a question and doesn’t expect an answer.

      Gillert backs away from me. I still can’t really see him from my foreword cuffed position, but I can tell by the atmosphere in the room and the sweat-fear stench that Gillert’s about to wet himself. “She… she… was threatening to hurt herself. I was just gonna make sure she wasn’t hurt.”

      I twist my head around as much as I can to look at him. Is that the best he can come up with? “What exactly was I supposed to be doing over here with my hands chained to a table? Swallowing my own tongue in protest?”

      “Shut up,” Diogo says walking around the table. He places his hand on the chair opposite me and stares down at me coldly. Without turning to look at Gillert, he says, “You can leave, I’ll talk with you later about following my instructions. Don’t go far. I want the Judge sent in as soon as he gets here.”

      I tip my head toward Gillert as he walks by. Stupid fuck. Bet he won’t even get that order right.

      Diogo drops into the chair, leaning back, his legs spread and his arms held loose in front of him. I think it’s a deliberately relaxed-looking pose. I can feel the tension flowing between us, like a live electrical charge. I’ve seen how fast he can move. If he wants, he can drop the pretense and be across the table in an instant.

      I stare back wordlessly.

      “I think I can safely assume that you gave officer Gillert nothing.” I don’t answer, but he seems almost pleased that I didn’t give up my identity or anything important. This worries me. If Diogo Fuentes is pleased, then there’s something terribly wrong happening in my world. We’re on opposing sides of a philosophy, each practicing different moral goals. If he’s happy then I can’t be.

      “Let’s start over with the processing then,” he says smoothly, pinning me with those chilling dark eyes. “Name.”

      I don’t speak.

      He nods his head a little and relaxes further into the chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. He looks different. It takes me a moment before my brain kicks in and I realize that he’s no longer wearing desert gear, he’s in a crisp clean uniform. It’s militaristic in style, severe and fitted to his tall, muscular frame. A collared jacket over a dress shirt with creased pants. The jacket is emblazoned with the symbol of the desert hawk. Underneath are the three bars that indicate the highest authority in the city.

      “Give me a name, little Wren.” His voice is soft. Deadly. I feel that I’m not going to like the next words out of his mouth. And when, again, I don’t speak, he says, “There are three refugees in processing at this very moment. They walked up to the gates yesterday. Two are healthy and strong, one is not. He’s young and frail. Give me a name and I won’t have him turned out.”

      I stare at him, trying to decide if this is a bluff. His story is more than plausible. It’s similar to my origins, similar to many stories of refugees being taken from their families and kept within the city walls while the too old or too sick are turned away. Still, I shake my head, “I don’t believe you. Your story is too convenient.”

      For the first time he shows real anger. Not in his facial expression, not in any real way. But I know he’s angry. It’s in the tightening of his body, the flare of his nostrils, the quick, obsidian flash of his eyes. He shutters it quickly, but his words are deadly as he says, “I do not lie, Wren. Ever. Learn this and remember. I won’t repeat myself.”

      I shiver but hold my ground. “I want to see them. If what you say is true, then show me and I’ll give you a name.”

      He leans forward in his seat, lifting his arms to rest them
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