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Content Warnings
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To the ones who believed in me even when I couldn't believe in myself.


Prologue


The world was once a brutal place.

At least that’s what they told me. Society wasn’t the same, a once happy place was now barren and devoid of life. After the wars, the land changed. People turned on each other, creatures mutated into beasts humankind had never witnessed, and the entire world blew into anarchy. It was a place of terror and hate. A place that still stained the streets I walked down.

It had been a century ago, yet they had rebuilt. A place that was pristine and untarnished from the sin of the world. White streets. White walls. White uniforms of the guard. They patrolled the streets as if we could be invaded at any time. But it was impossible. The Inside was made to be protected from the rest of the world. This sector was built with everything in mind. A dome above us to regulate the air into a safe, always clear atmosphere, walls that stretched on for miles that were impenetrable from the amount of guards that always sat atop the guard towers, and the gene.

The gene is what makes us safe. At least that’s what my parents had always told me. Given to us at birth and implanted into our system, the gene is what made us, us. Binding us to our soulmate in a way that past generations would never be able to understand. The gene was what gave us purpose. A purpose to be a good citizen for your person so we could survive together. Bound by the same scars, the same pain, and the same trauma. Our soulmate was given to us when we were ready to respect what it meant. When we were ready to accept the fact that we would forever be bound to this person for our entire life. When we were ready to know what it meant to be loved without any obligations. Our soulmate was ours from the moment we understood the laws of our society. Until we were able to understand the importance of it. The safest implementation after the War.

And yet here we were.

My father held tightly onto my arm to keep me from falling as we stumbled through town square. For a gene that was meant to keep me safe from the impurities of the world, it was the same gene that was slowly killing me. Tearing me apart from the inside out, ripping away every ounce of the civil life we had tried to lead on the Inside.

I wanted to rely on the truth that the gene was what saved society. It had only brought good upon everyone I knew. The gene was what stopped the world from its destruction, tying people together in an unconventional way. Yet it worked. People stopped killing each other over the simplicities of life, pulling people together as one in order to rebuild and strive for a future where they could raise the future generations. After all the violence, they learned to love each other again. No one was willing to risk their own life for their soulmate’s. It was a give and take.

Yet it seemed that the only soulmate who wasn’t interested in the survival of their own, was mine.

Fire swam through my veins and threatened to ignite all of me. The pain was intense and unforgiving, and while my father was worried about my own wellbeing, all I could think about was his. My soulmate. The man genetically engineered to be mine in every sense.

All I could think of was what caused this pain. His pain. Just like every time my father and I were ushered down the streets of our sector and into the hospital. There were so many unanswered questions. So many concerns of whether or not he would be okay. I would be. There was no question of whether or not my wounds would heal, especially with the advancements of technology that the Inside had access to. But he was different. The Outside was different.

And that’s where we assumed he was.

Caught up in the world that had become a barbaric wasteland. That’s where the Rogues went after the War, the people who wouldn’t conform back to our civilized way of living. They were too used to having no rules, nobody to tell them when to stop. They wanted more than what the new government could give them, so they were outcast to the Outside. But that’s what he was. An outcast. A barbarian.

An Outsider. My Soulmate.


Chapter one
Nova


He was beautiful.

His skin was covered in scars, telling me a story of war as they slithered along his body. I could tell the places the sun had touched, kissing his skin in ways I only dreamed of. Kissing stories and whispering tales along his skin and finding the most hidden of secrets blessed upon his shoulders. Ink stained his skin, the coloring deep and dark, dotting along arms and legs and spine and chest. A storybook I wanted to read every day for the rest of my life. Wanted to trace with my hands and memorize every ounce of him. He was stunning. In every way. And he was mine.

“Nova,” I turned away from the glass window separating us, my gaze finding my father who had let me admire the man in silence. He was worried. As fathers would be. He was twisting the wedding band around the chain hanging along his neck, a clear sign of his anxious tendencies. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I took in a deep breath as I turned back to look into the room he was in, placing my hand against the cool glass and savoring the feel of it under my fingertips. They had caged him. Made him out to seem like an animal. Yet I suppose in some sense, that’s all he would ever be to them.

He wore nothing but a single piece of fabric that brushed in between his thighs with each movement he made across the room. A loin cloth. I believe they were called. There had been articles from the past that had once included photos of the materials. Barbaric in nature, but something that the Outsiders had acquired throughout history. Every book I had picked up to study what he may be, or may look like was slowly disappearing though. Especially as I watched him from so close. Every image, every drawing, every single thought of what he may look like was gone though. In less than a second. He was real. No longer a thought. No longer an article. No longer research. He was real.

I watched as he bounded from one side of the room to the next, yanking on the door handle with such force that the metal frame shook with each pull. He pounded his fists on the glass, finding himself right in front of me, yet I didn’t flinch. Unlike Dr. Carter and my father, I was entranced by him.

Entranced by the blue eyes that stared into my soul. Even if the glass was one way, I knew he could sense eyes on him. He wasn’t stupid, not like they made him out to be. He was a warrior. A man who could fight his ways out of the pits of hell it seemed. And yet I wasn’t scared. Only taken aback by the beauty he held within his eyes.

“Dad, look at him,” I gestured towards the glass as he pulled away, watching the way his muscles tensed and rippled as he yanked on the door once more. “What do you see?” My voice broke a little as I glanced back towards my father, the tears beginning to form and slide down my cheeks.

I wanted to be strong. And I hated myself for crying, yet as always, my father was there to comfort me. He reached out, his hand stroking away the fallen tears as he spared me a smile. Even if it was forced, I knew he meant well. He always did. He had been with me through it all. Through every fight in the night and every hospital visit, he was there by my side. And now we could understand why.

He was an Outsider. A warrior among the outside walls. Twenty years. Twenty years of searching for a man whose scars matched mine, and we had finally found him. He was the missing part of me. Every ounce of pain that I had felt was etched into his skin as well, stories that I didn’t even know the meaning of yet. The Inside was peaceful.

The gene was meant to be a peaceful reminder. The others in our sector had nothing but scraped knees and maybe scars from tripping over their own feet, nothing like the scars we were botched with. Nothing like the pain we had endured. The scars that I couldn’t hide. The scars that twisted up my skin and were aching for months. No one could understand the pain I felt. No one except for this man. The one who had stained me in a life of foreign territory. No one except for my soulmate.

“Are you ready?” Dr. Carter drew my attention to him as he clapped his hands, a large grin taking up the majority of his face. He had been curious about my situation since the first bruise appeared on my skin, had been right there analyzing every detail since it began. He had been helpful in many ways, always making us the first priority in a lot of situations. And now, here we were.

Staring at a man I had waited my entire life to meet. I was excited, yet absolutely terrified. There was always a chance he wouldn’t accept me. A chance that he would react badly towards the knowledge of me and choose to abandon the truth if he didn’t understand. There was always a chance for the worst. But there was also a chance that he would accept me as one of his own. Bond with me over the simple fact that he was my soulmate and we were made for each other. But I had to take that leap to know.

My dad put his hand on my spine and ushered me behind Dr. Carter as he began to move. We followed behind him, yet all I could focus on was the ringing in my ears. I ran my hands over the top of my pants, swiping off the sweat that was beginning to form. The nerves were getting to me more than I thought they would. Yet there was no turning back now.

The metal door opened with the shifting of locks, the noise echoing loudly in the tight hallway. My knees began to shake, the blood rushing to flush my cheeks as it was opened slowly. We followed closely behind Dr. Carter until the door shut behind us with another audible shift of the locks. I was trying not to focus on the sounds, but they were ringing in the room. My own heartbeat was suddenly too loud. Especially as I caught the eyes of him.

I stared at him openly. Lips parted, eyes wide, and my lungs gasping for air in a suddenly too hot room. There he stood. And while he wasn’t as shocked as I was, I could see the sudden surprise on his rough features. He took me all in. Drinking in every bit of skin that was on display for him, his eyes following every path. My face, the knuckles of my hands, my neck. His eyes touched and stole every bit of me.

He reached up and let his fingers slide over the mangled side of his face, the same scar that mangled mine. The jagged scar fell from his temple and trailed down his nose, crossing over his high cheekbone, ending at his collarbone. It mirrored mine exactly.

I could see the confusion in his eyes, the bushy eyebrows drawing together as he kept touching the skin. We were one. And he could see that. Whether he wanted to or not.

He stepped forward and immediately the room got quiet, the only sound being his bare feet across the linoleum floors. His stride was long. Powerful, Assertive.

The officials that had followed us into the room stepped forward, ready to stop him in his tracks, yet before they could stop them, his hand was already on my cheek. I couldn’t breathe. Not when the touch of his skin was enough to send me spiraling. Not when his calloused hand was touching the scar so tenderly. Running one finger over the scar as his eyes traced every moment.

I watched Dr. Carter shoo the officials away with a wave of his hand, his eyes documenting every second the Outsider and I spent together. The curiosity. My escalated breathing. My flushed cheeks. He watched it all.

I closed my eyes as his fingers stroked the skin around my eyes before they brushed over my eyelids, trailing down my nose and to my lips before they fell to my neck. His touch was warm and calculated as he studied me, taking in all of me that matched him. I opened my eyes to stare back at him. To take him all in. To watch the fire burning within his eyes. He was confused. Intrigued. But then it seemed as if I had burned him.

He pulled away quickly, his eyes darting everywhere as if he understood now. As if he understood me. As if someone had told him all the secrets of our people in a mere second. He shook his head, the unruly hair of his being thrown in the air, his hands coming up to brush though it. He was mumbling something incoherent. Something that had the officials on edge and my father stepping to my side. I was confused at his actions, but if I had been thrown into a world I didn’t know, I would be too.

“We need you to calm down.” Dr. Carter held his hands up as if he were waving a white flag, stepping closer to him as if that would solve the confusion my soulmate felt. They thought he was a savage. A barbarian. They believed in the horror stories and rumors that kids used to spread behind closed doors. Horror stories of tainted Outsiders and wild beasts. And I could see by the way everyone stared at him that they believed them. They believed him to be anything but one of us.

“Take me back,” A brutal voice. A barbaric voice escaped his throat and bubbled up along mine. Suffocating me. Strangling me to the point where I stepped back against the door. There was a fire burning within his eyes. Yet this time, instead of the confusion. Instead of the shock. It was anger. A rage I’d never seen. A storm brewing in those oceans. Hurricanes spewing out and drowning us within this glass cage they had thrown him in. “I don’t belong here. Take me home.”

I wanted to ask him where home was. To ask him to take me there. Far away from the Inside walls. Far away from the suffocating interior that was my home. Far away from the people who strangled me with their eyes each time the sun met my skin. Take me home. His home was my home. I wanted to believe it. I ached for it even. Take me home away from here.

“We will return you as soon as you are able to understand.” Dr. Carter’s voice was patronizing. Like a teacher trying to teach an unruly student. Poison leaked from his lips and slid along the floor, breaking through the crevices. The poison from his lips flooded his bloodstream and pushed fire from his stormy eyes. We will burn. I wanted to scream, but I was silent. My palms were no longer sweating. My tongue was achingly dry. A desert I wished for the man with the ocean eyes to quench. Cracking. Longing.

“You do not understand who you are speaking to.” He spoke through clenched teeth, a wild look in his eyes. His chest heaved, his tattoos dancing with every breath. His scars giving orders to stand back. Storms met mine. His eyes held my gaze, beckoning me towards him, but I was shoved back with a singular breath. Pinned against metal. Unable to move. I was captivated.

“Just calm down.”

“I’m not your fucking experiment.” He hissed. His eyes darted to everyone in the room before they softened as they passed over me. Or maybe I thought they softened. Hoped was the correct word. I wasn’t quite sure. I wanted to believe he loved me. Right then and now. I ached for him to love me even. But I knew he wasn’t conditioned to love me. He didn’t know. He couldn’t know. Not with his entire life outside the Wall.

“Let him leave.” My voice was paper within a room where everyone carried a sword. It waved and tried to stand but fell over and was stomped on by bleeding feet. Spat on by stormy weather. But it was heard. All eyes turned to me. My father’s hand grabbed my arm softly to try and pull me away from my crazy ideas, but I couldn’t turn away from him. I was completely captivated by him.

“Nova, I don’t think that’s–”

“I said let him leave,” My voice was a rock now. Cutting down and bending the same swords as I cut off Dr. Carter. I saw his face tighten, his eyes narrow. But he pinched the bridge of his nose and he nodded. I turned back to the man who stared at me. Curiosity. It was back again, swirling blue and with fire in his gaze. “Let me come with you.”

“No.”

“Nova, no.”

Both Dr. Carter and my father spoke over each other. A mixture of no’s but they both knew none of them mattered. It wasn’t their decision. I rarely spoke for myself in a society that was already programmed out for me. Safe walls. Safe laws. Everything was already predestined and laid out for me. But they knew nothing could stand in the way of this.

The law gave me a right to be with my soulmate. They knew the only person that could hand me a ‘no’ was the man standing in front of me. His head cocked like a dog awaiting another protest from them before he nodded. Once. It was subtle, but it was direct.

“We leave now.”

Another demand left my own timid lips as my eyes never left his. He was twisting into my soul, consuming every ounce of me with one gaze. He was captivating.

And he was mine.


Chapter two
Nova


One of his hands clutched the seat belt wrapped around his chest, the other taking hold of the edge of his seat.

I stared at him openly, watching as he closed his eyes, a crease forming between his eyebrows with how tightly he was squeezing. I could see how uncomfortable he was, anyone could. And the louder the hovercraft became, the whiter his knuckles appeared.

His eyes didn’t open, not even to glance through the windows to see what we were passing, but yet again, neither had mine.

I couldn’t look away from him even if I tried. My breathing had become heavy, my lips parted as I allowed myself to steal every story that graced his skin and etch him into memory. Yet I knew most of him already. I knew about the scars that dipped over the rises and falls of his chest. They were like rivers upon his skin. Thick riverbeds that had long ago dried up. They darted in between tattoos that tended to cover up the scars we shared. In a way, I wished his tattoos had followed along my skin as well. But they weren’t. The only things we shared in common were the scars. The stories that only he had. Sealed up between his plump lips and aching to be pulled out of him.

I sucked in a deep breath as I glanced at his legs. Muscle. Dark and tanned. Pure muscle that rippled with each rise and fall of the hovercraft. They were steady and solid. Ones I ached to reach out and grip onto. Ones I ached to see my nails embedded into and to kiss along his skin. I quickly averted my attention towards the walls of the hovercraft. I tried to reign myself in. Just because the people of the Inside believed he was barbaric, did not mean that I had to be.

I wanted to ask him questions. To talk to him and hear his thick accent again. It was hypnotic the few words he had spoken. I wanted to have him tell me all his secrets, give me each inch of him, and allow his words to roll off my own lips. But I was silent. Only watching him.

It took every ounce of strength I had to tear my gaze away from him, but I had to. I didn’t realize at the time that I had been holding my breath, but as soon as I turned away, I was gasping for air. I was growing too warm within the cabin of the hovercraft, my skin immune to the cold metal pressing in around us. I rubbed at my face, disgusted with how clammy my skin had become.

The two officials within the cabin watched me with careful eyes as if they were afraid I was just as savage as they believed him to be. Their hands were clutching guns at their waist as they sat across from us. Calculating our every move. Every breath. Yet I ignored them both. I would not be intimidated here. Not when we were heading to the Outside. They weren’t important there.

My father had already said his goodbyes. Tears had been shed and his cologne was still lingering on my clothes, the little ounce of the Inside that I was allowed to take with me. They had given me nothing but the clothes on my back. Anything else would have been trivial on the Outside anyways, and I had to play the part. At least that’s what my father said.

The Outside was an unforgiving world, and if there was any chance of me surviving, it was to try and blend in. Or as much as I could in a sweater and pants when my soulmate wore nothing but the singular cloth. But it was all I had. All I had to protect me from the dangers lurking.

“Don’t show them how weak you are.” Those were his parting words. My father had given me a hug and whispered that into my ear and let me leave. Just shoved me on a hovercraft and watched us fly out of the only place I had ever called home.

I had every right to cry. To mourn my life on the Inside, yet I couldn’t. Not when he was there. Not when there was a promise of a future with a man I could call my own. Not when–

“Approaching landing zone A. Brace for landing.” The mechanical warning bounced in the metal walls of the cabin, making my attention fall back to the Outsider. He was still gripping the seat with both hands, his face screwed up as he pushed out heavy breaths.

Turbulence hit the side of the hovercraft as it made its way into Outside Weather. Unfamiliar weather. I wasn’t even sure if our mechanics were powered enough to run on the Outside, much less in this powerful wind. The ship jerked up as it was overcorrected, making the seatbelts tug and twist, pinching my skin in the process.

And then we landed. Hard.

I was jerked forward, the force of the hovercraft causing me to push against the straps that rubbed my skin raw. My heart plummeted to my stomach, my hands turning white as I clutched onto the seatbelt. A metallic taste arose along my tongue as I bit down, squeezing my eyes as tightly as possible once the ship rocked along the terrain.

Profanity spewed from both the pilot and the guards. This wasn’t meant to happen. He had overshot it. By how long? I wasn’t sure. But I felt every rock and boulder that the ship rolled over, hammering into the sides and making indentations along the sides of the metal. We finally skidded to a stop, my body jolting forward before my head banged into the seat behind me.

There was already an ache in my body as I opened my eyes and I knew that the Outsider had felt the same. For the first time though, it was a mutual ache that we both understood the meaning of. I locked eyes with him for just a moment before he turned his attention towards the straps that still held him into the seat. Another prison.

“Is everyone alright?” The pilot came out from the cabin, hair disheveled and the earpiece blaring a squeal I could hear from my seat. He was young. That was their first mistake. Sending a young pilot in foreign terrain and expecting us to make it in one piece. Did they want to kill us? “The hovercraft is fine except the exterior is a little damaged. The flight home should go a little smoother.” Would it though? I wanted to sneer at him, but I stayed silent. I bit my tongue, my hands fumbling with the seatbelt.

“Here.” A guard was there in front of me in an instant, his own hands unclasping the clip on the belt without hesitation. I muttered a thanks before glancing at him. He was still strapped into his seat, his eyes closed tightly. His knuckles were turning white, the grip tight on the straps across his chest.

Foreign words were spewing under his breath that I believed to be curses with the violence he spat them out with. I reached out with my own trembling hand to touch his, only to be burnt again as he pulled away. For the first time since we were strapped in, his oceans met mine. Blue depths that were storming with rage. He was furious. I mistook his rage for fear. It was my mistake. I flinched away from him, my eyes darting back to the guards who only watched. They both stood with their hands snug on the gun on their hips, their eyes calculating our every move. Would they shoot him dead on his own soil?

“You need to hurry. There’s a storm coming and the newb can’t handle it.” The other guard jammed his thumb at the pilot who glared at him in retaliation. Yet the silent order was obeyed as the mechanical doors slid open, the grinding of bent metal filling the air. But as soon as the doors opened, my lungs expanded with a fullness I’d never felt.

Fresh air that stung my eyes immediately and made every hair along my arms stand up. The freshest air I had ever felt. I sat still though, staring at the goosebumps that had begun to erupt along my skin. A sensation I had never felt before. I closed my eyes, taking in a deep breath of the things that had never touched my nose before. Trees. Real trees. Was it pine? Oak? Walnut? I wasn’t sure, yet I breathed it all in. Gasping in the smell. It was real,

“Come.” The voice of a walking storm made me open my eyes. He had escaped the chair with ease, his footsteps strong and loud as he hopped down from the hovercraft, vanishing from my eyes. I couldn’t move though. My hands were still clutching my heart that had fled from my body as soon as we had left the ground.

I swallowed deeply, trying to gain my bearings, but a hand was on my arm in an instant. One of the guards grabbed my bicep, squeezing so hard that his fingers dug into my flesh to leave indentions. He was muttering under his breath, something about how they would get stuck in the storm now because of me. It was my fault. I flinched from his touch, but he held on tightly. The pilot and the other guard stared on with weary eyes. This wasn’t protocol. I realized that now.

“Stay alive.” He sneered in my ear before he pushed me from the hovercraft. My knees hit rocks, palms scraping along them as I tried to catch myself before my chin rocked against the edge of a boulder. Instant pain filled my mouth as I bit down, teeth grinding into each other. I turned back to look at the guard, but the door was already shut. The blades were already beginning to spin rapidly. Turning. Twisting. Knocking me down and down until I was flush against the rocks we had crashed into.

I tried to crawl away, but the blades pinned me to the ground. Cheek to rock. Rock to cheek. Pressing me further and further until I was sure I would be buried alive. The pain was aching, the movement of the blade was enough to send every particle of dirt into my eyes and mouth. But before I could be buried, he was there.

His hand clutched my once wounded bicep. He pulled me up from the ground with such force, I was slung into him. I squinted at him, attempting to shield my eyes from the brutality of the wind. His lips were moving, screaming something at me but I couldn’t hear him over the rotation of the blades. But he didn’t care. He dragged me with him. My feet were trying to keep up with him, but rocks were slung across my body as the hovercraft began its ascent into the sky, pelting me with soil. As the man pulled me away, I was able to catch my footing, finally carrying my own weight.

He dragged me towards the treeline. Tall trees that reached towards the heavens, looming above us. Their branches trembling and swirling with the rotation of the wind. I expected them to fall on us, to crush us along with the pressure of the blades, but they were steady, looming structures sheltering us from the world.

As we made it to the treeline, he grabbed onto my waist and turned us in a blink of an eye. He pushed my body up against the rough trunk of one of the looming trees, pressing his body flush against mine as he kept his eyes in the direction of the hovercraft.

But I couldn’t stop staring up at him. At his animalistic eyes. His wild eyes. My breathing was rapid, my lungs unable to expand fully to get enough air. Not with the nearly naked man pressed flush against me. His arms were pinned around my body, hands holding onto the bark to keep me from flying away with the hovercraft. Holding me. Grounding me.

My hands pressed against his chest, my body brushing his with each gasping breath from me. I couldn’t help but breathe him in. He smelt of the trees. Of the ones surrounding us mixed with a spice I didn’t recognize. I couldn’t even place the smells, and yet I knew he smelt of home. A home I hadn’t even begun to experience yet.

My head tilted forward, forehead brushing his hot skin as I closed my eyes. I could stay there. Forever. Just standing there flush against him and taking him in. But he pulled away. The ocean tide that surrounded him moved away and pushed me further into the bark, blush shooting over my skin as his eyes met mine.

“It’s gone,” I didn’t notice. I wished he hadn’t either. I wished he had continued to press against me, chest to chest. Breath to breath. But he was gone. Turning away from me and only showing the back I ached to trace. The scars we shared. The dark lines of tattoos traveling over his skin in swirls and patterns I couldn’t understand. “Come.”

And I did. I followed behind him, finally taking note of the environment they had left us in. Green. It was so green. Like pictures of the world Before. They had been peppered into our textbooks in school, yet nothing had prepared me for this.

This land was untouched. No buildings were clogging the sky, only trees. Tall and looming. Branches aching to pull us into their embrace, but I kept walking. My footsteps slowed as I gauged every leaf that floated down from the branches, breathing in the air that had never been clearer. Something I never knew I was missing until now.

It was beautiful. Everything. The trees. The underbrush. The flowers that peeked out from the roots and exploded in color around us. The world was beautiful. And it was his.

I found him again, my eyes tracing the pattern on his back that was marred in thick black ink. It wrapped itself around his shoulder blade and dipped down the back of his arm to end at his wrist. His tattoos were beautiful. They flowed with his body, and from far away, I could see nothing but them. I didn’t see the scars that were there. The scars I had felt pierce my own skin. For a moment, we were nothing but strangers.

Me following him through the woods. Him avoiding every branch I stepped on as it echoed throughout the forest we traveled through. He was graceful. Agile. He knew these woods, I could tell. The way he moved with the earth was a dance, never making a noise. And yet I trampled on behind him.

I took in a harsh breath as the Earth shook. The ground rumbled and the trees reached out towards us as the wind violently thrashed them. My knees hit the soil, hands digging into the soft dirt as if I would tumble to the ground if I stayed standing. The sky screamed and roared. An anger fleeing from them as if they knew I didn’t belong here.

I looked everywhere until my eyes met the sky. I stayed on my knees, head tilted towards the dark clouds that were peeking through the trees above us. Purple. Black. Blue. They held so many colors for something that seemed so deadly. Twirling through the air. Spiraling towards us. I gasped as a flash of light was seen in them, followed by another roar. Danger. Destruction. Death.

“It’s just a storm. It’s okay.” His hand was there grabbing mine. Taking away all of my worry and bringing me back to him. Back to the beauty of the world again. He pulled me up from the soil, his hand sliding the length of my arm and curling around the crook of my elbow as he pulled me forward. I stumbled, looking back up towards the clouds. They were real. I had seen them in past news castings for school projects. Storms that leveled the ground and took away homes and flooded the soil. Storms that were the cause for so much death and turmoil. I thought they got rid of them. That’s what they had told us. But apparently not on the Outside.

“Will we die?” My voice was shaking. Wavering and breathless. And it made him stop. His hand left the tender flesh of my elbow and I ached for him to slide it back into place. To hold me as the sky roared on. We stopped moving and my hands began sweating. The air was growing warmer, sticky, causing my sweater to stick to my skin.

“You’ve never seen a storm?” He looked at me incredulously and I saw the lightning flash within his eyes, the reflection causing me to jump. I shook my head before immediately looking up and into the angry clouds. They were getting darker, filling the sky with malice. “We won’t die. We just have to hurry.” His hand found the tender part of my skin again. Gripping tightly, but enough to feel comforted. The hairs along my arms were standing up and gripping along the sleeves. Sweat dotted my upper lip as we walked briskly trying to outrun the oncoming doom.

My other hand darted out and dug into his wrist, wincing at the booming of the sky. God was angry. No, He was furious. Striking us down with the lightning. He pulled me along, dodging branches and ducking under limbs that were almost broken. The wind blew my feet from underneath me, making me stumble. His hand was there though. Tightly wound into my flesh. He wouldn’t let me fall.

And that was when the rain started. It was cold. Stealing my breath and shoving it into the ground. My body was immediately trembling, every ounce of warmth escaping me. My hair was plastered to my face in a mere moment, sticking to my lips with every shaking gasp that bubbled up from my chest. With the onset rain, puddles began to form in the soil with nowhere for the water to go.

A mumble parted from his lips yet I couldn’t hear him over the rain. Not when the sky was roaring and the rain bounced sound off of everything it pelted. I couldn’t see through the thick sheets of rain, so I couldn’t understand how he could. But he was graceful in the water. His bare feet were steadier than mine. Level. We stormed through puddles and ducked under branches that tried to grab at us. All while he led me through the veil of soaked hair and dense forest.

And then it stopped.

My body was no longer being bruised and battered by the icicles of rain. But I felt the remnants along my skin, soaking me to the bone. I pushed back the strands of hair that were wallpapering my skin, finally taking a glance at the cave he had pulled me into. There was nothing. Just rock walls surrounding us on all sides except for the opening that had a stream of rain and vines as a curtain. The storm flashed beyond it, lighting up the dark cave and shining light on the man that was sat down before me. He looked unfazed. He looked at home.

My body was creaking with each shake of my shoulders, teeth chattering filling the cave and bouncing off the walls to be swallowed up by the Outside. My clothes were stuck against every curve of my body like a second skin, holding me together like papier-mache. I tried to stay still. To cease the shivering that enacted my body in an endless tremor. But I couldn’t. I had never felt such cold. Had never felt the tears of God bounce upon my flesh. Had never been to the Outside.

“Sit down, you’ll conserve your heat.” His voice echoed within the cave, bouncing off walls and falling into my ears like gunshots. It had my head ringing in seconds, yet my heart was full. I sat down on the cold rock, my body curling up as I faced him. He sat ringing out his loincloth, his shaggy hair falling in front of his eyes, his facial hair glistening with water droplets. He was beautiful. Rural. Rugged. Savage.

I watched his every move, taking him all in. His hair was brown with natural highlights from where the sun had kissed him. Yet they were darker within the cave, darker when wet. It fell to his shoulders in clumping strands from where the rain had joined them together. His facial hair covered his chin and went along his jawline, the hair long enough to have beads woven into the strands. Red. Blue. Green. Yellow. The beads were all sorts of colors, beautiful and bright. Even with the daylight that was dimmed from the storm and the darkness of the cave, I could see how bright they were.

My eyes trailed over the muscles that rippled under his skin as he rang out the loin cloth. His arms were fluid in movement. Graceful even as he twisted. Pulled. Squeezed. Anything to get the water out of the fabric. I stared at his biceps. At the scars that marred his flesh, the same scars that loitered on mine. My eyes trailed down his chest, dancing over another swirling pattern of a tattoo. The dark ink was prominent among his tanned body. Standing out even in the dark.

I took in a shaking breath to collect my thoughts as my eyes sinned. They took in the trail of dark hair that slid along his belly button before dipping lower. Under the string of fabric but before I could take him in, it fell back in place. It swung a bit, the fabric dancing along his inner thighs, before staying still. Even the breeze of the roaring wind couldn’t budge it.

My eyes peeled their way back up his body before landing on oceans that stared back. He watched me as openly as I had him. His eyes uncovered every inch of me. Dancing over the scar that marked our faces before they rapidly darted along my curled up frame. I wasn’t sure if he actually saw me. But if he did, the only reaction I received was him standing up and walking back towards the entrance of the cave. His back to me.

“This world isn’t suited for people like you,” People like you. The words hung in the air. Thick and salty. I was chewed up and spat into the rivers cascading through the forest. Taken up by the roots of the trees and bled out in their sap. “You shouldn’t have come here,” Another blow to the chest, blood pouring from an open wound and seeping into the rocks below me. “Why did you seek me out?” Oceans met mine. The blue flashing white as the lightning behind him silhouetted his frame. He was tall. Almost touching the ceiling of the cave with the top of his head.

I tried to speak. To spit out words that were strong and powerful. To not fail my only soulmate with how weak I was. But my words were caught deep within my throat, unable to scream them above the storm. I stared at him with parted lips, noises fleeing from my lips but no words.

“Did you really feel every…?” His voice. It seemed lost within the cave, trailing off as it found its way into my ears. I knew what he meant. Did I really feel every scar? Every wound? Every cut? I wanted to ask him the same. If he felt all of the pain I had ever caused him. If he was ever in turmoil because of me. But we both knew the answer.

“Yes. Every one.” My voice was finally found again. The words were trying to be strong and powerful, yet leaked out of my lips and broke against the rumble of the sky.

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.”


Chapter three
Nova


The storm had left.

The rain had caused the ground to be saturated and spongy under our feet. The trees dripped on us as we made our way through the forest. The storm had lasted for hours, keeping us hauled up in a cave surrounded by silence. As soon as the rain had ended, he was there though. Awaking me from a slumber I didn’t know I had fallen into.

I wasn’t sure where we were, as it looked like we were going in circles, but he was sure. He walked with confidence about him. This was his home. I wondered how many hours he had spent within these trees. Had he memorized every log? Every stone that crossed our path? Every whistle the wind made when it touched the branches?

“What’s your name?” My voice ended the silence that had hovered over us, my eyes staring at his back as I followed him. His head turned slightly, catching my eyes over his shoulder before he turned back around. Was he afraid of me?

“Caspian.” Like the sea? I wanted to ask, but I knew the answer. Yes. Of course it was. With the way his eyes contained miles and miles of ocean water, of course they would name their son after the sea. It suited him. Strong. Resilient. Beautiful.

He didn’t ask me my name. But I said it anyway. Coating my tongue and springing out towards him in an effort for him to stop and let me stare into those oceans again. But he didn’t. He gave me nothing but a small nod of acknowledgement, his footsteps never wavering. The wet soil sticking to his toes.

I wanted to say it again. To shout my name into the trees and let it bounce upon the now clear sky. I wanted him to scream it with me. To float into my mouth and let me swallow the sweet taste of my name upon his lips. Like honey. Like love. But I was silent. Silent as I followed him with his name touching my lips. Sliding into the chapped folds of my mouth and moving against my tongue roughly. Sandpaper.

We walked until my feet were aching. Until I had to take off my shoes and socks and carry them as they had become sodden and were causing blisters along my feet. The soil was already coating my skin. The feet that had never touched the ground before. It felt nice. It felt free.

I stopped for a moment, catching my breath and digging my toes into the softening soil. The dirt rubbed in between my toes, and the further down I dug my feet, the cooler it became, the wetter the soil. I glanced up hoping he would turn around and tell me to hurry up. Tell me to ‘come.’ But he didn’t. He kept walking, making my stop short-lived as I caught up with his long stride.

My shoulder brushed against his and he immediately pulled away. Not sparing me a single glance as he tore his touch away from me, his footsteps widening so he was a few feet in front of me. He didn’t want me. But I was too stubborn to turn back.

There was really nothing to turn back to though. The hovercraft had left nothing but an indention in the soil and upturned rocks. If I turned back, I would die out in the wild alone. He was all I had.

“Are we almost there?” My voice came out in a pant. I didn’t know where ‘there’ was though. Was there even a place, or was he just walking until I fell dead and we didn’t have to deal with the situation anymore? An escape.

“Yes.” It was one word that kept me going. His voice distant and bounced off of the trees only to fall down and be crumbled by our feet. The walk wasn’t affecting him. His shoulders didn’t hunch over, and his feet weren’t screaming with every step. Not like mine.

My sweater was sticking to my skin, the humid air doing nothing to dry my wet clothes. The humidity made my hair larger than it had ever been. The regulated air Inside felt nothing like this. It was never sticky. Never thick. I didn’t know air had any other consistency. But it left it hard to breathe. Even with the freshness of it.

I followed close behind, jumping at every noise. Every crack of a branch. He didn’t try to comfort me. He didn’t tell me if we were being followed, or being hunted by some obscure Outside animal. He only walked. Silently. His hair was blown by the wind, the beads in his beard hitting against one another to make a clacking noise. But those were the only noises that filled the air other than my heavy breathing.

I had asked him how much farther, but he only replied in one worded answers. Soon. Close. Almost. There was no annoyance in his voice. But I could tell by the way his shoulders tensed each time I opened my mouth. I was a hindrance. I didn’t know the rules of the Outside. Hell, the teachers Inside barely knew about the Outside. It was a mystery. A barbaric place. Not meant for people like us.

I opened my mouth one more time. To ask him another question about how much further, but I closed it as soon as we came to the top of the small hill we were walking up. The end of the forest.

There were houses. Not houses, but homes. Small wooden structures that resembled the ones of the people we had studied from years past. History in the making. Built by hand. They were dotted along on a cliff. The houses were far enough to not be blown off of it, but close enough that if there were dangerous hurricanes, they would be killed.

I felt the ocean air. The air that clung to Caspian’s skin and flowed through his hair. I smelt the salt of the water. The ocean’s breath flowing fresh air onto my skin and pushing back the wet strands along my face. The air wasn’t humid here. It kept flowing and moving and twisting into my veins and pulling out a new me. A barbaric me.

My tongue darted out and touched my lips, tasting the air. Tasting the salt.

“Come.” He gripped my elbow again. The tender flesh that was only shielded by a wet piece of clothing. His thumb pushed into the vein and found a home within my bones. I would open myself up to him if he asked. To let every bit of him bury within me. But I couldn’t now. Not here.

He steadied me as we walked sideways down the hill, my free hand grabbing at sparse grass that was dug into the rough sand. I fell to my side, only to be pulled up by him. His eyes never leaving the wooden houses that were planted in the sand. I breathed in the smell of a fire burning. The smell of crisp fish caused my mouth to water and my stomach to let out a horrendous growl. If Caspian heard it, he didn’t show it.

I heard laughter and drums beating randomly to no song but the song of their own. And as we came upon level ground, the hot sand digging into open cuts along the bottoms of my feet, I saw them. People with tan skin who’s hair all blew with the ocean breeze. They had markings of paint upon their skin. The blue paint resembling the blue of the ocean that was within the man before me.

They were beautiful. Free. People I ached to be like. People of all different bodies and smiles and dances. People who had no laws but the ones to live life for each other and not for themselves. They were selfless in every way. Even their laughter wasn’t for themselves, it was for each other.

“Listen to me,” My attention fell back to Caspian. To the man who still had his hand wrapped around my elbow. There was no laughter in his eyes to give me, only a seriousness that chilled me to the bone. “Do not speak. Do you understand?” My head bobbed in acknowledgment, staring straight into those piercing eyes before he turned back towards the village. His chest rose and fell with a deep breath before he nodded as well, dragging me with him as we made our way into the village.

A large fire sat in the middle. Wooden posts buried in the sand had animal carcasses hanging from them. Skinned and bleeding. Fresh. There were small tents that held tables underneath. Jewelry was laid out upon them like a market. Old women sat behind them, their wrinkled hands doing more than mine had ever done. Children ran around the fire with small skewers that held fish upon them, crisping to the point of being charred. A circle of men sat far off. In a circle of their own with a smaller firepit that wasn’t lit aflame. They spoke with their heads together, speaking lowly as if they were afraid their own people would hear. Women sat around the sides. Their hands busy with one thing or another. Some were cradling infants to their breasts. Others were weaving with their hands, some even skinning the dead animals before sliding strings within their bodies to hang up.

The village was full of life. All of which stopped as soon as they saw us.

The drums that were being played by running children fell silent. The elderly stared with beady eyes. The women held their breaths, their eyes darting across us before staying on my face. There were looks of surprise and confusion. All staring at the mark that matched Caspian’s. The men in the small circle stood. A few held knives within their tanned hands, ready to attack if necessary. All on edge. All ready to pounce on their target. Not because of Caspian, who had returned from the Inside. No. It was because of me.

They were going to kill me.


Chapter four
Nova


“Brother, no.” A growl. A shove. A spear tip pointed at my throat.

Caspian stood between his brother and me. The tribe was silent. All watching. All waiting to see what this man would do to me. All waiting to see if they had another animal to skin. My heart was outside of my body. Thrown over the cliff and crashing against the rocks below, the waves pulling it back only to impale it again and again. Over and over. It was gone.

His brother looked deadly. Just as deadly as Caspian. But instead of the oceans that filled Caspian’s eyes, his eyes were coated in green. Like the trees I had walked through. Like the grass that had been soft under my feet. But he was anything but soft. His skin was darker than Caspian’s. He was wider. His shoulders outstretched to each side of the Earth and his body heaving as he stared at me. The trees were burning within his eyes. Catching aflame with an anger that was directed towards me. My hands were up. I surrender. I wanted to scream. Palms toward him, my body becoming lower and lower as if I were a dog in submission. Should I lick his throat?

“You brought an Insider here,” His growl made me shake, the tears that had been held in were flowing freely now. Stinging my skin that had become raw from the wind. I let out a noise as the blade was pressed against my throat. Breaking my skin as he twisted it. I felt the warmth that dripped from it, sliding down my neck and disappearing under my sweater. He could kill me with a flick of his wrist. But he didn’t. Not when Caspian stood there with his hand against his brother’s chest. “You’re a traitor.”

Spit flew upon my face as he seethed the word at his brother. His teeth were bared. Maybe licking his throat was the right response. Caspian bristled. His shoulders tensing and his hands turning to fists, shoving his brother back with enough force to have his feet slide back in the sand. I glanced at his neck with the movement, seeing a small cut, blood already dried along his skin.

“I’m not a traitor,” He spat the word out like a curse, spitting it on the feet of his brother as he shoved his shoulders back with two hands. Bare all except the loin cloths flying in between their thighs. Testosterone. “Look at her face, brother. She bares my mark.” His teeth were snapped at his brother, my tongue aching as his teeth clipped his own. Spit dotting his chin. His hand darted behind him, towards me. He grabbed hold of the tender part of my elbow, digging his fingers into the flesh until we both winced. I whimpered.

He pulled me to his side, gripping both shoulders as he shoved me towards the man with the spear. He wasn’t looking at me until I was forcibly shook towards him. Look here. Look at me. I wanted to scream to stop the shaking. To stop the fingers that were dug into my flesh. I flinched as his forest eyes darted at me. Fires burning the limbs and shaking the trunks.

His brother’s hand darted out and grabbed my chin with enough force that I was afraid my jaw would shatter. I was fragile. Did he not see that? I was not of this world. His eyes darted over my face, tracing the long scar that stained my porcelain skin. The fires were being extinguished. He understood. He saw the matching scar. He could see I was no threat here. His lips parted as he softened his grip on my chin. Before his eyes met mine. He stared into my soul. For what seemed like hours but was only a couple of minutes before he let go and I was pulled back behind Caspian. Was he protecting me?

“Someone fetch the Hag.” His demand made me flinch into Caspian’s spine. My face pressed into his hot skin. I heard shuffling and people speaking in a tongue I couldn’t understand. I was pushed back quickly as if I had burned him, my eyes still watering as I stared into the eyes of Caspian. He shook his head, his eyebrows drawn. He didn’t want me touching him. Did I burn him? But that wasn’t it. I saw that as I followed his gaze, and immediately my heart was broken.

A woman. A savage woman stared at me. Her eyes were watering as well. Gorgeous brown eyes that sparkled gold when the sun hit them. Her skin was tanned, beautiful. Her yellow hair cascaded down her shoulders and back, bouncing along her hips. She carried beads within her hair. The same colors that Caspian carried within his beard. Her hands clutched at her chest as if her own heart was breaking as she stared openly. Her shoulders trembled. She was his. I realized that now. And by the way Caspian’s lips pursed and his eyes closed tightly and rapidly. I knew he was hers.

I felt sick. My stomach turned and my eyes closed as the ground seemed to twist and turn around me. My cheeks became warm and before I could control it, the contents of my stomach emptied into the sand. I clutched my knees, my hands gripping into my skin as I heaved. There was nothing really. Just acid and bile that burned my throat coming out. But it stung just as much as my heart that was aching for a man that was not mine.

“Are you okay, child?” Her voice cracked my ears, the noise scratching upon my skin and tearing me open. But I took it. Her hand pushed back my hair, her other going to my back. Rubbing like my father used to do when I vomited from the pain of the wounds. It soothed me enough for me to stand back up. My hand wiping the spit off my chin, my breathing ragged. “Hello, pretty thing.”

I was met by an ancient woman. Her skin wrinkled and cracking, her smile toothless and gummy. She had silver hair that was braided down her spine, feathers braided into the strands. One eye was glassy, blind. The other the color of coals. She saw me. She saw through me. She was covered in jewelry. The chains and beads and seashells were threaded around her neck, weighing her down. She dressed in layers as if the heat turned her bones cold, the thick furs covering her frail body.

This woman was the Hag.

“Ah, the mark,” Her hand darted out, touched the scar upon my face. Her hand was cold. Like death. Her eyes danced over it, everyone watching as she stroked the mark. All except for Caspian. His eyes were on the girl who still sobbed. His fists clenched by his sides. He was struggling not to run to her. Not to embrace her. Not to kiss her. Has he made love to her? Has he given himself to her? “She’s his.” I jumped, my body bouncing back and staring at the old Hag as if she had read my thoughts. But her voice was not for me. It was directed towards his brother.

“But how do you know? Just because she has-”

“Just because she has his mark? Kekoa, she is his. Look at her,” All eyes turned to me. Every eye. Even Caspian’s. His eyes followed the mark, his eyebrows drawn as if he were in pain. “She is his soulmate. The Fate’s have decided. She shall stay.” Her hands clutched my shoulders. She was stronger than she seemed. Her lips tilted forward and she reached up to kiss my forehead. Her lips were cold. She breathed the breath of a corpse against my skin.

As she pulled away, the drums started again. The sky had grown darker, the fire licking the darkness, screaming into the night. Life returned as the Hag walked away. I glanced around, the sunset casting an orange glow upon everything, the fire dancing in everyone’s eyes as they stared at me. I caught the eyes of his brother. Kekoa. He was sneering. His face contorted as he glared at me, his knuckles white on the spear he still held. But Caspian stepped between us, his eyes casting downwards at me. The oceans seemed as if they were on fire from the flames that danced around us.

“Come. You need to change.” His voice was quiet. As if the fight had been taken from him. His hand filled the space I had left for him. The crook of my elbow was warm with his touch. Pulling me forward. I gripped the shoes in my hands tightly, my eyes darting around. We passed her. I felt as if she would dart out and shove a spear within my jugular that Kekoa was unable to do. Her eyes held hate. But love. The love for Caspian darting out and wrapping around him. His jaw tightened. He did not look at her. You can look. I wanted to whisper, but I wasn’t brave enough.

We walked slowly. My toes digging into the sand and screaming as the sand dug into open cuts. I winced with each step. We parted from the center of the tribe. Leaving the fire and the life of the people behind. We passed more homes. The thin twigs were held together with leaf bindings. Holding a home together within the midst of nowhere. The home he led me to was at the end. A small home that was placed closest to the rushing water below, the wind of the ocean trying to push me away.

“You will stay with me.” He muttered quietly. But we didn’t have to talk loud in order to hear one another away from the heart of the village. He pushed through the door made of furs, entering a dark home that was sealed up. He let go of me, leaving me near the door as he stumbled through. And then the cottage was lit up. He stood near the window, lighting a lantern with a match that filled the home with a soft glow. Enough to see everything with a small haze.

I swallowed deeply. The floor was made of dirt. Dirt they had packed together to make a sturdy floor, a solid floor. There was one window near the door where he stood, staring at me. Watching as I invaded his home. His private spot. Has she been here? I wanted to ask, but I swallowed up the thought.

There was a small fire pit surrounded by stones to make a stove, a metal pot hanging above it. A wooden desk sat against the wall, papers thrown over them with a lantern sitting against the corner for light. There were furs in the corner of the hut. A huge pile of furs for a bed. As for that, there was nothing. None of the luxuries the Inside contained. I felt sick again, but I swallowed it down.

This was a savage place.


Chapter five
Caspian


Ihad nothing to give her.

As I rummaged through the small wooden chest pressed against the wall, I realized I had no clothes to give her. The only clothes I possessed were loincloths, and while I would love to see the Insider wearing just that, I was sure it wouldn’t be appropriate. Not that the Outside was appropriate. But I wasn’t a barbarian as much as she probably thought.

“It’s fine, I can just wear this.” Her voice. I sucked in a breath, my hands freezing inside of the chest. Her voice was honey. Honey from the sweetest of bees. It slid down the back of my throat, flooding all of my senses with just one drop. But you can’t have honey without being stung.

I stood up and turned to her. The clothes she wore clung to her like a second skin. Soaked by the rain and sweat from our journey here. She was shivering, her small shoulders convulsing with each breath as her eyes darted everywhere. It wasn’t fine. That much I was sure of.

“I’ll fetch some. Stay here.” I didn’t wait for her to reply, escaping the confines of that cell I was suffocating in. Just like the concrete cell they had locked me in on the Inside. She was suffocating me.

This had all been a mistake. I had come too close to the wall during my hunt, too focused on the pelt on one of the blue tongue’s. It would have made a perfect blanket for her. For a woman who could no longer be mine.

I hadn’t been paying attention when they had come for me. But even if I had sensed them before they found me, there would have been no way to escape. Not when they had sent six men. Six men with guns and weapons I had never seen. Six men that stole me away from my home only to hand me over to a woman who bore the same marks as me. She was written by the fates.

Fate had a funny way of things.

I didn’t want her. My life had been fine before she was known. She wasn’t some person I had longed for my entire life. She was nothing but a stranger. A stranger that had uprooted everything just to accompany me back home. Back to a foreign terrain that she couldn’t survive in.

I left my home that had been invaded with every smell of her already. It was already seeping into the dirt below my feet. Seeping into my skin. Seeping into my very being.

I walked across the sand, my eyes darting between the rushing water that was slowly becoming a dark abyss and the glow of the fire that rushed further down the line of houses. I was tempted to run and jump off the cliff. To hear my bones shatter against the rocks below and to let my family live in wonder of what happened. They wouldn’t find a body. The waves would hold me under and drown me if the fall didn’t kill me first. But I knew it would kill the girl inside.

And I cared for her even if I didn’t want her.

“Cas,” I jerked at the voice, glancing at the woman that stood in the front of her home. The candle was not lit. The flame had died long ago. “Can I speak with you?” I couldn’t see her clearly, only a silhouette, the glow of the fire keeping her features alive. But I could hear her. Hear the crackling of her voice, the ash floating around her as the fire inside only left coals simmering. She was once mine. She was no longer mine.

“Fern, I can’t.”

“You can, you just won’t.” Her voice broke. Shattering under the stars that were starting to appear. They fell, shattering into millions of pieces along the ocean water, nothing remaining. She stepped forward, the flames of the fire finding her hips and gracing along her tan skin until they finally touched her lips. They were quivering. The bottom lip shaking rapidly, the tears dancing along her cheeks until they too met the corner of her lips. Wetting them, making them glisten.

“Fate has given-”

“Fuck Fate, Cas.” Her growl came out and bit my skin. Anger. Rage. It touched me and dived into my bloodstream. I could do nothing but stare at her. At the woman with the golden hair and the warm touch. The woman I had shared many nights with, many days, many in betweens. She had once filled my heart. But she was not mine any longer. The woman who held it stood in my hut five feet away, clutching it with everything she had in her. She held my scars. She held my story.

But I couldn’t help the ache that pulled me to Fern. And she let me. Even with the hate still upon her tongue, she didn’t care. She let me consume her.

My body was against hers, molding into her body the way we had countless nights. Countless days. I allowed my fingers to touch her cheeks that were wet with her tears, wiping them away as I took her lips with mine. There was nothing nice about our kiss. There was nothing comforting with the way I shoved her against the wall of her home, the outer panels digging into her spine. There was nothing I could give her anymore. But she knew that.

She wrapped herself around me and kissed me back with the same aggression. Anger. Hate. Not for me, but for the fates. Hate for the few hours that had changed our entire lives. I was no longer hers. She was no longer mine. And yet she was all I craved.

She smelt of home. Familiar and warm. She was what I was used to. She was mine. A woman I had planned to give a home to. Children. Make her my family. And that was all gone in an instant.

Her nails dug into my skin and I immediately tore away from her. Not from the sting of her nails, but because of the woman still shivering in my home just a few huts down. What all could she possibly feel?

That would be the last kiss Fern and I shared. And she knew that. She could see it upon my face and I saw the tears stream harder down hers as I took a step back. Her lips were red and swollen, her hair a mess from where I had run my hands through it once more. She was disheveled. All because of me.

“Do you have clothes she can wear?” My words cut her. I saw her step back, her hands clutching at the necklace I had made her. It hung beautifully along her chest, resting in its place in between her breasts. Right where her heart was. Sliding along her skin once, but now clutched tightly in her angry fist.

“Sure,” The fire that had glowed upon her skin, now receded as she parted the furs and made her way into her hut. Any other night, I would have followed her to finish what I had started. But tonight was no longer ‘any other night.’ She returned after only a few seconds, dropping the clothes onto the sand in front of my feet. But I didn’t pick them up. I stared at her. My hands in fists by my sides to contain myself from reaching out and pulling her to me once more. She still clutched the seashell, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks. “Cas.” It was a plea. Parting her lips and strangling me. I swallowed it down, bending down and picking up the clothes as I tried to bring myself to walk away.

I stood silently though, my toes buried underneath the sand and my hands clutching the fabric. I tried to will myself to walk away. To swallow everything I ever felt for Fern. But she walked away first. Her sobs echoed down the sand, her shoulders trembling as she became nothing but a silhouette as she vanished behind the fire. I broke her.

I walked back into my hut, glancing at Nova who stayed in the spot I left her. She was clutching her shoes, her eyes immediately darting to me. She looked terrified. Her cheeks were flushed, her shoulders still shaking, and her eyes wide as she looked at me. I didn’t know how to comfort her. How do you comfort a woman who came from the Inside?

The only woman I knew how to comfort was currently sobbing because of me.

I gave her the clothes, my hand brushing hers. She took in a deep breath, her eyes closing. I wanted to ask why, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know. I walked away from her, turning towards the wall as I heard her changing. She took her time. And I stiffened each time I heard the wet clothes slide off of her body.

This wasn’t how this was meant to go. None of this was as planned. They had promised the gene would be lost. That it would just vanish as soon as they had children. But they had been wrong. Clearly. As the woman behind me had every scar I’ve ever been given. The Fates were cruel. She didn’t belong here. I didn’t want her here.

And I hated how my parents hadn’t prepared me for this. Hadn’t prepared me for the woman that would uproot everything around me. They should have told me more. Told me what I needed to know. My mother could have informed me of everything. She was once a scientist for the Inside for crying out loud. And yet here I was.

Here we were.

“Where can I put these?” I turned to face her, and I had to step back against the wall to keep standing. Her skin was bare to me. The skirt our women wore had never been revealing until I saw it on her. It hung on her hips and danced around her ankles, the tan fabric standing out on her pale skin. I trailed my eyes up her body, her stomach on full display, the top clinging to her chest in one long band. She looked like she was one of us. If you ignored the pasty skin and the shivering body, she could be mistaken for us. Even the scars were part of us. They told my story, and I felt my stomach turn. I had wounded her. Her entire life was filled with my own pain, and I have never felt more guilty. “Caspian?”

“Place them by the door. They will be burned tomorrow.” I tried to decipher if she was affected by the news of her Inside clothes being burned, but she said nothing, only nodded and placed them by the door. I took in deep breaths, my eyes following the path of scars along her exposed spine. They were slashes across her, a storybook of pain. I felt my own spine ache at the memory. Filled with agony.

“Did you know?” Her brown eyes met mine. Twisting and turning into my soul, and yanking out my past. I didn’t have to ask what she meant. My eyes danced over the mangled part of her face and I had to swallow and look away.

“I knew of the soulmates, yes. But I was told it would not happen to me.”

“How did you know?” Her hand brought my attention back to her. She wasn’t mad. She wasn’t angry at me. I saw that now. The questions were only out of curiosity. I saw that as she traced the scar subconsciously that split open her stomach.

“My mother was of the Inside. She came here to study our people. She met my father, her soulmate.” I was stumbling over words, my eyes tracing the scar that she was touching. My own hand went to mine. It was from a fight with another tribe. They had attacked when we were fishing. Came from above and went for the stomach. It was a painful recovery.

“Then how did you not know about me?” There it was. The pain. It swirled in her mouth and she spat it on my face. It tasted of blood.

“They thought it would be…bred out. With the next generation. They didn’t know the gene would be passed on,” I saw her nod, but her eyes were glazed over. Her lip was pulled in between her white teeth. She gnawed on it, her teeth digging into her flesh with such force I was afraid it would bleed. “I’m sorry.” I added as an afterthought and the lip was released from its cage, bouncing back into place as she looked at me.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Caspian.” My name rolled off her tongue and left me weak. It was as if I was made just to hear her say my name. I didn’t believe my parents. I didn’t believe them when they said their connection was bigger than anything they had felt. That they were completely made for one another. I didn’t believe them. They were meant to be stories. Fabrications. But I knew they were real by the way my name passed through her perfect lips.

“Are you tired?”

“No.” But she was. I saw the way her blinks kept getting longer and longer, the long lashes fluttering against her cheeks casting shadows along her skin. I only nodded, walking to the window and blowing out the candle. Darkness surrounded us.

I heard her gasp and her teeth clicked together loudly. I memorized where she was. How many steps it would take to grab her hand and bring her to the bed of furs. And I did so. Her skin was soft in my rough hand. I was afraid it would tear her apart, let her bleed out her wounds into my own. But it didn’t. She was stronger than I thought.

“I said I’m not tired.” But she didn’t pull away when I helped her lay down on the furs. I had her on the side against the wall. If anyone came in, I would protect her with my life. That was all I had to give her. And I had almost failed her.

“Try to sleep anyways.” I laid down beside her, bringing furs over our bodies. With the furs, it almost felt like I wasn’t lying next to my soulmate. Like her body wasn’t a few inches from me. I could smell the rain soaked into her hair. A few inches and I could press my nose against her scalp and let her fill my mind completely. I ached to touch her.

Did this make me a bad person? Loving a woman who I could no longer love yet allowing one I was meant to be with into my home? Into my bed? Into my heart? I wanted to believe that everything happened for a reason. At least that’s what my father had told me when I was a boy. Everything has a purpose. Everything has a meaning. And everything happens for that reason.

She was that reason. She had to be.

It was only a few moments before her soft snores filled the air. It lulled me into my own oblivion. Letting sleep take over within the darkness of a hut I never shared.


Chapter six
Nova


My stomach woke me.

Like the storm that had reverberated throughout my spine, the growl that woke me was vicious. Hungry. I had never been hungry before. Not in the way I was now. My stomach had never dared to eat itself before now.

I sat up, my eyes squinting as the sun that peaked through the window hit my eyes, casting rays across the furs I laid on. Caspian was no longer beside me. The place beside me was cold and empty, starving for his body to grace it once again. I didn’t know I could miss a man that I barely knew. But my heart was physically aching, my stomach turning and twisting, my hands growing clammy as I stayed bundled up under the fur, dwelling on the emptiness that surrounded me and filled my bones.

The hut was empty. There was no smell of bacon or eggs that had usually filled my home on the Inside. There was no kettle bubbling on the stove or my father sitting at the breakfast table reading a newspaper. There was nothing but the sound of my stomach growling and the rustling of my skirt as I stood up on shaking legs.

My body was protesting, my spine aching from sleeping on the ground. As much as I wanted to be a part of him, I missed the Inside. Even if it was for purely selfish reasons like missing my mattress. Yet waking up without my father to greet me was bittersweet as well.

I never imagined myself here. Even as much as I had prayed for him, for these moments between us, being on the Outside was never a part of that plan. Yet there had been no hesitation for me coming here. That is the part that baffled me the most. I had immediately taken the leap into the unknown for a man that was never mine to begin with.

The cuts on the bottom of my feet were screaming with each small step I made towards the door. I was weak. Here, without the Inside, I was so weak. Weak and frail among savages. Around my Caspian. Was I being selfish to put a claim on him?

Outside the hut, their tribe was bustling. I could hear the chatter and life even from the end of the line of homes. I could hear them above the waves crashing viciously against the cliff, above the growling of the beast inside me, and above my heart pounding furiously in my chest. They were loud. Louder than the Inside. Full of life.

“Nova,” He was there. Coming from behind the hut with a spear in his hand and nets tied to his back with woven string. The sun was emitting from his soul, his blue eyes holding the earth within them. “Did you sleep well?” His question made my hands rub at the ache in my hip. I hadn’t felt it until now.

“I slept okay,” It was enough for him to nod and continue walking down the line of houses. He didn’t turn his head to see if I was following, he knew I would follow him to the ends of the earth if I had to. And I had. “Did you sleep well?” He glanced over his shoulder and spared me a nod before the oceans left mine and returned to his mission of walking. He walked with a powerful gait. His muscled thighs rippling, his shoulders rolling as he pulled the nets higher so they wouldn’t crash to the sand. He was a God.

As soon as we entered the heart of the village, eyes turned to us. Wary eyes that traced the scars they could finally see. I felt vulnerable. Like they were seeking out all of my weaknesses and pegging them up for everyone to see. Would they kill me if given the chance?

Women were sitting and returning to the duties I had seen them do yesterday. Yanking furs off dead animals and stringing them up to dry in the sun. But they stared at me. Hands stilling among the dead insides and stared openly at me. She was there. Her brown eyes seemed red and inflamed. But her lips were pulled up in a sneer, teeth bared. Her hands were too tight along the neck of a dead rabbit, the joints snapping and blood squirting out among her feet. She didn’t once glance at it.

I pulled my attention from her to the little overhang and table that the old women sat behind. Their hands were skillfully making jewelry, weaving in between little pieces. A few young girls sat beside them, all watching, all trying to learn the skill themselves with pudgy fingers. Their mistakes laid on the ground beside them, being buried underneath the sand.

“Cas!” I stumbled into his spine as he stopped and turned his attention to the young boy that was running towards us. All of his teeth were shown as he smiled, his long hair pulled into a braid swinging behind him. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen, his lanky form and cheeky grin showing me his true age. He wore a mark of blue across his cheek, spreading along his face in a handprint, some of it splattering on his bare chest.

“What do you want, Scout?” Caspian was short with him, but I saw the tilt of the side of his lip. He was fond of the young boy.

“Are you going fishing today? Because I was thinking I could come too, you know? Be a lookout. Maybe steal some of your-”

Caspian’s laugh met the sun. Sending my toes squeezing into the sand and my lips parting. I didn’t breathe. Not as the sunlight rose in his cheeks and met his lips as his head tilted back. He was hypnotic. Even as he pulled the young boy into a headlock and bantered with him. I heard nothing but the laugh that made the world keep turning. It sounded like song birds. The kinds that you could listen to for hours and never grow tired. I only wished I was able to hear his joy for as long as I lived. But it ended as soon as it started. I sucked in a breath.

“You can tag along. But don’t even think of stealing my catch or I’ll have you thrown off the cliff.” He wasn’t serious. Not in the way his teeth were shown and his eyes glimmered with each tide that passed through him. Scout only laughed and punched his shoulder before running off to ‘fetch his spear.’

“Who was that?” My voice sounded breathless, my cheeks flushing as if I had been the one locked in his arms.

“Scout. My youngest brother.” Pride. It coated his lips and met mine in a sensual kiss. Sliding along mine and coating my tongue. It was seeping from him. Pride for Scout. I wondered if he had ever felt that kind of pride for Kekoa. I didn’t dare ask.

We stood there. In the center of the village planted in between the two dead fire pits where everyone could watch us. Caspian’s stance was confident. He was a leader in his people’s eyes. I could see that now. But his demands were not heard, only Kekoa’s were.

My eyes met his. The oceans stirred something inside of me that made my stomach growl loudly again. I was starving. But I wasn’t sure if it was for food this time.

“Are you hungry?” It left his lips and my thighs squeezed together. Tightly. Unmoving. My lips parted as if to say something. To beg him to feed me. To let me eat along his body until I had my fill. Give me everything. “I’ll fetch you something to eat before we go.”

I shook my head, watching as he walked away with long strides. His loincloth fluttered between his thighs and I had to look away to keep my thoughts from wondering. To keep my hunger at bay.

I felt exposed. Standing alone in the center as wandering eyes met mine. Striking me down and burying me alive. My shoulders shook, my hands grabbing the fabric of the skirt that covered my thighs. Sweaty palms rubbed it down, chapped lips being wetted by my tongue. I felt safe around Caspian. I was a coward by myself.

“You don’t belong here.” Poison. It floated from Kekoa’s lips to my neck and slithered its way inside of my heart. My head craned up to see him, stepping back with a gasp as I realized how close he was. His eyes were dark. Like a forest I would never travel through. Where the green branches were always covered in shadows. His dark hair was hanging around him, beaded and braided. He had a scar on his face as well. A carving that was jagged and strung from his jaw going diagonal across his entire face.

“But he’s…Caspian…”

“Just because you bare his mark, does not mean you belong here,” His voice was a growl. Pushing my feet back along the sand and making my legs wobbly. “What can you do? Can you hunt? Can you fight? Can you do anything?” He mocked me with a forked tongue. Spitting upon my face and making me turn my head. With each word that passed his lips, he stepped forward invading my space. For every step he took closer, I took two back.

I swung my head around, looking everywhere for the oceans that kept me afloat. But I didn’t see him. He was lost among the heart of people who had gathered to watch. Murmurs rising and people staring. Would this be my execution?

“Don’t be an ass, Kekoa,” Scout. His hand was holding a spear, his once friendly face contorted into a glare. I heard a gasp from their people, and Kekoa’s head spun around to glare at anyone who defied him, including his own brother. He snarled at him before turning back to me. “What would mom think?”

“Mom? She died, Scout. Let the past stay there,” I saw the flinch from Scout, his brown eyes meeting mine. He gave me a weak smile, shrugging his small shoulders before glaring back up at his older brother. “Mom wouldn’t have wanted some weak Insider for Caspian anyhow.” He spat the word ‘Insider’ like it was an insult. And the way he said it made me want to retreat to the quiet hut. To swallow me up in the silence.

“Stronger than you, brother.” Caspian was there. His eyebrow quirked and his lips pursed. He barely glanced at me before staring at his brothers. Kekoa only glared, his chest bowing out and his spine straightening even more. But Caspian was not amused with the pissing contest. I only watched as he nodded at Scout before passing me a crisp fish that was on a skewer. I took it with shaking hands. Caspian’s free hand fell into the crook of my elbow, his other gripping the spear as we turned our backs on Kekoa. I heard the growl rise from his chest.

“Where are you going, brother?”

“We’re going fishing, brother. Don’t wait up.”


Chapter seven
Nova


“No, like this.”

Caspian’s hand covered mine and I swallowed every breath I was about to release. His chest pressed into my back and I felt his heart beating along with mine. Rapidly, gasping for air. My hand gripped onto the spear until I was sure the wood would crack, but it didn’t. It was solid. Just like Caspian’s chest.

He had been trying to teach me for hours, the sun now at its peak as it watched over us. Blisters were beginning to form along my palms from the constant grip and the persistent sliding along my hands. The ocean breeze kept pushing me off my feet and almost falling into the water, but Caspian was there each time. His hand resting along the crook of my elbow, his cheek almost pressed to mine, his other hand wrapped around my waist. Skin on skin.

“Right foot in front of the left, Nova!” Scout shouted from his spot along the bank, his mouth full with raw fish that he had promised ‘was good for me.’ I followed his order, my back curving as I leaned forward, Caspian’s chest filling the space as he leaned with me. It was an intimate dance. I never knew catching fish could be so satisfying.

“That’s it. Now watch it,” His breath fluttered over my ear and down my throat and cascaded down my breasts. I trembled. My hands shook and he grasped mine tighter, one hand going to my exposed stomach, pressing against it. Balancing me. “Follow its movements,” My eyes stayed on the fish, watching as it swam near the bank. It was ignorant. Just as I was for allowing Caspian to help me with the intentions of staying sane. My hips moved side to side, my toes dug into the sand, my heart was leaping from my chest and finding the spot where his met mine. “Breathe,” A whisper, his lips touching my ear as he pressed on my stomach, pushing the air out of me. I did as I was told, my lungs exhaling and the air swirling with his, finding his lips and pushing itself into his own lungs. “Get ready,” I’m so ready. “Strike!” His hand pushed mine with his as he lunged for the fish. Our bodies went forward, his arms keeping me afloat as we stabbed at the fish.

When we pulled it up, the large fish was still flopping its tail, the spear kabobbing it, blood dripping down the wood and onto our joined hands.

We laughed. The joyous sound cascading with mine as laughter bubbled from our throats and he squeezed my waist. The fish went still during our celebration, my hand still clutching the spear with everything inside me. I turned around in his arms, and it was as if something clicked.

The laughter fell silent, his oceans melting into mine before he turned away. He took the spear with him, taking away the smile I ached to see for the rest of my days. My own laughter fell onto the sand and was taken away by the tide, watching as he walked away from me. The sea lapped at my feet and tried to drag me into the ocean. I wanted to. I wanted to let go and let it drown me in my own despair, but the growl from my stomach made me stay.

“Wow, what a catch, Nova!” Scout showed me his dimples, his eyes gleaming as he stared at the large fish that Caspian slapped down on the gutting rock. The rock was bleeding, the sand around it mirroring the dampness of the tide. Mirroring the redness of my heart. I only nodded at him, my hands rubbing on my skirt and leaving red streaks. I didn’t mind it.

I watched as silently as Caspian was being. His jaw was clenched tightly, his hands moving quickly and aggressively, sliding a knife down the belly of the fish and yanking out insides with such force I was afraid he would fall backwards. But he didn’t. Was he thinking of her? My heart broke and came spilling out of my mouth, dripping down my chin. Did he teach her to fish too? I dry heaved. Nothing leaving my lips as I coughed on my own heart that was choking me.

“You need to eat.” Caspian. His voice found my ears and pulled the hair from my suddenly sweaty forehead. I only nodded, my feet cutting along the sand before falling to my knees beside him. Not close enough to feel his shoulder against mine, but close enough to smell the scent of him. He smelt like a perfect combination between land and sea. Musky. Him.

I was handed a filet of the raw fish, the pink inside of the fish gleaming as the sun hit it. It was slimy, ready to slip out of my hands and find its way back to the ocean. I took a glance at Caspian and Scout. They were both eating, their jaws moving, slurping coming from Scout as he just swallowed it without the chewing.

I slipped a broken piece onto my tongue, my teeth finding it hard to tear it open as the texture had me for a loop. It wasn’t anything like the Inside. Nothing out here remotely resembled the Inside. The Inside was a constant of routines, of constant safety and knowing you would never go hungry. The Outside was the opposite. Completely and utterly different. Rouge.

“So, does that mean I have one of you out there too?” Scout’s voice caused me to look up from my raw fish. His eyes looked hopeful. Bright. The dimples along his cheeks popped out and he wiggled his eyebrows at me, causing me to chuckle as I sat the unfinished piece of fish down on the gutting rock.

“Probably, it’d be odd if he was the only one that had a…” My voice trailed off as I glanced at him. Caspian’s eyes were trained on his hands as he twisted the meat from the fish. His jaw was tense, sweat beading along his forehead, dripping down his nose.

“How is that possible anyhow? How do they make a…a soulmate.” His voice was full of life. He whispered the word soulmate as if it were the most magical word on the planet. It sparkled from his lips.

“Like how do they know who’s made for who?” I spoke to Scout, but my head never turned away from Caspian. I watched as he gazed at the hill of sand that led to his tribe. Do you want to run to her? I wanted to ask, but my words fell short and were washed away with the tide.

“Yeah, like how do they make her for me?” He sat on the balls of his feet, inching closer, his smile filling the air and lifting the clouds.

“They find soulmates depending on genetics. On who was made for you. You’re not given one until you turn a certain age, when you’ve already developed who you want to be,” My words stumbled out and tried to grab onto Caspian, but he waved them off. “It’s already programmed in. From the first Insiders, and bred into their children and their children. It helped to give everyone a purpose,” My voice wavered, but he didn’t even spare me a glance. There was a war going on inside his head.

I turned to Scout to see if he understood. I had tried to narrow it down to the key parts. To lay it all out for him and let him pick through the pieces of what he understood. But I knew he did. By the way the smile played on his lips and his brown eyes looked to the sky, I could tell he understood. More than Caspian ever wanted to.

I didn’t tell them what had been drilled into my mind since the tender age of five. I didn’t tell them of the trials we went through, the tribulations and uphill battles that they put us through. It was agony. I remembered the days where we sat in front of screens upon screens that told us about the process of having a soulmate. The soulmate process started when the Inside was created. With the first few pioneers being granted an implantation of a gene that someone else carried. It was a government issued way to create a purpose. After the War, many lost hope. Many gave up. But this gave us a way to keep going even if we didn’t want to. Because if we died, our soulmate died. Death was never an option.

I didn’t tell them any of that. Did they even know of the War? I didn’t dare ask. Not when I sat so close to Caspian that I could feel the heat radiating off of them. He was my purpose.

“Come. It’s getting late.” But it wasn’t. The sun was still high in the sky and the birds still sang from the shoreline. It was anything but late. Stay. I wanted to beg him. To fall at his feet and kiss away the sand between his toes until my lips were bleeding and raw. But I didn’t. I stood up. I was handed one of the nets that Caspian had filled with fish, the other two being thrown on each of the brother’s backs.

We walked back to the tribe in silence. I walked slowly behind, my feet crying and carving themselves into the sand. The net of fish was heavy, strung over my shoulder as I held the string with both hands. I would have fallen if the sand wasn’t there to support my left side each time I stumbled.

As soon as we were within the eyesight of the few people who were in the heart of the village, young children ran to us. Ran to Caspian. They guffawed at him, grabbing the large net from his hands before some came and did the same for Scout. They were respected.

Two young boys came to my side, their eyes wide, their fear causing them to hesitate. I spared them a small smile, stopping in my tracks and bending to their level. They only stared. Their curiosity bathed me with their eyes and stroked my cheek with sweaty palms. One of them touched the scar, running the length of it until it disappeared under my top. I watched them exchange looks before deciding I was to be trusted. They heaved the heavy bag from my shoulders and took off with it, running to catch up with the others.

I stood up straight and when I did, I was washed away in his oceans. Caspian stood a few feet from me, his head cocked to the side, the faintest of smiles gracing his perfect lips before it was gone. Pulled away by his shoulders that continued to move away from me. Scout spared me a cheeky grin before he too was walking away. Running away. His feet kicked up sand as he ran to some other boys his age who were gathered around a firepit and attempting to light it. Laughing as they did so.

I took in a deep breath before I continued walking. I trailed behind in his footsteps, stretching from one footprint to the next until I was following close behind him. He finally stopped walking, sinking onto a log that was placed in front of the large firepit that was currently being lit by Kekoa. I didn’t ask before I sat beside him, but I should have.

By the way his body stiffened and his lips squeezed shut, it was clear I should have asked. I wasn’t sure where to go if it wasn’t by his side though.

I picked up one of my feet and held it to my knee, staring at the cuts that were starting to look infected. Sand was stuck to them, and I wiped it away with my hands only to hiss. And at that movement, I saw Caspian jerk. His eyes narrowed as he bit the inside of his cheek, and I knew he felt it. He felt the sting of my foot just as I had felt his all those years.

“I have an ointment for that.” My head snapped up into the brown eyes of her. Under her eyes were still puffy. Her lips were cracked and red as if her worry had been directed towards them in angry chews. Her hand was clutching a necklace that hung between her breasts. She wasn’t looking at me.

“Go away, Fern.” Caspian spoke without looking at her. His eyes were on the foot I still held in my hand, his tongue darting out to wet his lips. Saliva trapped itself in the wavy hairs of his beard.

“I’m only trying to help.”

“Well don’t.” It was bitter and spat out like acid. The oceans stirred up, ready to flood the earth.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” But she was. We both knew that, but failed to correct her. “Can I help?” I was afraid to say ‘no.’ Afraid if I did she would kill me off with one of the strings she had laced through that rabbit she had bled out. So I nodded my head once. It was enough to have her falling to her knees and pulling a vile off of the string wrapped around her hips.

I wanted to ask her if it would sting. If the thing in the vile would seep into my skin and cause me to die. But it was too late. She was already pouring a thick green goo onto her hands and without even washing off the sand, she had smashed it into my cuts.

I flinched. It was surprisingly cold and I hissed through my teeth at the sting of it. It felt as if she had forced me to walk across coals that were still aflame. And I saw Caspian jerk as if she were doing it to him. A hiss of his own following mine and soaring into the already lit fire.

“What is this?” My toes clenched together and I saw her eyes follow the movement as if she would cut them off and string them up. Her calloused hand rubbed roughly, the pain bringing her joy as the green goo was absorbed into my skin.

“The excrement of glow worms,” As soon as she said it, I pulled my foot away. She stared at me, her eyes narrowing before her nails were dug into my ankle as she yanked it back into her space. “Look at me like that again and I will-”

“Fern!” A growl from Caspian and she jumped away. Her evil glare had turned soft again as she stared into the oceans that casted storms upon her. His fists were tightly clenched together to keep from striking her. His lips pulled back in a sneer of his own. He looked savage.

She left. Her tail was tucked in between her legs and she went off whimpering. I watched as she didn’t even dare look back. Her sobs wracked through her shoulders as she disappeared behind the huts, most likely finding her way back home.

I glanced back at him, expecting to see the rage still there, but it was gone. Replaced with slumped shoulders and hands tangling in his hair. I wanted to reach out to him. To let him feel my skin against his. To let him know it would be okay. But my fingers were held captive by my heart and tangled within my soul. I only gave him my eyes.

“Tomorrow we shall go hunting.” His eyes flashed back to mine. Gone were the storm clouds, the calm water only stared back at me. It wasn’t a question. It was a demand. Echoing in my ears and stroking down my shaking spine.

Tomorrow we shall go hunting.


Chapter eight
Nova


Icouldn’t sleep.

As I laid beside him once again, I couldn’t stop my mind from turning. I was exhausted, at least my body was, yet my thoughts were wide awake.

I wasn’t quite sure if he was asleep by now, yet I heard nothing from him. He was turned away from me, the furs blocking me from actually seeing his face, yet I could see his shoulders move as he breathed in. The moon was full tonight, illuminating the hut in a dull light. Light enough for me to see the silhouette of his form under the furs.

I ached to touch him. To reach the few inches between us and push the fur away so I could see him. To see how the moon saw him. But I was afraid to. Afraid of the way he seemed to despise me at times and catch him staring at me the next. He was confusing. Loving him was confusing.

Heat surrounded my body under the furs, my body sticking to it every movement I made. I kicked it out from under my feet, groaning as I heaved them off of me and let the cool air from the window brush along my body, the blankets shoved in between us as a barrier. Maybe I needed a barrier.

I moved again, turning onto my side and allowing the cool air to touch my back as I faced the wall of the hut. For the first time since putting it on, I was grateful for the clothing that didn’t cover much.

The air cooled me off fast, brushing against my skin and tickling the back of my neck, brushing between me as I kicked the fur off my feet. It was refreshing.

I turned once again, this time falling onto my back once more, only to gasp at Caspian. He was already sitting up, the fur sitting on his legs as the moon lit up his shoulders and chest, all on display for me to trace with my eyes.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I just got hot and I couldn’t sleep and–”

“I wasn’t asleep, you’re fine.” His voice was gruff, echoing in the dark room. I stayed laying on my back, my body suddenly boiling again as I stared at him.

He stayed sitting up, his head tilted down as he brushed his hand through his unruly hair before scrubbing it down his face. I watched as he scratched his neck before rubbing his chest and I sucked in a breath as the moonlight casted shadows perfectly tracing along the veins in his arms. It danced over his shoulders, his spine, his chest, and the little part of his face I caught glimpses of from beneath his hair.

“Why can’t you sleep?” My words made him freeze, or maybe it was the way I whispered them as if it were a secret I wanted to hear. But he never once glanced my way.

He stood, pushing the furs off of him as he stood and stretched. His arms lifted above his head, and I sat up, my attention on every inch of him that was shown to me. I drank him in, aching to see more. To flip a switch and the sun beam down on him like he was Adonis himself. Maybe it would. If I prayed hard enough. If I got down on my knees and–

“Come, I’ll show you something.” I had a million questions to ask him, but I couldn’t form the words. So I followed him, standing and stretching my aching spine before trailing after him as he left the hut, the fur door swinging behind us.

There was something eerie about night on the Outside. Unlike the Inside with its regulated darkness and its suffocating silence, the night was alive on the Outside. Full of noises. Awake even in the middle of the darkness.

The moon was full above us along with a billion stars. Galaxies swarming above, swimming in the darkness and illuminating everything in a beautiful cool hue. The air from the ocean was cold at night without the sun to warm it up, causing hairs to stand up along my arms and the back of my neck. Yet I savored how crisp the breeze was, followed by the roaring of the waves crashing against the cliff we resided on. The ocean seemed louder at night, or maybe it was because it had nothing else to compete with. Nothing except the calls from the forest from animals I couldn’t see. A howl of something. A haunting wail from another. A few fowl like creatures hooting at one another from across the trees and echoing down the beach. It was all an endless cycle. Communicating in ways I never knew were possible.

But as for the village, it was quiet. Not even the fire was lit, just the smoldering coals as we walked past, the warmth of them brushing my ankles as I followed after Caspian.

We walked back the way we had come here, trailing up the hill that led to the trees. He was graceful with his steps, familiar with how to work with the sand rather than against it, unlike me. I dug all fours into the hill, working my way up like a dog, squinting in the dark as sand flew into my eyes. I was anything but graceful.

As we came to the edge of the forest, I paused, my toes digging into the soil that bordered it. I squinted into the darkness, trying to make out anything, yet even with the soft glow of the moon, it was hard to decipher anything but dark shapes. Trees, bushes, rocks. I couldn’t tell anything apart except for Caspian who stood turned towards me, watching me as I squinted into the dark. What are you staring at? I wanted to ask. Yet I knew it would be returned with the silence that still hung between us.

He held out his hand, and I grasped onto it with no hesitation. It was warm even in the coolness of the night, heating my own immediately. His grip swallowed my own, the calloused palms rubbing into my own as he pulled me forward. He was slow, cautious, as if he were afraid I would run from him. I’d always come back. But we both knew that.

I expected him to find the crook of my elbow again, yet he only squeezed my hand in reassurance before he began walking into the darkness. And I followed him blindly, my other arm outstretched in front of me, swinging around to not hit anything. Yet he was confident. Just like the day he guided me in the rain, he knew the woods more than most.

Under the trees was colder than the beach, by several degrees. The soil was still damp and cold, my toes seeping in with every step, and there was a slight breeze that was whistling through the trees, a chilling sound emitting from it along with the creatures that lurked. I was sure at one point I saw golden eyes peering at us from the underbrush, yet Caspian didn’t let on like anything was happening around us. He was the only thing with purpose. He had as much of a right to be here than anyone or anything else. And I think the animals saw that. As much as I wanted to believe we were being hunted, I think it was more out of respect. He respected these trees as much as they did. And they realized that.

“Where are we going?” I whispered the words, yet even that seemed far too loud for the hour. Caspian squeezed my hand. Whether it was to say ‘trust me’ or ‘shut up,’ I wasn’t too sure, but I did both.

I was silent the rest of the time, my hand still blindly reaching out to stop myself from crashing into the trees, Caspian leading me. We walked for maybe thirty minutes, yet in truth I had no recollection of time anymore. As soon as I stepped into the Outside, time had no place here. What day was it even?

“Here,” We stopped moving and Caspian let go of my hand. Without that reassurance, I was immediately on edge. My eyes darted around the dark forest and the illuminated parts of it seemed the darkest. Creatures scurried across the ground and every noise was heightened. Was that a growl? I gasped as I saw a flash of the yellow eyes again. Were those teeth? Oh my god, this is how we die. This is how we die. This is how we– “Nova.”

And it all vanished. His hand returned to mine and with a small tug, vines brushed our bodies and then we were glowing.

My jaw dropped as we entered the cave, my eyes lit up by the ceiling above us. Everything was so bright, a halo of white glowing above us opening up into the heavens above. Below the glow was a pool of water that seemed to glow even brighter, the reflection of the halo bouncing off of the dark walls of the cave and illuminating the entire room. The walls and floor were speckled with green in some spots, yet with the brightness of the ceiling, it even seemed to glow. It was ethereal. It was beautiful.

“What is this?” I dared to take a step forward, my eyes never straying from above me, my hand still holding tightly onto Caspian’s.

“We call it caelum.” He stepped forward with me, allowing me to keep hold of his hand. I took a small glance at him from the side of my eye, yet his gaze was already on me. On my expression. I turned back towards the ceiling, my face heating up.

“What does that mean?”

“It means heaven. We call it Heaven.” And I could see why.

“What is it though? It’s beautiful.” My question had him letting go of my hand and I was brought down from the high, my attention falling on him as he walked forward, plopping down on the side of the small pond of water, dipping his feet in. It was only now that I saw the steam rising from it. This was a hot spring.

“They’re glowworms,” There it was. The sting of the ointment Fern had slathered on my feet. He had brought her here. This had been their spot. And the beauty of it was immediately replaced by the bitter tinge of jealousy. I wanted to believe my jealousy was justified, but it wasn’t. How could I be jealous of something that had existed long before he even knew of me? Of a woman he had immediately broken it off with as soon as he had met me? It wasn’t justifiable. “The droppings crystallize at the bottom of the lagoon, so it’s said this spring has the best healing properties in the world. I’ve seen it bring people back from the brink of death.”

He was talking. Swinging his feet in the water with his hands placed behind him, stretched out and relaxed. He hadn’t shut me out yet. Not even when bringing me to their spot. This was a step. A small step, but it was there.

“Is this where they brought you? When…” I couldn’t find the right words for a wound I didn’t know of. For the wounds I had no stories of. I traced the one on my stomach, flinching at the memory of the pain. The blood. God, there had been so much blood. The rest probably had matching incidents though of rage and war and almost death.

“No. The son of a chief should be able to heal without the Earth.” He chuckled as if the words were funny, swiping a hand through the water before brushing it through his hair. I wanted to be the beads of water that slid out along his skin. To bathe him, to drink him in.

I finally summed up the courage to walk to him, sitting down beside him on the warm floor of the cave, surprised with the comfort of it. He met my eyes, the blue in his seeming to glow under the light of the glowworms. Bright and calculating. I slowly dipped my feet into the water, gasping at the warmth of it.

It felt like a bath. The water soothing my aches, the steam rolling up my legs. I hiked my skirt up to sit along my thighs before dipping the rest of my legs in, allowing them to hang into the clear water, kissing my skin with what felt like home.

I let a deep sigh pass my lips as I sat back, my hands outstretched behind me just like his, our pinkies brushing. I almost pulled away from his touch, afraid to scare him away, yet as I met his eyes again, there was a small smile on his lips. His eyes were drinking me in. It was almost like he was happy I liked this place. Was he afraid I wouldn’t? It was Heaven after all.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“You already have.” He laughed at his own witty remark, giving me a wink as I guffawed at him. I kicked water at him which only made him laugh harder before he nodded again, this time a serious expression crossing his face.

“Do you love her?” I was scared of the question more than the answer. He was being so open. So carefree in the middle of the night. I was afraid it would close him off again.

“I did,” His answer surprised me. I stared at the side of his face as he stared into the glowing water, a placid expression along his face. “I can’t love her anymore though. That’s not what the Fates had planned.”

“What did they plan then?” We both knew what he meant, and yet I still asked it. I suppose it was for my own selfish reasoning, but I wanted him to say it. Wanted him to accept me.

“The mark on your face is the mark of a chief, you know?” He ignored my question. And maybe it was for the best. I watched as he trailed his finger across his collarbone before smushing his thumb over the line on his cheek. “My father gave it to me when I was twelve. When I was ready to lead our people into battle. This scar is the best scar we have. It’s something to be proud of.”

It’s the best scar we have. We. He said it so casually and yet tears sprung to my eyes, my head immediately turning to look away from him and stare up at the glowworms that still hung above us. He couldn’t understand what that meant to me. It was so casually said, yet those words were enough. Enough for me to believe this wasn’t a mistake. We weren’t a mistake.
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We sat together side by side in silence for what seemed like hours. But in truth, I wasn’t exactly sure how long it was. Whatever it was, it was comfortable. Us moving our feet in the water, neither of us bothering to move our pinkies that were still barely brushing each other. We were illuminated in the light.

“Are you ready to go back?” No. I wanted to stay here forever. Just us. Hidden in the dark and escaping the world together. I wanted it to be just us. Forever. But I nodded anyway.

He stood and held his hand out for me, staring down at me with something other than hatred. Contentment maybe. But I would take it.

I slid my hand into his again and stood, allowing him to pull me up in one smooth movement, only to slide on the wet cave floor. A yelp left my lips as I fell backwards and a curse left his lips as he grabbed for me, yet it was too late. The dripping of the water made the floor too slippery for us to get a good hold on. I screamed, it echoing off of the cave walls, yet it was immediately swallowed up by the water.

He fell with me, his body on top of mine, his hands wrapping around my hips as he turned us in the water so I wouldn’t hit the crystalized bottom. But all I could focus on was him. Even with my eyes closed in the suddenly too warm water, I felt him all around me. His touch lit me alive.

We broke the surface of the water and I gasped in the air, my hands coming up and swiping my hair off of my face before blinking rapidly to clear the haze of water out of my eyes. Only to meet the oceans of Caspian. He still hung onto me, allowing me to kick the water underneath me to keep myself afloat, yet I knew he wouldn’t let me sink. His hair dangled in front of his eyes and before I could stop myself, I was pushing it out of his face, my fingers lingering along his high cheekbone. I wanted more. More than what he could give me right now, and I realized that.

“You’re too clumsy for your own good.” He muttered the words, yet there was a smile teasing the corners of his mouth. I moved my hand, a blush filling my cheeks, yet he didn’t let go. His hands still stayed on my hips, his body still against mine as we treaded water, illuminated by the glowworms above us. The water was a lot deeper than it appeared.

I slid my hands across his skin, my fingers barely grazing his arms, afraid at any moment he would pull away again. Afraid that he would realize I wasn’t her. For now, if he needed me to pretend to be the girl with the golden hair, I would. If it meant he would hold me longer. If it meant he would keep staring at me like I was the one illuminating this cave.

“What are the ones on your back from?” He knew what I was talking about. The slashes that had sliced open our skin. The ones that still caused me to wince every time I brushed against something. The ones that hadn’t healed fully for weeks even with the Inside’s medicines. The scars that I still had nightmares about.

He tensed and I was afraid he would let me go, yet he shifted, his hand reaching around me and gently tracing the largest slash that made its way across my skin. I cringed, pushing myself until our chests were together, until I was sure he could feel my heart beating harder to try to leap into him. But he kept his touch light, his thumb brushing the thickest part in the middle that had been the first to bleed.

“You sure you want to know?” His question made me look at him. Really look at him. At the eyes that had clouded over in the memory, at the goosebumps that had appeared along his arms even in the hot water that surrounded us. Was I sure? Did I really want to know?

I nodded and he closed his eyes tightly before mirroring my nod. He moved us closer to the side of the lagoon before lifting me in one fluid motion onto the side and out of the water again. It was effortless. Everything he did was so effortless. I expected him to get out of the water with me, to return to us sitting on the sides with our feet in the water. But he floated beside my legs, his arms out of the water and resting on the cool cave floor, water pooling around his skin. He leaned his head down, pressing his forehead to his forearms before sighing deeply and looking up at me. There was something in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. Something far too serious than I was able to process. Regret? Fear? Pain? I wasn’t quite sure.

“I was sixteen or seventeen at the time, I can’t really remember,” He couldn’t look at me. Not as he told the story of those horrific scars. And I didn’t blame him. “We were out hunting, Archer, Quillon, and I. We knew better than to go that far south towards the wall. We weren’t stupid, but we were adolescent kids. We…we wanted to be brave. Show each other up, you know?” Regret. It was regret. “But it was too close to the wall. And the Insiders took advantage of that. Do you know what they do to Outsiders when we pass their border?”

I felt sick. I was going to be sick.

“They could have shot us dead, but we were kids. We were taught a lesson,” No. God, no. “They sent ten men who strung us up on the border between the trees. Our arms stretched to both sides. All three of us, just standing there for days. No food or water,” They tortured them. They were kids. They were just kids. “And they beat us. I don’t know what they’re called, but it’s like chains of white fire. They sizzle when they hit your skin. But they–”

“They’re altered cattle prods.” I couldn’t hold in the sob that broke me. It shook my shoulders, rattling me to the bone. I covered my mouth as I turned away from him. He didn’t deserve that. None of them deserved that.

“Cattle prods. That makes sense,” No it didn’t. None of that made sense. “But they had us like that for days. Treating us like animals. They wanted information on our people, but we never spoke. We kept our word as members of the Bahari tribe. We protect what is ours.”

And my people tortured them.

“I’m sorry,” I choked on the words, the tears streaming down my face. My people were monsters. Wanting information from children and almost killing them in the process. “God, I’m sorry.” I wailed, finally looking at him.

I expected hatred. I expected him to be fuming over how my people treated him, yet he was calm. There was no anger on his face. No resentment towards me for being a part of them. There was nothing but a calm expression. Slightly curious.

“Why are you sorry for something you had no control over?” He reached out, his hand touching my calf, his warm hand slightly along my skin to comfort me when I should have been comforting him.

“They are my people. I have to take responsibility for them. They almost–”

“You bled because of them too,” His hand gripped a little tighter, forcing me to look at his piercing eyes. “You apologize for actions that impacted you too. And now look where you are.”

He was right. He was right about everything. I was sitting on the Outside with a man who was my soulmate. Someone who had been through hell and back and yet here we were sitting under Heaven. He was Heaven.

And he was mine.


Chapter nine
Nova


His palm was pressed to an open spot on my side, his body so close I could smell the scent of the ocean.

Once we had come back to the hut last night, we had immediately fallen asleep. The emotional roller coaster we were on was enough to send us both spiraling, yet I wouldn’t trade it for the world. Not when he had shared that part of himself with me. The most intimate of bits given to me sparingly, and yet I cherished them all.

Yet we were back to normal. Like last night didn't happen. Like he never once held my hand and led me in the dark. Like our bodies were never intertwined with one another in the water under the watch of Heaven’s eye.

We were strangers once again.

He removed his touch just as quickly, peeling back each individual finger until nothing but a blue handprint was left in the shape on my side. Staining me with the oceans inside his eyes. It matched the same lines that traced the scar down my face, the same swirl that Scout had etched into my shoulder. They stained me until I was one of them. Traced with the same paint that stained others going on the hunt. A ritual of sorts. For now, I was one of them.

“Can she handle it?” Poison. It fell upon my lips and choked me. Kekoa stood over me, his lips pulled back in a sneer and the trees within his eyes pulled tighter together until no light could be seen.

“Can you handle it?” Caspian retaliated without looking at him. His blue hands left stains on the spear he was sharpening. My eyes stayed on Kekoa. My fear was exhaled out of me and breathed in by none other than him. His chest rose and his nostrils flared. Rage. He feasted on my fear.

“She could die.”

“And so could you. Mind your own damn business.” Caspian’s spear was aimed at his brother’s stomach in a second. His biceps pulsed with the sudden movement, his own lips tilting up to show him the animal that laid beneath. Barbaric. The chatter that had filled the heart of the village was now silent. All eyes trained on the man who dared to threaten the life of their chief. You’re being stupid. I wanted to whisper. I wanted to reach out and grab the beads from his beard and make him face me to see the fear upon mine. To make him feel everything I felt. Maybe I could take his spear and stab it through my heart. Would he feel me then?

“Let’s go!” Kekoa turned his back on us. His shoulders tense, the paint along his spine moving like a snake with each step. I could almost hear the hiss.

Everyone followed him silently, some giving their loved ones a parting kiss as we walked off for the hunt. It seemed as if they were giving them the last kiss they would ever have. As if they would die for this hunt. Would Caspian kiss me before we died? I wanted to ask him. To let my hand run along his jaw until I pulled him to me. Until our hearts mended each other’s. But when I turned to ask him, he was already standing. His back already retreating from me.

I followed silently.

“Do not leave my side” I will never leave your side again. I only nodded. He was crouched beside me, one hand holding the spear, the other parting the bush we stayed crouched behind. I couldn’t see what he was staring at, so I watched him. I watched the determination in his eyes. The oceans steadily turning, ready to drown whatever lay beyond. His tongue darted out and touched his lips and I swallowed. I was distracted. Something Scout had told me not to be before he ran off with some of the other young men of the tribe.

We were in the forest again. The sand was long gone and replaced by soft grass that soothed my feet as we waited. The area was so green. So filled with life. Unlike the confines of the Inside and the artificial plants that took us back to the primitive state of mind. Unlike the Inside, the Outside was alive. Thriving.

Yet it was nothing like it was last night. The darkness had me wrapped in a fear I couldn’t place. Even with Caspian guiding me through the dark and into the light, I was on edge. But now, I was just distracted by him and the way he moved. The way he focussed on whatever lay beyond.

Caspian’s hand was suddenly on my back. On the same spot he had traced last night. Only today, I no longer cringed from someone touching the forbidden scars. Fingers splayed wide across my skin and sent heat through my body. Yet I trembled. My hands clutching the spear he had given me, my nails digging into the driftwood. His fingers moved across my side and fell to my hip as he slowly stepped around me. He was gentle, being sure not to put any pressure on me. He moved to the other side of me, his other hand parting the grass with the tip of the spear. He stole my breath with each movement, grazing my skin and pulling me tighter into the crook of his side that was made for me.

Caspian’s cheek was suddenly against mine. Like a dog pushing its pup to move, his head guided mine until I could see through the opening of the grass. His breath grazed my lips and I gulped it down. Savoring the way his heart met mine in steady thumps. I inched closer on my toes before I could see over the rock that was hidden away in the grass, only to gasp.

His hand went over my lips, the rough calluses causing me to part my lips against his skin. He pressed into me, being sure to hold me steady as I stared at the creatures ahead of us.

They were unlike anything we had learned about Inside. Large beasts with antlers that seemed to hold up the sky. They were like elk in some ways. The antlers, the shape, the herd. But they were larger. Much larger. Large beasts that were the color of the soil beneath us. All except the blue eyes that seemed to steal your soul. The blue was like ice. And with each mouth that opened, I saw a matching blue tongue that darted out to steal the earth.

I flinched back into Caspian as I heard one snort, the noise causing me to shuffle back until his breath was on my neck. I felt him stiffen, the muscles falling still among my skin and stopping my breath. One hand fell to my waist, holding me still and curving over me to make us smaller into the earth. His touch sent every thought of the beasts away, the touch curving into my skin and pulling out every ounce of worry only to be replaced with a sudden flush among my skin. I felt he would kiss me. Kiss the back of my neck and pull me into him. But he pulled away as soon as the thought crossed my mind.

But it wasn’t because of me.

The shrill whistle that rang through the air was what startled him. The whistle he was meant to be listening for from a tribe member. Almost as if he had forgotten where he was, he immediately stood up, his hand grabbing my arm and suddenly pulling me into the clearing. I dug my heels into the grass as we came head to head with a beast. A curse flew from Caspian’s lips and sent me flying back onto the grass. He had pushed me, a spear coming forward and stabbing at the beast who’s blue tongue darted at our heads. I ducked, but a sudden sting on my ear made me let out a scream.

It wasn’t me the beast had stabbed with its poisonous tongue.

“Nova, get up,” Caspian’s voice was jumbled together as it met my ears. His hand was fuzzy as it darted out to try to help me up, only for his body to fall on top of mine, a groan echoing from both of our mouths. “Nova.” His voice slid out in thick strands and buried my body, holding me onto the soil. I felt another sting in my shoulder that was pressed to the earth. Caspian.

My eyes were suddenly closed and my breath slowed down with his. Slow. Shallow. Dying. I felt nothing. But I felt everything. Like the clouds were falling upon us and crushing us under the weight of a million raindrops. Drowning me in the eyes of my soulmate. What was his name again? It was gone. Pressed away and drowned out by a tide.

I was falling. I felt it. The sloping of my stomach and my heart springing from my chest to crumble along the ceiling of the sky. But it stuck there, never falling back into my chest. My chest no longer rose with my breaths. Crushed down by a man who laid on top of me. Heavy.

Am I dying?

Words tried to pass by chapped lips, only to be stuck within my mouth and swallowed up by a heavy tongue that followed down my throat and wasn’t to be seen again. Choking me. Strangling me. Gags leaving my mouth and the same clouds that crushed me foamed out of my mouth. Dribbled down my chin and left rain upon the soil.

Would it leave a river?

Another sting was met upon my spine. Zapping convulsions into my body and lightning shooting through my veins. The storm was back. Warm. Sticky. The breath of death.

There were echoes in my ears and sticky fingers along with hot skin. They were heavy. Leaving indentations in my flesh and rippling along my bones. They pushed me deeper into the grave, a man holding me down with his body. Where am I?

I was floating. A heavy weight still pushed me towards the soil, but it couldn’t win. I was floating with the foaming clouds that left my lips and bled together with the sky. The rain being sucked back into the heavens only to be rained out again. Heavy. Crashing towards the ground only to be rocked on the ocean among crippling waves. I was no longer here. I was no longer there.

I am lost.


Chapter ten
Caspian


Rain awoke me.

Tender droplets that slid down the empty riverbeds I had made through the years. Trailing down my scars and forming oceans where bones dipped and skin receded. But as they slid over eyelids and trailed into my parted lips, I realized the rain tasted of salt. My eyes opened.

Fern. Her beautiful hair was brushing my skin as she stayed hunched over me. Her eyes were closed, but rain still trickled through and fell against my chapped lips. The lips that were once mine were quivering. And I ached to press mine against hers to steady them. She needed reassurance. Reassurance I could no longer give her. She was no longer mine, yet she cried for me. I did not deserve her tears.

“Fern.” It came out as a mangled mess. Croaking up through the caverns of my throat and came spilling out sand. I was coughing up her name and spitting it along the dirt floor of the Hag’s hut. I recognized the furs I laid on. Ones I had killed for her and she had given them to the Hag in generosity. I wondered if I deserved the same generosity.

“He’s awake! Madera, he’s awake.” Hands that were no longer mine, touched my face. Stroking away the weather and the cracks and filling my soul with a light I had long forgotten. I wanted to move. I would have moved if I was able, or at least I wanted to believe it was true. But I was no fool. And neither was Fern. I saw the glossiness of her brown eyes and the way they sparkled down at me. The bottom lip no longer needing my reassurance.

The Hag said nothing as she came to my side. She gave me water and washed away the sweat that had coated my face from the strain of swallowing, of being moved. But I didn’t look at her. My eyes were solely captivated by the woman who still held beads within her hair. They clacked in front of my face as she hovered over me, hands stroking over my skin. They had once been the tokens of lovers. She didn’t need them anymore.

“What happened?” Sand. It was coughed up again and left along my skin and slithered around me until it was strangling me. I could no longer breathe. The Hag gave me more water, her cold hands soothing as she stroked back stray hairs and finally pushed Fern back until she was sitting beside me again.

“You were struck by the blue-tongues.” I was. I remembered now. The burning sensation, the lightning that sizzled through my veins, the smell of burning flesh. The tingling still along my skin. Nova.

“Nova.” One word and it broke Fern. I saw her heart crumble before her, the blood seeping out of the tears that flooded down her cheeks. She did not turn to look at me as she stood and left the hut. Nothing but the fragrant smell of roses was left in her presence.

“Nova has yet to wake. Her Insider body does not heal as fast as a chief.” Her cold hands breathed fire in me as she pushed me into a seated position. My body crackled and groaned with the movement. I heard the anger in my bones and it seeped into my skin and pooled out of my fingertips. I should have known better than to take an Insider to the Hunting Grounds. I should have known better.

But Nova. Nova was intoxicating. A woman I didn’t want to love, but she held every bit of me in the palm of her smooth skin. She could do her worst, and I knew that I would run back to her every time. I wanted to ignore it. Ignore the lightning that still sizzled in my veins that sparked for a woman I shouldn’t love. But Fate was cruel. And Nova. Well, Nova was Nova.

She had stolen pieces of me I never wanted back when we were inside of the cave. When caelum shined down upon her and showed me her soul. We had left everything out in the open for each other. My wounds were her wounds. My life was her life. She deserved to know the truth. The story behind every piece of the scars that tainted her skin.

“Can I see her?” My voice was coming back. With small sips and my tongue wetting the desert that was once my lips, it was coming back.

The Hag stared at me. The glassy eye seemed to swirl with knowledge and the coal one bore into my soul. I stared back with equal intensity before she stood. I watched as she limped to the curtain that separated her hut and she pulled it back.

Nova.

She was laid out on a bed of furs as well, but her body was still. I wasn’t quite sure she was even breathing, but I knew she was by the way my heart was still beating. Slowly. But still beating.

Her skin was the color of paper, the color burnt away with the lightning she had felt from the striking of the blue tongues. Her hair was strung out around her as a halo of some sorts. I ached to smooth my thumb along her chapped lips and kiss her awake. But I was grounded. By the aches and by the sight of her. Her hands were clutching onto the furs below her as if she let go, she would be lifted away. Let go. You don’t belong here. But she did. I knew it by the fight I saw within her eyes. She belonged with me. Here. Outside.

The scars that stained her were ours. I realized that now. As I stared at her limp frame and traced every inch of her. The scars I had claimed were no longer just mine, but hers. She had felt everything. She deserved that story as well.

“You need your rest, chief.”

“You know I’m not the chief anymore, Hag.” I didn’t mean to spit at her. All the rage and anger I had felt bubbling up was now spewed on her face and sliding down her soul. She only grinned.

“Just as you know my name isn’t Hag,” She was right. But I couldn’t bear to say her name. Not after everything that had happened. Not after mom. Not after dad. I flinched. Now wasn’t the time to bring up memories that had been buried so long ago. “We both know Kekoa isn’t deserving. The Fates chose you, boy.”

“Fuck the Fates.” I stole the line from Fern. Spitting in her face, but she wiped it away as if it were nothing, nodding her head in understanding. We didn’t speak of what happened. Not now. Not when the past was still heavy among the tribe. Not when we hadn’t had a chance to heal.

My eyes found Nova again. Watching her head finally move to the side, cheek against furs, facing me. I ached to reach out, to touch her cheek and whisper sweet nothings to her. But those were already said. Long ago before her, I gave all my sweet nothings to the woman with the golden hair.

I had nothing else to give her.

“We can take her to caelum, it’ll heal her faster than–-”

“You know why we can’t,” Her voice cracked as she spoke, her eyes still carefully monitoring me. “Just as you cannot be bathed in the water, neither can she. She is a chieftess.”

That word. Chieftess. It screamed power. It screamed a woman from the Outside. She was strong. She was brave. She would make it through. She was part of me.

Yet I ached to cradle her to me and let her float in the water. To let the healing properties flood her system. To let her become new again. But we had a rule. Curse the rule.Yet it was there for a reason. A chief, whether still chief or not, should be healed by themself. A chief that could withstand the war was a chief worth following. A chief worth respecting.

And she was worth the world when it came down to it.


Chapter eleven
Nova


“Are you okay?”

His voice was the lightning itself. Burying itself in my bones and staining my skin with scars. Caspian dotted my face with a wet rag, letting the water cool the singed skin that was still burning from the blue tongues.

I wanted to nod and let him know that I was okay. That my body wasn’t aching and my feet didn’t scream each time I walked. But I couldn’t. I only lifted my shoulders which immediately sent a shock through my body. Fire. I flinched and immediately Caspian’s hand was on my spine. Careful hands. Cooling hands. Skin to skin.

“I’m sorry.” His words curled themselves in my hair and tugged at the roots, forcing me to look at the man that stole every bit of me. You have no reason to be sorry. The words were stuck in my throat, and only gasping air fled from my chapped lips. Did he see the effect he had on me? I was alive because of him. I would die for him.

My attention turned back to the ocean that lapped at my toes, the warm water soothing my skin as we sat on the rocks near the shore. Caspian had brought me to the ocean after days of being cooped up inside. The healing process was slow here. The Inside had advanced medicines that healed my scars quickly, the Outside was Savage. I was not safe here. Not when my soul was threaded with the man sitting next to me. Entangled in an endless web of scars and tears. He held my soul with every breath he took.

My eyes darted to Scout as he shot into the water. He had a spear in his hand, but his loud movements were not welcoming toward any suspecting prey. He was brash and foolish. I realized that from the moment he stepped on the shore with the spear. He wasn’t like Caspian. Caspian was calculated, graceful, quick. Scout was different from his brother in every way. He was boyish. Carefree.

Was Caspian once like that?

“Drink.” The man pushed a wooden cup into my hands, the herbal tea wafted into my nostrils by the ocean breeze that came from the stare of his eyes. His lips were pulled tight, his eyebrows drawn together in concentration as if he were studying me. He was never like that. I didn’t know his past life, but any man who carried his eyes with such complexity could never be that carefree.

I drank the tea slowly, my eyes never leaving the ocean swirling deep within his eyes. There were no clouds today. Only a rippling tide that flowed out to me and brought me closer to him the longer I stared. The tea was disgusting. The bitter taste flowed over my tongue and had me scrunching up my nose. But I drank it. I had been drinking it since I woke up. It was a concoction that the Hag had come up with, something to replenish my strength. It lingered along my gums and slid across my tongue in a bitter concoction that she had mixed from the earth. It tasted like nothing from the Inside.

“Are you hurting?” My lips formed words before my mind could keep up, spilling out among the sand and sliding along his naked thighs. His head cocked to the side, the shaggy hair sliding over his forehead and falling over one eye. I ached to push it away. To reveal the other ocean that was better than the one touching my toes.

“No. Not anymore,” A lie. I knew because my own body was aching. Yet he still lied. His hand reached out and took the cup from my hands. I hadn't realized they were shaking until then, until my hands were holding nothing but air. I wanted to reach out for him. To let him ground me before I floated away from this earth. But I just buried them in the sand.

“We added some more to our collection.” His hand. It touched my shoulder and spread out along my skin. I couldn’t get enough air. He stole it with every movement of his hand that traced the spiral of a scar. Another story to add to my book.

He pulled away before I could savor the moment. It was gone, just like his touch, just like the oceans that swam inside his eyes. It was all gone. And replaced with the shadow of a storm.

The once clear sky was filled with a dark cloud that held rage within it. Lightning flashed and I heard the thunder roll over the waves that were growing harder as the moments passed. Anger. The roars, the wind, the clouds. They were all angry. And all focused on the tiny cliff that my people resided on.

My people.

This storm was nothing like that storm I had first encountered. It didn’t hold the promise of a sunnier tomorrow. It only held the essence of destruction. The promise of broken limbs and overturned huts. The sky was growing darker, the clouds swirling and causing the tide to reach for my calves. It was growing higher, attempting to pull us into the darkening abyss.

“Scout, go tell Kekoa-”

“Already on it!” And Scout was gone. His feet throwing sand on my skin as he passed, the goofy smile replaced with a stern brow. Caspian’s arm was wrapped around my waist, pulling my weight up with him as if I weighed nothing. His other hand covered my own. His calloused skin interlaced with mine. I couldn’t breathe. The pain was gone and replaced with the sweet feeling of him pressed against my side, guiding my trembling legs up the steep embankment.

His footsteps were solid. Digging into the soil as if he were part of it. Forming to his footsteps and giving him steps to his people. Mine were sliding. My toes curled and tried to grip onto the sand, but to no avail. He was patient though. His eyes straight ahead and holding tightly onto me like I was the only thing to keep him from floating away. Or maybe it was the tide. The tide that splashed along the shore and screamed out his name to return him back to where he belonged. He was one with the sea. He was part of the sea. He was the sea.

Caspian moved slowly, but I could see the way his muscles tensed with each step. He ached to run. To run to his people. And I was holding him back. I was his anchor, dragging the sand and creating the cavern for the storm to run through. Would I kill us all?

“The storm-”

“The storm will pass.” His voice was stern, solid, confident. And I trusted him.

We made our way into the heart of their tribe. The people were moving quickly. Women were taking down the strung up animals and storing them in one of the huts nearby. The older women with the jewelry were storing it in wooden chests before handing them off to the younger children to be buried nearby. Firewood was being stored in a hut for safe keeping, the younger men forming a line to hide it from the angry gaze of the clouds. They were all working together. Working as one.

My eyes found hers. She stood with her hands in the sand, digging a trench for a chest of animal skins. But her eyes were already on mine. Already on the arm that was wrapped around my waist to keep me standing. I felt Caspian stiffen, his breathing caught along his parted lips. I ached to pull the breath from him. To push his chest until I could feel the heartbeat that was made for me. To steal his breath with my own lips. But I didn’t. I stood planted within the sand and wished for the storm to carry me into the ocean. Maybe then I could find a home within his arms.

“Cas!” Scout. His voice ripped his brother from the stare he held on her. His eyes clouded over, reflecting the storm that was coming our way as he turned his head toward his brother. Scout was by a hut, pulling firewood into the room, Kekoa tossing him a few strung together rabbits.

Caspian’s grip tightened around me. I ignored the ache of my body as we moved towards the hut, leaving the gaze of the woman who still held his beads within her hair. Scout spared me a grin, but I saw the worry hidden within his face, the storm taking toll on the young man. They had been through this before. Did anyone die? Judging by the weary faces around me, it couldn’t have been good.

“My hut is too close to the cliff for the storm. We’ll stay with my brothers.” I wanted to protest. But I only nodded. If I died, it wouldn’t be because of the storm. It’d be because of Kekoa. Would he smother me? Or would he slip his poison into my lips while I slept?

The sky roared. The thunder shook the ground we stood on. It was rage. Burning into the sand below us and shaking the earth. Anger fueled it. It wanted revenge. For whatever we had done to disobey it, it wanted revenge. I jerked as the lightning came. A huge streak that screamed at us, followed by the roar of the clouds. The air was growing sticky. Coating our bodies in a heavy sweat, the skirt by my ankles stuck to my calves. Pulling at my skin as Caspian helped me inside the stuffy hut.

Their hut was larger. Two doors led to other rooms that Caspian did not have. The open area had the pot hanging above the flames, a wooden counter beside it. There was a table sitting against the wall, two chairs pressed against it. There was a desk against one wall, a little bookshelf sat beside it. And it was full. Surprisingly. Full of books. The spines of them were worn down and tattered, but this wasn’t savage. These books were of the Inside.

“Stay.” His voice brushed my ear and curled deep within my soul. I watched as he went into one of the doors, the sound of rummaging coming from the room. I moved out of the way on shaking legs as Scout and Kekoa came in, both with arms full. Scout carried dead animals that were on a chain, Kekoa carried firewood for the fireplace that was made of dried mud. Like cement. Just like the floors.

My breath was stolen from me as Kekoa’s shoulder met mine. I stumbled, pressing myself into the wood of the walls, my eyes meeting his that were laced with the storm. Rage.

Caspian came back into the main room carrying an armload of thick furs. I couldn’t help but admire him. The muscles that rippled with each movement, the shaggy hair that was touching his shoulders, growing every moment. My eyes wandered down his spine and touched every ounce of him as he sat the furs down. He was meticulous as he spread them out in front of the fireplace, piling them on top of one another before he was sure it was enough. My eyes danced over his tanned skin, finding the movement of his loincloth hypnotic. But the storm brought me crashing back down to reality. The echoing of the thunder booming inside the small hut.

“I don’t know how long the storm will keep us inside, but if you want your whore to be fed, fetch your own food.” Poison leaked from Kekoa’s lips. It rooted itself into my mouth and found solace among my cheeks. I wondered if my lips were bleeding. Whore. I had never been subjected to such insults on the Inside. Not with the scars I tried to hide and the knowledge that I was already taken. But Caspian didn’t defend me. His oceans didn’t find me. No, he just walked out of the hut without a word. Kekoa and Scout followed closely behind.

I glanced out the window carved in the wall. The people of the tribe were finding their homes. The three brothers were attentive. Helping each of them with supplies to outlast the storm, helping the elders inside of their homes. They all acted as chiefs, but I saw the determination in Kekoa’s eyes. The fire that burned him to move faster than the other two.

I watched as Caspian paused. His feet rooted himself to the sand and I watched his chest rise and fall. Deep breaths. Calming breaths. And I saw why. She stood against a door. It was not her hut, but the Hag’s. He stared at her from across the heart of the tribe. I watched as she clutched at the necklace. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear the words. They were swallowed up by the storm and shot into Caspian with the lightning. His head moved. A shake of his head before his feet kicked up sand with his turn. Oceans met mine through the window. He paused. He breathed in. He walked away.

The storm brought in destruction. The winds that came with it breathed fire into the air. Humid and deadly. The smell of the ocean came with it. Strong. Salty air. I watched as some of the people retreated back into their hut, the furs hanging hiding them from the outside. They wouldn’t protect them though. From the darkening colors of the clouds, it was clear nothing would save them.

“Come,” He was back. His brothers entered first and Caspian came in after. He held fish in a net with a drawstring top on one shoulder, the other shoulder carrying a few rabbits and birds that were held together with string. I followed him to a chest near the pot that overhung the flames. I watched him open it before shoving the meat inside. It was cool inside. Buried under the sand where it was cooler than the heat on top. “We shall sleep by-”

“No, you will stay by the fire. If you snoop, I’ll have your hands.” It was a threat. Sliding around my neck and pushing me off the stool. It choked me. It strangled me. But a warm hand on mine helped me breathe.

“She’s not a threat, Kekoa,” Scout grinned at me and winked as he placed logs beside the fireplace, stacking them with steady hands. “If anything, she’s one of us now.”

I wanted to agree with him. To open my mouth and defend myself, but I could only stare. My eyes trained on the man with forests within his eyes. The branches stretched out, trees swaying with an oncoming storm. His eyebrows were drawn together, his lips pulled back in a sneer, but then it was gone. The rumble of thunder washing it away and the lightning illuminating the hut.

“She’s not the one you should worry about, brother.” The lightning lit the oceans aflame. Sparks flying and zapping crashing waves among his eyes. It was a threat. An unsaid threat that made each brother glance between each other. It was an understanding.

Caspian’s hand found its place in the crook of my elbow. Where he should always be. He helped me walk towards the furs by the fire. I was hot. I didn’t want to be near the flames that lapped at me. But I said nothing. I let him help me into a seated position, his hands steadying me. He nodded once before he walked to one of the rooms. I didn’t ask what he was doing. Not when Kekoa followed him in and they shut the door. It was about me. It was always about me.

“Want some tea?” Scout. His goofy grin. It was nothing to push away the feelings of doubt, but I smiled anyhow.

“Sounds good.” And it was. For now. It was good.


Chapter twelve
Nova


The storm wouldn’t end.

Night had come, but with each roar of the sky, the hut was illuminated in light. Angry flashes as if the clouds were searching for the traitor that made them mad. I had never felt a storm like this. As on the Inside, the only clouds we received were simulated by the government. A way of “keeping us sane.” These storms, this storm, it was anything but keeping me sane.

The hut shook with each roar, the fire flickering over our skin with each breeze that passed through the fur door. The rain was beginning to seep in. It leaked through the roof and fell in metal pots that Caspian had placed under the streams. We couldn’t sleep. Not when the storm raged on. Not with the sticky sweat that clung to our bodies and dared to drown us. We were restless. And so were Kekoa and Scout.

They didn’t leave their rooms, but I heard every move they made. One was pacing. Another was whittling something. The sharp edge of a knife was scrubbing across wood, a comforting sound. A steady sound. But the storm swallowed it up each time it attempted to lull me into a sleep.

“Are you hungry?” His voice carried over to my spot on the furs. He had been working on a soup, something about not letting it spoil. I’m starving. I wanted to admit. To give into the growls of my stomach that competed with the roars of the storm. But I only shrugged. I couldn’t see him. Only the silhouette of his hunched over figure as he stirred what he had in the pot.

I heard shuffling and the clanging of dishes, and then he was by my side. His face had a warm glow to it, the fire illuminating the important features. The lightning shimmering with his eyes with each flash. He handed me a wooden cup, the warmth seeping into my palms. I expected him to move. To retreat to the table with his, but he sat down, his legs crossed and looked down into his own cup. I watched him close his eyes and breathe in before he brought it to his lips. I couldn’t look away. Not from the face that was somehow relaxed during the storm. Within the cover of darkness.

It reminded me of our time within the cave that almost seemed forgotten now. It seemed like forever ago. The intimate moments still stained the walls of that cave, still being healed by the lagoon under heaven’s watchful eye.

“Eat.” He was quiet, his eyes still on his own food, but he felt my stare. I turned my attention towards the stew. It was thick and smelt rancid. But I drank it. It had a bitter taste, but it wasn’t bad. Not as bad as the raw fish. We ate in silence until our bellies were warm and full. I expected him to move away, to return to the window and watch the storm, but he stayed.

He took my cup and placed it with his by the side before he laid back. My breath was stolen from me, my thigh brushing against his elbow as he spread out beside me, his hands locked behind his head. I couldn’t breathe. My lips were parted, but I couldn’t seem to catch the humid air around me. He was so close. The warmth of him coaxed me to look at him. He stared up at the ceiling, his shaggy hair cascaded around him, his muscles rippling with each turn or flex of his arms.

“Lay down.” Oceans. They found me within the darkness and the tide dragged me down to lay beside him. My body still ached, but it was receding. Slowly and being replaced with the warmth of his skin. I didn’t mind the sweat that stuck to his frame. I didn’t mind the fur that stuck to my skin with each movement. I didn’t mind anything anymore.

His body was inches from mine, his beating heart only a few inches from mine. I felt the pull. The pull of our genetics. The twisting and turning of my blood. The beating of my heart that only beat for him. I felt it all. Our connection. The undeniable fact that he was mine. And I was his.

But she was still there.

I felt her like I felt him. The wall along his heart that was graffitied with her name. The barbed wire that was strung along his skin that had her hair caught within the barbs. The taste of her lips still lingered on the places I only dreamed of touching him. She was still caught within his heart.

The thunder roared on and I trembled along with the house. My eyes closed, the fantasies of touching him gone. Replaced with the fear of dying. Of the waves crashing up the cliff and taking me along with it. Pelting me along the sharp rocks and drowning me. Nothing but my screams would be left. Caught within the foaming tide the next sunny day. Would he remember me? No, I knew the answer. He would die too.

“You’re okay,” His voice was caught within the dripping of the roof and the roaring of the sky, but it fell along my lips. I tasted his comfort. Like the stew, it warmed my belly. “It won’t last long.” You’re lying. I could taste the lie. Bitter. But I didn’t mind his lie. At his attempt to comfort me.

When I opened my eyes, he was there. His face inches from mine, propped up along his strong arm, the muscles rippling, the skin pressing against mine. The fire danced along his face and caught all the features I ached to remember. His cheekbones, his pink lips hidden by stray hairs from his beard. His collarbone and the scar that stained his face. He mirrored me, held the stories I ached to know. His hypnotic oceans dragged me in until my hand was touching his scar.

My fingers danced tenderly along his flesh. It was smooth along his face. The scar danced the same path along my face, but his was different. So much different. It held so many secrets. His eyes never strayed from mine, the oceans swirling over my face and dousing me in his gaze. Warmth.

“You said your father gave you this?” My voice was a whisper. Almost as if any louder, it would anger the storm even more.

His teeth were shown as he chuckled. Dimples. I found them peeking out from under his facial hair. The tiny divots of affection and love. I had never seen them. Did I deserve to see them?

“My father,” His head leaned closer. I could feel his breath along my fingers as I kept my touch along his skin. “He heated the sharpest blade and did it in front of the tribe. We partied for days after. I could barely see out of this eye from it being swollen. But it was the happiest day of my life.”

His hand captured mine and I was afraid he would push it away, but he only moved it to the end of the scar that stayed at his collarbone. I held my breath as he traced my hand along his scar. Softly. Slowly. Sensual. Did he hear my jagged breathing? Could he hear my heart?

“I’m sorry you had to endure it too. I’m sure it wasn’t as pleasant for you as it was for me. It was a proud moment.” His grin was still there, his eyes glassy with the memory. I wanted to see it. To feel the emotions he felt. To ask him to tell the story in detail. Every single moment. But I didn’t. Not when his own hand dropped mine only to find the same scar on my face. Tracing it along my collarbone.

His hand pressed flat along my chest, along the bare skin that was his to touch. His to have. I give myself to you. I wanted to say. To let him trace every scar he gave me. To let him find comfort among the valleys and canyons that he made along my flesh. So many stories I ached for him to touch. So many memories I ached for him to tell.

“What…” The words couldn’t pass my lips. My heart finding my ears and pounding out loudly for him to hear. His eyes were on his hand, his thumb stroking the band along my top, dipping into the band only to lean closer. My eyes closed. My gasps left my lips loudly. I was sure the storm would stop. Stop and scold me for taking away from the roaring thunder. But it didn’t. It boomed louder. Crashing against the hut and causing my body to shiver. Not from fear. But from the touch of the man that would be the death of me.

His calloused fingers trailed along my skin, swirling patterns into my flesh to stain them with my blush. I was caught within the wind and tossed around in a whirlwind of fire. I could feel my skin being singed. It felt blissful to burn by the touch of a man who held oceans within his eyes. I ached for him to touch me more. To let me feel what it felt like to be loved. But as soon as it left my lips, he was gone. Replaced with the sticky heat again and my jagged breathing.

I watched as he stood up quickly. His figure retreated back to the desk chair in the corner of the room. His shoulders were tense, his hands were fisted. And he left me alone. It was about her. I knew it from the way he heaved himself in the chair and leaned against the chair. He was defeated. Did he forget her? If only for a moment. When he had his hand pressed to my skin. Did he forget her? Or had she even left his mind? I needed him. I needed him as he was all I had within this darkness. Within the Outside. But this was a savage place. He was savage.

He was not mine to love.


Chapter thirteen
Nova


“Why the books?” My voice caused Caspian’s pacing to stop.

The thunder still roared on, and small puddles were forming on the dirt floor, the cups filled to the brim with the sky’s tears. Scout was sitting beside me, Caspian was pacing, and Kekoa was still locked within his room. He had been the one whittling. The noise still lulling me into a deeper haze. It was day two. We were going stir-crazy. The hut surrounding us and closing in on life before. Suffocating.

“Our mom brought them when she came. She wanted our people to be knowledgeable of what was going on both Inside and Outside.” Scout answered. Sparing me a grin before he went back to poking the fire, the sparks caused me to flinch. It was nothing like the fire that Caspian’s eyes burned inside of me.

My bones were healing, nothing but a tiny ache in my shoulder where the scar laid. In some way, I ached for the pains to return. Until my body was beaten and broken and I needed someone to keep me standing. I ached for his touch. For his hand to curve around my side and squeeze my skin until he anchored me to the sand. Until I was consumed with nothing but the thought of him.

But I wasn’t brave enough to fake it.

“Can I?” My hand was tracing the spine of one of the books, a tattered spine with a leather bookmark sticking out of it. The edges were frayed. It told stories of wear and tear. It had its own scars that I wished to read. I glanced up, my eyes meeting oceans.

He hadn’t spoken to me since he touched me. The night before, he left me cold by a simmering fire. Today, he had said nothing. I was empty within his oceans. I needed to drown within them. To swim among the waves and seek comfort in the foaming bubbles.

His lips parted, his shoulders turning in as if he would walk towards me. But his fists were clenched by his sides, his eyebrows drawn together. He swallowed deeply before he nodded once, turning away from me. He took my life raft away and left me in the thunder of the storm.

I glanced at Scout in confirmation and he just nodded, a small smile upon his lips before he turned back to violating the fire with the constant poking of the twig. I pulled the book out of the shelf, the leather of the binding sliding along my hands.

It felt like home. Like the Inside.

The cover of it was worn down. As if hands had held it for centuries and rubbed the folds until it was nothing but threads. It held love within its cover. Tied together in the binding and spilling out the fraying pages.

I held it gently in my hands, opening the cover and exposing its contents. A photo fluttered to the ground, the picture discolored and ripped partially. I picked it up gently, wiping the dirt off of it and staring into the same oceans I found comfort in. He was young. A young child with unruly hair and a smile that was missing teeth. But he was happy. The same dimples popped out on his cheeks, no scars marred his body yet. He stood next to a beautiful woman with blonde hair. She wore the same band around her chest and a flowing skirt, but she had beads tangled in her hair. She gave him his blue eyes.

She was holding him, clutching him to her chest and her bulging belly was pressing into his side. She was pregnant with Scout, I realized that now. But I wondered where Kekoa was. He was nowhere to be found in the photo.

I tucked the photo into the pages before turning one, only to be met with the cursive scribbles of the Inside;

Dear Diary,

I found my soulmate here. Cadmar of the Bahari tribe. He didn’t know who I was or what we were, but under careful observations, I realized none of them understand the ways of the Inside. Our government lied to us. They lied to the Outside.

I’m not meant to be here. These people are not meant to be here.

This isn’t what it seems, and I’m determined to find out the truth.

Simone A. Riddle

The diary was ripped from my hands before I could continue on, another hand clutching my wrist with such force I was terrified it’d break. The thunder roared in anger and I felt droplets of the water trickling down and finding my flushed cheeks from the zap of pain that coursed through me.

“What the fuck?” Kekoa. There was fire within his eyes as he dragged me up by my wrist, twisting and turning me until I was facing Caspian. His oceans were turning, his lip pulled into his mouth and I was afraid he would drown us all with his rage. “What is she doing with mom’s journal?”

I gasped as fire shot up my arm, like the lightning that raged outside, like the thunder that roared out in pain. I felt the house shake. I felt the floor vibrate. I felt my insides burst.

“If you don’t let go of her-”

“What? What are you going to do about it, Cas? Go fuck your other whore.”

The earth shook. I was thrown to the ground, banging my head against the ground, sliding into Scout’s knee. I heard skin against skin, but I was terrified to look. Not when all I felt was pain in my temple. Not when I felt a jab in my side. Not when blood ran from my lip.

Pain. Fire. Screams.

“Cas,” Scout’s voice echoed in my ears. It was fuzzy and unclear, muddled by the pain that swam through my blood. I kept my eyes closed, my figure curling in on itself as the pain came in waves. Grunts from the two men that fought. Cries of pain from me. They swirled together in the air and shoved darts into my skin. Over and over again. A constant stream of memories and stories that were plowed into my body. Was it Kekoa's hands that made these scars? “Caspian!” A scream. A grunt. Silence.

“Keep your bitch off our stuff, brother. Or I will.” A door slammed. Thunder roared. I cried.

I felt hands touch my body, but with each shift, my body screamed. It was on fire. Fire that coursed through my veins and plunged into my heart. My wrist held Kekoa’s mark, my sides held his fists, my eyes held the oceans that swam from my cheeks.

“Nova,” A breath met my skin and hands picked me up. Gentle, soft, caring. Caspian. My eyes opened to look into the blue ones I found solace in. He kept me afloat. His lip was bleeding and I felt the metallic taste upon my tongue. I swallowed. His eyes were beginning to swell and I saw my vision blur. I blinked. “Are you okay?” Keep holding me and I will be. I nodded.

I grabbed onto his shoulder as he held me up, Scout was on my other side and helped me stand. I was shaking. Caspian acted as if he wasn’t hurt, but I knew it wasn’t true. I felt his pain. I felt the ache in his side and the breath that was lodged in his chest. But he wrapped his arm around me as if I was the only one that felt the pain. That felt his brother’s hands upon my skin. That felt anything.

I was weak.

“You can lay down in my room,” I wanted to ask Scout why he was being so kind to an outsider. Outsider. I’m the outsider. I realized that now. I was never an Insider here. Was I ever on the Inside? “Cas, she needs you.” I did. I needed him more than I needed anything else. I would live my entire life battered and bruised if it meant he would stay with me.

And he did.

He helped me onto a pile of furs in Scout’s unusually messy room. There were papers strung up on the walls and journals laid out all over the floors. There were small wood carvings of animals on a shelf against the wall, filled with books. He clearly took after their mother. Simone.

Caspian sat down beside me, my head facing him as Scout left the room, shutting the door behind him. I wanted to ask him to hold me. But I wasn’t brave enough. I only stared.

My eyes trailing over his jawline, down his neck and over his chest. He carried so many scars that were echoed upon my own. We held it all together. I wondered if he saw it that way.

“I’m sorry.” Rough. Even his voice was calloused as it scraped over my lips. It etched its way down my throat and was swallowed up by my heart. His eyes met mine and his hand was suddenly on my lip. I opened them, parting them with a gasp that escaped my lungs. He pulled it away just as fast, stained red with blood. I watched as he stared at it carefully. Brows drawn together and his own lip split open and staining it red. We bleed the same.

“Don’t be sorry.” My voice was weak. Weak and soft. I wondered if he even heard it.

“What should I be then, Nova?” His voice was broken. The strong words were gone and shattered along the fur pallet we laid on. His eyes glistened. The oceans rippled with rain. “I destroyed your life.”

A giggle passed my lips. Bubbling out and catching the thunder in a gleeful chuckle. He only stared in confusion. My hand found his knee and I felt as if I would burst out in flames, but I didn’t. My skin upon his. My thumb stroked across his kneecap and he let me.

“Caspian,” His name tasted sweet upon my lips. Healing my wounds. Healing my cuts. Healing my heart. “You are my caelum.”

The thunder roared. The lightning screamed. His hand found mine.
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We didn’t speak. Our words were silenced by the thunder raging outside, but we only sat beside one another. He didn’t comment on what I had said, and I didn’t bring it up again. I wasn’t sure if I was scared to touch on the subject, or rather nervous of him rejecting it.

So we sat together in the confines of Scout’s room, allowing the rain and the thunder to try and drown out every worry or thought I had. The pain I had felt from their quarrel was dull, only the occasional sting of my lip whenever I went to gnaw on it was felt. My worry would be the root cause of all the pain. That’s how it usually went.

“How did they find you?” The words finally parted my lips, my hands rubbing over one of the animal carvings I had snagged from Scout’s shelf. It was in the shape of one of the blue-tongues we had encountered, the tiny figure carved out of a soft wood. The grooves were intricately placed and it felt nice to run my fingers over it, to take in every detail.

I glanced over at Caspian. He sat with his head tilted against the wall, his eyes closed, his arms rested on his legs. I traced the tattoos that darted over his chest with my eyes, allowed myself to be greedy and try to trace every crevice of him. Every scar I already knew. But they looked different upon him. He told a totally different story than I allowed within myself.

“I was out hunting near the Wall,” His voice made my eyes dart back towards his face, tracing the long eyelashes that brushed his cheeks and the plump lips that ached for me to kiss. “It was the closest I had ever been to it other than that day," His shoulders tensed and he rolled his spine. I couldn't help but roll mine at the memory as well. "but there was a migrating herd of blue tongues that I had been tracking that went too close. I didn’t realize there were guards looking for me, especially from the sky,” Finally his eyes opened, the oceans meeting mine. This time, he didn’t pull them away. “Turns out they were the ones leading the herd towards the Wall that entire time. It had been a trap, and they cornered me.”

I sucked in a harsh breath, gazing at the man I was lucky to be with, but angry at myself for how I had come to be here. They had trapped him. Made him believe a lie just for me to get to meet him. In order for me to see my soulmate face to face. And now I wasn’t even certain he had wanted me here to begin with.

“I’m sorry,” The words were barely audible, coming out in a breath as I stared at him. I wanted to be sorry. I wanted to be sorry for even asking them to find him, to take him from his home just for me to come with him back. I had forced all of that upon him. And I wanted to be sorry. But in truth, I wasn’t. Not in the slightest bit. Not when he had been mine from the very beginning. “I am.” Another lie.

He nodded, his eyes tracing over my scar again and again. Was he contemplating it? Trying to find how the fates decided to place someone like me in his life? Did he ever dream of having a soulmate? Of having that relationship that he said his parents had? Did he ever want me? Did he want me now? There were too many questions in my mind that went unanswered that I would never share. Too many thoughts eating me alive.

“Why did you come here, Nova?” His question broke the silence, shattering it to pieces and making my heart stop for a split second. His question was bold. And it hurt. It hurt worse than the rejection I had been feeling since I arrived. Maybe it was because I was prepared for the rejection, not the questions.

“Because you’re my-”

“I know that. I meant, why did you want to come? You left everything there. Your father. Your friends. Your life. Why would you come here when you had the perfect life?” He was serious. His tone was not mocking, but merely curious. He was sitting up fully now, his back leaned off the wall and his head slightly turned towards me. Staring straight at me. Staring straight through me.

He was right though. The Inside was perfect. Pristine. Safe. My entire life had been inside of those walls, under the dome. I had lived out twenty years in comfort with my family and friends surrounding me. I had grown there as a person, and yet at the first chance of meeting him, I had jumped. Lept from everything I had ever known just for a man. Giving myself over to the unknown with no second thought. He was right. And it hurt.

“If you had known you had a soulmate out there who held your scars on their skin, would you have gone looking for them?” I was being brave. Being bold. But my heart was plummeting outside of my chest, heaving itself into his lap and aching for him to love me. I reached out, my hand briefly touching his cheek, thumb smoothing over the harshness of the scar before I pulled it away just as quickly. I had hoped he would have held it there, but he let it fall. “And if you found them after years of searching, would you have let them go?”

I let the question hang in the air, our eyes never leaving one another’s. He stared intently at me, his eyebrows pulling together, lines appearing in his skin. I stared back just as intently. Baring my soul to him through my eyes, and he drank it in as if he could see it. As if he could dive deep within it and get lost within my questions and concerns. He was tangled in it. Yet the further I stared within his eyes, the more twisted I became. I couldn’t dive as easily into him. I couldn’t let myself because he shut me out. Like a dam pushing back the water I ached to swim in, he hid himself from me. Shutting himself closed right in front of my eyes, shut me out from ever diving too deeply into his caverns.

“If I knew, I would have wanted so much better for my soulmate. So much better for you.” And he broke the stare. As quickly as he had dived in, he left me hollow, staring at the side of his face as he again leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. Shutting me off from him completely.

“What’s better than being one?” My voice was weak, shaking in the thunder that roared through the room. My hand reached out, grazing his arm, only for it to be shrugged off. His jaw tightened, but his eyes never opened.

“Being alive.”

I wanted to say something. To tell him I’d rather be dead without him. To tell him that I didn’t know him but I loved him. From day one. But it wasn’t the time. Not now. Not with him a few inches from me and unable to escape the hut until the storm let up. He was trapped here. With me. With my feelings. And I knew it was smothering him. I was smothering him.

So I stayed silent. I leaned back against the wall as well, brushing my fingers over the furs, allowing myself to look away from him even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. But he was mesmerizing. And I knew that if I looked at him, I would end up saying everything on my mind. End up giving him my all and him destroying me by giving me nothing. And I would let him. I would let him destroy me if it meant I got to stay by his side and try to pick up all the pieces.

We sat there quietly, allowing the storm to roll over the silence. It lit up the room through the small cracks in the wood, the flashes of light illuminating everything. The thunder shook the house, causing me to jump with every pop of it and cringe at every crackle through the clouds. But Caspian didn’t console me. Not like he did the first day we met. He glanced at me every few claps of thunder, but that was it. There were no kind words. There were no gentle touches. It was just a storm.

And we were just two strangers, after all.


Chapter fourteen
Caspian


Night had come again.

Saving me from any more conversations with her. She had floated off to sleep quickly, curled up in the furs Scout had left within his room. Even through her fear of the storm, nothing could deny that it made her sleep well. A lot better than she had her first night here. A lot better than that night under caelum.

She was nestled tightly under the furs, her head pushed into them and her lips parted. A strand of hair fluttered with every soft breath that left her lips, her eyelids fluttering as her dreams took her. I wondered what she dreamt of. If she dreamt of us. Of me. Or maybe they were nightmares. Her eyebrows were drawn together in her sleep and her hands fisted the blankets tightly, but nothing could compare to the serene look on her face. Maybe it was a nightmare within a dream. I couldn’t tell.

I reached out, grabbing onto a strand of hair and rubbing it between my thumb and finger. It was the closest I would allow myself to touch her again. She was poison. One wrong move and I’d be diving into her and allowing myself to be caught up in her web.

She had done it that night in the cave. Pulled me in until I was swimming in her. Diving into those honey eyes of hers and I loved every second of it. Every dangerous second of it. To love her was to forget who I was. I wouldn’t allow that. The Outside was all I was. It was all I would ever be.

So for now, it would do. I pushed the strand behind her ear, my fingers stilling on her cheek as I contemplated leaning in and kissing her forehead. Relishing in the warmth of her and the smoothness of her skin. But I pulled back.

She would be the death of me.

I stood up, being sure not to wake her, my feet light as I made my way towards the door. I stilled as I heard her stir, turning around and watching as she turned over in her sleep. I left the room in silence, shutting the door softly behind me before walking out to where Kekoa sat. He sat in front of the fire, a stick plunging deep within the body of a squirrel as he roasted it over the fire that was blazing. It ignited the room in a warm glow, creating harsh shadows that spread throughout the hut. He didn’t bother to look my way. Not even as I sat down beside him.

“She’s going to ruin everything.” He finally spoke, yet his eyes never left the fire. His hand tightened on the stick and I was afraid it would break at any moment. I watched him. At the tightness in his jaw, the vein popping out in his neck. He was angry. No, furious. And he had no reason to be. This wasn’t his battle to fight. She wasn’t even a threat, and that’s what made me hate him. Just as we were growing up, he was always trying to throw it in my face. Always trying to hurt the tribe through his own selfish reasons. He wasn’t a chief. Yet he knew that. We all did.

“This isn’t your battle to pick, Kekoa. You need to-”

“I need to what? Sacrifice my entire tribe for an Insider? Your father already did that, and look where we are now. The entire Western Tribal System thinks we’re traitors. That you-”

“That I what? Am a coward for not killing you when I had the chance? Kekoa, listen to yourself. We are brothers. And the last time I checked, my father was yours too,” The bite was in my tone, grabbing hold of his words and ripping them apart as the crackling of the thunder boomed overhead. He never once glanced at me. Yet I stared straight at him. At the scar that stained his face, the lie he held in his skin. “Just because I let you become chief, doesn’t mean you deserve it.”

“Watch your fucking tongue, brother. Or would you rather me rip it out myself?” Finally, his eyes met mine, the anger in his face enough to cause our entire tribe to bow at his mercy. But not me. No. I had dealt with his anger for years. I had loved him like a brother. And I still did. If only he felt the same.

“As much as I’d like to see you try, we both know the entire tribe would turn on you in a heartbeat,” And he didn’t argue. It was true. As much as he terrified them, they loved me. They looked up to me. I had been in this tribe from the moment of my birth, and I had been given the Chief rights by blood. But as soon as they had accepted Kekoa in, he had been given chief by challenging me after our father’s death. Not two days after his passing, Kekoa had challenged me in front of our entire tribe. I had given him the rights. A challenge of chiefs would result in one dying. And we all knew I would be the one to kill him. I had sacrificed him, and he had become chief. But not before earning the distrust from our tribe. “Leave her out of it, though. She is not part of this. Any of this.”

“Exactly! She doesn’t belong here,” He snapped, throwing the entire squirrel and stick into the fire and letting it ignite in flames. He stood from the ground, his anger fuming through him. I stood as well, staring at him, my fists clenched, ready to defend myself if I had to. “And neither did your mother, and look where she wound up.”

I let his words consume me. I let it grab hold of me, and I lashed out. It was quick, one strike to his jaw and he was sent stumbling back. There was only a slight ache in my hand for a moment, but I knew the pain on his face would stay for a while. He clutched his jaw, his eyes closed tightly as he pressed himself into the adjacent wall.

“Don’t you dare talk about our mother like she didn’t give her life for all of us. She cared for you just as she had us. Don’t you ever talk about her like she didn’t belong here,” I stepped closer, my hand coming up and grabbing his jaw to make him wince and glare at me. “And next time you call her a whore, it will be your tongue that winds up in that fire.”

I glanced over at the creak of a door opening, watching as Scout exited the room, rubbing his eyes. Kekoa had given him his room, or knowing Scout, Scout had kicked him out of it. I wasn’t quite sure. I stepped back from Kekoa, giving him one last glance before I nodded towards Scout and left them both, receding back into the room where Nova sat awake.

She was grimacing, clutching her hand and stretching out her fingers slowly, but she immediately dropped it once she heard me enter. Her eyes were sparked by the lightning, the honey flecks glimmering back at me even from a few feet away. She was hypnotic.

“What happened?” Her voice was hoarse, barely coming out a whisper as the sleep filled her. I wanted to smile at how cute she sounded. Or how adorable it was when her nose crinkled up at the disgust from her own voice, but I refrained from it. Even after trying to defend her, I would not give myself the pleasure of knowing her. Of loving her. She was not mine to love.

“Does it hurt?” I avoided her question. She would ask more than I wanted to give, and I was too tired to answer her questions. Too tired to try to avoid the truth with her. I walked over to where she was seated, sitting down beside her on the furs as I grabbed her hand. Fire. Her touch was fire. Igniting everything with me to want to be hers. I wasn’t sure if it was the soulmate bond between us begging me to take her right here and now, or if it was just her.

Her skin was soft in my hands, my roughness gliding across her as I studied her hand. I flexed her fingers, moved my thumb over hers and pressed it into her palm. I knew her answer though before she even spoke. It didn’t hurt. It was just a soreness. I knew because I felt the same on my own. But I would give anything to touch her without pretending I wanted to. I would give anything to feel her softness against my skin.

“No, it’s fine.” Her voice was breathless and I looked up at her. I felt the tighten in my stomach as I gazed at her. As I saw her parted lips, her flushed cheeks, her unruly hair. My eyes cascaded down her neck to where her chest rose and fell violently as she tried to calm her breathing. Was it her hand that was shaking or mine? I wasn’t quite sure anymore.

My gaze dipped lower, tracing the curve of her breasts under the top that was slightly slid down. I took her in. All of her. My eyes were hungry, feasting upon her pale skin and sliding down her chest to her stomach, ending where the furs brushed over her hips. I wondered what it’d be like to tear them off of her. To see her hips and her thighs and her-

I dropped her hand quickly, swallowing deeply as I turned away from her. She twisted me into knots I could never untangle. And she knew that. She had to know that. I wanted her more than anything, and yet it was a struggle to hide it. To hide the truth of what I wanted from her. Because I wanted not one thing. But all of her. Completely. Entirely. Laid out before me like she was made for me. Because she was. Every curve. Every smile. Every touch. Every scar. Every ache. She was mine. Made for me. God, what I would do to her. What she would do to me.

“Go to sleep.” My voice came out with a bite as I turned over on my side, shuffling down and laying as far away as possible from her that I could. I heard her sigh. I listened quietly as she shuffled into the furs and hesitated before I felt her a little closer to me. But not yet touching. I felt her warmth. Her breath across my back. I heard her feet shift together in nerves. And I wanted so desperately to turn over in my sleep and pin her against the bed and hear every moan that-

It was going to be a long night. A very long night. I closed my eyes tightly, my body tensing, shoving one hand under my head as I tried to focus on anything but how close she was to me. The thunder. The lightning. The creaking of the house. The shuffling of the wind.

The smell of her hair. The soft snores that passed her lips. The moan she let out in her sleep. Her warmth. Her body. Her touch. Her.


Chapter fifteen
Caspian


My mother used to tell me stories of what she felt when she met my father.

Like the earth had shattered and all it left were clouds for them to stand upon. Like the oceans had pushed them together and the waves stayed crashing around them, foam lifting them into eternal bliss. But all of her words, all of her promises, never prepared me for what it actually felt like.

Her skin was against mine. Cheek pressed against my chest and hair splayed around her as if she were an angel. Her breathing was slow and soft, brushing patterns against my skin and causing goosebumps to erupt in constant occurrence of her. My heart slowed to meet hers, the veins that pumped my blood swirled with hers in a constant rhythm of the immediate love I felt for her.

She was undeniably mine.

The storm had ended. The thunder no longer roared. The lightning no longer screamed. But I didn’t have the heart to wake her. She was calm. She was at peace. She was home.

I ached to hold her for the rest of my life. To feel her skin against mine and to let every breath that passed her lips be breathed into my own. But I knew that wasn’t possible. Not with Fern here. Not with my head somewhere else. I had promised her everything once. It wasn’t long ago when she was laying on my chest. When it was her breath that filled my lungs. When it was her touch that blessed my skin.

A soft moan left her lips as I moved away from her, her eyelids fluttering, her lips opening more into a yawn. Her hair was tangled, she had dried drool on her chin, and yet I had never seen a woman more beautiful than her.

“Caspian.” It came out as a breath, fanning over the furs as I lowered her head gently on it. I wanted to stop. To take her into my arms again and lay with her until the end of our days. But the sun was up. The ocean was roaring. My tribe was stirring.

I waited until I watched her eyelids flutter closed, her head turning away from mine and her hands tucking under her chin. I wanted to pull her back to mine. To kiss her plump lips until all I felt was her. I wanted to thread my fingers in her hair and keep her to my chest until she was no longer the outsider. Until she knew what it felt like to be loved.

I left. I couldn’t stay in the room any longer, as I knew if I did, it wouldn’t be long until my lips found hers. Until my hands traced every bit of her body. Until I had her as my own.

The hut was quiet when I left the room, the air still and the fire gone. It was empty. Nothing but the sleeping woman left inside. It never used to be this quiet. There was always something stirring. Always a sweet smell filling the air. But it was stale now. Nothing but the memories lingering in the cracked wood. Mom. That’s what was missing.

As soon as I left the hut, destruction met my eyes. Huts broken, wood scattered across the heart of my tribe and blood pooling around the seams. My people were beginning to restore it though. To pump their own blood through the heart and fill it back to life. Repairing the scars. Breathing life back into our home.

“Cas!” Scout. His voice bounced off of the rapid waves that crashed against the sharp rocks below, his hand waving in the air and directing the wind like he was in charge. Like this was his symphony. “Come help!” No. I wanted to yell back, to raise my hands and lift the heavens and throw them back against the rocks just so I could go back inside and hold the angel scattered on the floor.

I only nodded. Ignoring the stares that lingered. My hands dug into the large piece of wood that was thrown over our firepit. The wet driftwood was easily manipulated, us throwing it to the air and shoving it into a large pile that was steadily growing. Effortlessly.

“Was anyone hurt?” My voice seemed foreign. Muffled in my ears and falling out along the wet sand. Scout’s face contorted. His smile fading, sliding along his face and streaking down his chest. I wanted to grab it back, slide it along his lips again, but it was far too gone. “Scout.”

“Caspian,” My name left his lips and pelted me in the face with stones. Blood leaked from all pores. Shooting from my skin and coating everyone who stared at me. I tasted it. Metallic and warm, coating my throat and suffocating me. I could no longer breathe. “Promise you’ll stay calm.”

I couldn’t promise that. Not when blood was already pooling around me. Not when my feet buried themselves in the sand. Not when my bones were breaking and shooting from my skin.

“Who?” Broken. Contorted into someone who was not me. My skin was boiling, sweat coating my forehead and sliding down my chest. Drip. Drip. Dripping onto the sand. I tasted salt along my lips.

That’s when I heard the cries. The sobs that hit the earth and bounced up along the dwindling clouds. Humid. Sticky. Hot.

My head turned, and my mind grew fuzzy. Kekoa held a body with golden hair. Leaving the broken hut of the Hag. Coming out of the door, only to stop and stare at me. I wanted to ask who. Who is it? I wanted to walk forward and help my brother with the body. But I was planted. Rooted into the sand and coming out through the sharp rocks below.

Fern.

“No.” The word. It stumbled out and fell along the ground along with my knees. My body heaved. My stomach turned. The contents emptied along the sand. She still had my beads within her hair. Her skin was no longer tan. No longer glowing. Sickly pale and stained with blood. The roof of the hut was caved in. The Hag stood by Kekoa grasping a limp hand and holding it to her wrinkled lips. Did she taste of death?

I felt a hand on my shoulder, a gentle nudge from Scout, a reassuring word. But I couldn’t hear him. All I could hear was my heartbeat shooting out of my ears and busting my eardrums. My skin was hot, but my soul was cold. I had never been so cold. My shoulders shook, and my stomach turned again. I heaved. Bile coated my lips and dripped down my chin. I had nothing more to empty.

I fell back, sitting in the sand, and my head tilted forward in between my knees. I couldn’t breathe. Gasping for the air I could no longer find. This was my fault.

Fern was dead because of me. Because of my selfish reasonings. Because of Her.

“Caspian.” Kekoa was there, his arms holding a body that wasn’t his to hold. I took her. My hands fumbling with a body that was no longer mine to hold. Her skin was so cold. So lifeless. But she looked peaceful.

Her eyes were closed, her lips were parted, blood was staining her lips. Staining her forehead. Staining her arm. There was too much blood. Too much blood outside of her body. She was dead.

“Fern,” My words crumbled out of my lips and fell upon her. Rain dotted her cheeks and slid up into her hairline as her neck was limp, her head falling along my thigh. I looked up. It wasn’t raining. I tasted salt. “Fern.” My brothers nodded. I didn’t realize it was a question.

I held her to me, my lips found hers. Over and over again in an endless stream of apologies. She would never forgive me. She had no right to forgive me. I tasted her blood. It stained my own lips.

“Do something,” It was quiet at first. My words trickled along her lips and slid to the necklace that still laid between her breasts. “Do something!” A scream. It was foreign, breaking my throat and coughing at the Hag that was standing near. Tears slid down her cheeks, her lips quivered. She shook her head. Once. Twice. She was useless.

My eyes looked up and into eyes that glistened not for Fern, but for me. Nova. She stood to the side. Leaving the hut, her hair was knotted and twisted and tangled. She held her own heart as if she were in pain. This was her fault.

I placed Fern gently on the ground, my hands folding her hands, squeezing. They were soft. I remember her touch. I took it for granted.

Before I could register what happened, my hands were around her throat. Nova. Angry curses left my lips, my body pressing hers into the wood of the hut. I saw her lips part, her tears fall. I couldn’t breathe. My hands tightened, my blood boiled. I coughed. She coughed. I was killing us.

She was not the woman from the cave. She was not the woman from the bed. She was not the woman I craved her touch. She was death.

“Caspian!” Yells from my brothers. Hands were on my shoulders, ripping me back, but my hands stayed planted around her small throat. Hands staining her skin. Bruising her skin. Bruising my skin. Choking her. Choking me. Black dots swirled around my vision. Curses fell from my lips and coated hers. Poison.

Everything went black.


Chapter sixteen
Nova


“No, press harder. You won’t hurt it. It’s already dead.”

The knife slid from my palm and carved into the rabbit I held, the body still warm in my hands. Blood puddled down my wrists and slid along the curves of my elbows, holding me where Caspian should have been. Breathe. I gasped for air, coughing on the dust that swirled along in my lungs and rubbed against the rawness of my throat. It hadn’t healed. Not when his hands still laid there.

I glanced up towards the sky, only to stare into the ocean. He stood across the heart of the tribe, his figure far away, but so close I could smell the salt that stained his skin. His own throat had healed. The bruises were gone and replaced with his strength. His hand was clutching a spear, his other hand clutching some empty fish nets. Scout was speaking to him, but his eyes stayed on mine.

Did he still want to kill me?

I wanted to stand up, to walk to him and smack him until my own skin was raw. I wanted him to be the one to bleed from my hands. But I knew if I walked to him now, I would only kiss him. Kiss the pain away. Kiss away the rapid waves that crashed against the rocks. I would kiss him until my breath was gone.

“Nova, are you listening?” I wasn’t. Even though I should have been, I ignored every word the woman said. Her name was Ivy. The name itself declared its strength for her. She was two years older than me, but she seemed decades wiser. She carried herself with confidence and strength, and her two daughters carried the same strength.

“Sorry, what did you say?” My voice came out as a whisper and I saw the woman with the green eyes shake her head. Her black hair was pinned back in braids and there were strands of ivy weaved within them. She was herself.

“He’ll come around, you know. Fern was just…” Her voice trailed off, her eyes flashed with sadness before it was replaced with a dimple as she spared me a smile. She was beautiful. Not the kind of beautiful that we craved to be on the Inside, but the kind of beautiful for the Outside. Dotted with constellations of freckles and honey skin that glowed with the sun. She had a scar on her cheek and she had only one hand, the other ending at her elbow, but yet she smiled. She smiled for her daughters and for the husband that treated her like a queen.

I was jealous.

“His,” I finished her sentence, my voice finding its footing and climbing up the cliffs only to jump back in and splash the earth. “Fern was his.”

She didn’t sweeten it for me. She nodded and tossed me another dead rabbit. It fumbled over my knees and the eyes stared into mine until I closed them with my bloodied thumb.

I looked for the ocean again. Eyes darting over the sea of bustling people that were repairing their homes. I swam in and out of each person, yet Caspian was gone. I felt empty without him near. Yet I still felt the harsh callouses of his fingers digging graves in my neck.

I tossed the skinned rabbit to the woman next to me. She took it with a smile and began her work with stringing it up and hanging it with the others. It was a constant routine. They worked like a machine. Like the factories Inside. But these were people. Bolts and plugs sticking out of them and wires catching aflame within the rural country. I wondered if they knew what electricity was.

This isn’t what it seems.

My thoughts darted back to the journal that had been ripped from my hands. What had she meant? She was from my world. Born among the Inside only to find her way here. She knew the rules. She knew the stories. And yet she chose to come here.

What wasn’t what it seemed?

“Nova,” Scout. Even the words that fell from his lips were laced with the sun. Cheery. Light. Like air. I tilted my head up to look at him, my hand coming up to shield my eyes from the blistering sun. “I brought you something.” A laugh escaped my lips as he pulled a flower out from behind his back. It was almost like a rose, yet a dark, unnatural purple. The thorns were gone and the stem wrapped with a piece of fabric. The rose was blooming and full. Happy.

“What’s this for?” The smile never left my lips as he gave it to me, ignoring the whispers from the women sitting near me.

“A rose for a rose.” He winked, bowing before he ran off. Leaving his laughter around us as we watched him run back to the group of boys that were sitting in a circle sharpening spears.

The smile fell, the rose sliding from my hands and touching my toes as it hit the sand. I didn’t want it. Not when it hadn’t come from him. Scout wasn’t meant to take his place. No one could. Not when I felt his hands still etched in my neck and his scar still stained my skin.

“Where is he?” I turned to look at Ivy. She didn’t look up from the rabbit she had between her knees as she skinned it with the sharpest knife she had. I wanted her to look at me, though. To let me see whether or not she was judging me. To let me see the decisions that I should have made. But she didn’t.

“Where do you think he is, Nova?” Her voice. It wasn’t patronizing, but I felt the motherly tone she had used on her children. I ignored it.

My feet made their own way. I ignored the eyes that stayed on me, the whispers that began. I ignored the smile that fell from Scout’s lips as I walked past him. I ignored it all except the sudden determination I felt. The sea that guided me through the sand. The way it carved the way toward him.

Did he feel me coming? Like the storm that had wreaked havoc on his home. Did he feel it?

My feet cut through the sand, my hands fisted by my sides. I felt the storm within me. The clouds bubbling up my throat, the lightning shooting through my veins, and the thunder beating my heart. I felt it all. The anger I had for this man I loved. He didn’t have the right. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not forever.

My feet rooted into the sand as soon as I saw him. The ocean lapped at him. He stood within the water on steady feet, the muscles rippling along his spine and fueling the dance. One knee bent, the other lifted slowly and planted in the water. His arms flowed with it, feeling the air around him, the spear finding home within his arms. His face was calm. As steady as the waves that touched his calves and licked up his skin. Greedily.

Breathe. The breath slid from my throat and found itself along his skin. He didn’t turn. His eyes solely on the fish that played around him. Clueless to the man who wanted them dead. As he was the sea. Fluid. Moving. Mine.

“Caspian,” The name coated my tongue in honey and I had to wet my suddenly dry lips. The storm was gone within me. My motive unclear. My hands shook. I watched as he stumbled. His footing shaky, his hands dropped the spear to his side as his eyes met mine. Anger. They still held the rapid waves. The stormy clouds. “Caspian.” It came out again. Slowly. The ‘s’ coming out longer than I had hoped.

He was the one that took the steps. The one who came closer. The one that stood before me. I couldn’t breathe. I tried to expand my lungs, but they were crushed under his stare. He dropped the spear. I wondered if he could pick it up and stab it through my chest. A lost romance. We would be washed away by the waves.

“Nova.” His voice made the anger return. It bubbled up and lifted my hand until it had slapped him. As his head turned, mine did as well. Fire shot through my cheek and I bit my lip not to cry. I didn’t know I could hit that hard. “Nova.” He said it again. My hand met his cheek again. Fire.

He fueled it. Fueled the anger that shot through my veins, the lightning that shocked us both as my fists pounded into his skin. He didn’t flinch, but I did. The cries leaving my lips and sliding along the sand around us. They met the ocean and foamed with bubbles at the top. Popping with each slap of my hand.

“Nova.” I broke. The water turned to salty tears that coated my cheeks. He clutched my wrists and pulled me to him and I felt the rain of his oceans touch my forehead. We cried together. His arm wrapped around me and kept us afloat. His chest was blistering warm but comforting. I ached to break him. To let him feel the turmoil I felt inside. To let him feel every single bit of the anger that consumed me. I hated myself for loving him.

“I hate you.”

“I know.”

“I hate you.”

“I hate me too.”

And his lips found mine. Like the storm rippling along the sea. Greedily. Angrily. Fire.


Chapter seventeen
Nova


When I was younger, I used to imagine myself like a princess from the Time Before. With the long hair and the big dresses that swung enough to cause destruction with each step. I used to believe that just like those princesses, I had a prince. A prince that was stuck down below and there were no doors to find me. They were fairytales, of course. Silly books that the Inside failed to destroy. Dusty and torn in the corners of the few libraries that remained.

But they weren’t stories. I realized that now. I had been trapped my entire life, and yet my prince had come. Or better yet, I came to him. How’s that for a fairy tale?

When I was younger, I never thought of the moment he would find me. I just dwelled on me being stuck within the tower. I never imagined how soft his lips would be. They were the only soft thing about him.

His hands were rough upon my body. Starving. They ripped at my skin as if he could pull me closer than what we already were. But even the air couldn’t come between us. My body entangled with his, my toes barely touching the ground as he lifted me towards him. Coaxed me into his embrace.

I couldn’t breathe. The air was stolen with his lips as he kissed away every thought. He stole every bit of me. Took me into the depths where I thought I’d never be.

I never want to leave.

My hands had somehow found themselves in his hair. Tugging. Pulling. Anything to get him closer to me. He kissed me like I was meant to be kissed. Like the earth would shatter any moment and he wanted to die by my kiss. Lost within the moment, tangled in the love I spilled over for him. It bathed us in the dew of a thousand mornings and stroked our cheeks with a million sunsets. Bathed in the earth. Tangled in ourselves.

His hands hooked around my hips and somehow, my legs were wrapped around him and my back was against the sand. Fluid. He never once parted from my lips. Like glue, we stayed held together by the strands of passion weaved within themselves. Never leave me. And at that moment, I thought he never would.

My lungs were burning, caught aflame by the heat of him and screaming out for air. But I couldn’t leave his lips. The soft curves of the upturned corners of his perfect lips. They molded to mine. Parted for mine. Took me in with every bit of him. Did he feel my heart? Pounding outside of my chest and burying itself into his ribs? Did he feel it mending itself into every bit of him? The veins that wrapped around it and curved itself into his own? Did he feel any of it?

I didn’t dare ask.

My head was growing fuzzy, and the pain in my lungs had subsided as if they had given up demanding I breathe. My eyes fluttered open, my lips parted, and he was gone from mine. Trailing down my jawline and tracing secrets into my skin. I felt them trace the scar that dipped over my collarbone and I shuddered. Like the trees within the storm, I had no chance.

My eyes closed, my breathing continued as I felt him. His lips setting fires into my skin and blisters finding their way in his place. Staining my skin with this memory. Scarring me in secrets that were only mine to have. No staring. Just mine. Hidden deep within the crevices of my skin and ricocheting throughout my body with each beat of my heart that had fled my chest. I was his.

Did he kiss her like this?

The flames burned me up and left me in a crisp. His lips held the pulse on my neck, below my jaw. His hands held my hips. And yet the fire was gone. Replaced with the cool sensation of being drenched in a downpour of cold rain. Her. This wasn’t for me. This was for her.

“Stop.” My hands curled around his shoulders, nails digging into the skin as I sat up. I expected more of a fight. For him to kiss me more and tell me it was okay. That I was okay. I ached for it even. For him to comfort me and continue kissing me like I was his. And he wasn’t thinking of her. But he didn’t. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even look at me.

He was thinking of her. I saw it in the way his jaw clenched and suddenly the fire that danced along the waves was replaced with the same rain I felt. Cold. He sat back, his chest moving with each breath that brought him back to reality. He wouldn’t look at me. His eyes closed, his lips pulled together so tightly I was afraid they would break. Crack under the memories of her.

“Did you kiss her like that?” My fingers found my lips, touching the fullness of them, tracing the pieces that he had once cherished. I wanted him to say no. To immediately deny me and say I was being paranoid. But I was reminded of where I was as soon as his eyes met mine. This was a savage place.

So I left. I left him sitting in the sand with the taste of me still on his lips. I left him by the waves and ached for them to wash him away. But in truth, I knew I would follow after him. To the ends of the earth, I would follow a man who didn’t want me but had my heart entangled with his. Yet he still carried hers. Woven beads inside his beard and her lips still staining his skin.

She would always be his.


Chapter eighteen
Nova


“You need to eat.”

Scout plopped down beside me, the sand flowing everywhere and kicking up along my skin. He held two wooden bowls with a suspicious looking chunky liquid inside, with an even more suspicious smell coming from it. It smelt more rancid than the soup Caspian had made me.

Caspian.

I immediately straightened, my head turning towards the fire that was crackling in front of me, past the people dancing around it, past the ones who shared whispers and looks in my direction, only to see him.

He sat alone, his legs stretched out towards the fire, his hands resting on the log underneath him, yet his eyes were on me. A wooden bowl sat beside him on the ground.

“I’m not hungry.” The words left my lips towards Scout, yet we both knew I wasn’t speaking to him. Only to his brother who stiffened at the words as if he could hear it over the roaring of his people.

“Please,” Scout’s beg made me flinch and I finally looked at him again. I often forgot how young he was until moments like this. It was hard to be young on the Outside. He had to grow up fast to survive. And seeing him like this, seeing him with an uncertainty about him was enough for me to give in. I reached out and a goofy smile appeared on his face. “Trust me, it’s not as bad as it looks.”

“If he made it, it’s probably worse.” Scout cackled, throwing his head back and shoving my shoulder so hard that I fell sideways into the sand, only for Scout to laugh louder.

I couldn’t help the laughter that left my mouth, not with how loud and obnoxious Scout’s was. I stayed in the sand, rolling onto my back and looking up to the stars that flashed above us, the night roaring on as their tribe did around us.

I didn’t mind the people who chose to stare or the ones who just danced around us and ignored us. I didn’t even mind that Caspian was still staring. Still lurking. Always there.

I deserved to laugh. Scout deserved to laugh. We deserved this. If only for a moment.

The days had consisted of picking up and repairing the damage the storm had done. Rebuilding house’s, tending wounds, repairing structures. It had been a lot for everyone, and yet finally, we were given time to replenish and rebuild their connections.

It was something I would never see within the Inside. Their efforts and courage and strength was something I had never seen on the Inside. It was always done for us. There were no storms. There was no destruction. There was nothing to be afraid of. And maybe that had been the issue all along.

I sighed, allowing Scout to pull me up as he still cracked giggles. Yet I had sobered up, the laughter long gone and just replaced with the familiar emptiness I had felt ever since his lips had left mine.

“Here, eat up.” He shoved the bowl into my hands and I spared him a smile before glancing up again. I expected to see him still staring. I wanted him to still be staring. I ached for it. But he was gone.

I sat up straighter, glancing around, my hands gripping onto the bowl with enough force to sting. I ignored the eyes I met as I peered around, only searching for him. But he was nowhere to be found. Gone in an instant.

“I’m not hungry.” I sat the bowl down in the sand and I was only met with the smile falling from Scout’s face, his shoulders slumping as I began to stand up.

“Nova, please eat. You–”

“I’m not hungry.” I repeated the same words, leaving Scout sitting on the sand with two bowls filled with a soup I couldn’t stomach. Even though my stomach protested with every step I took away from him, I couldn’t eat.

I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

I walked away from the light of the fire, walking past the eyes that followed my every step. They were cautious glances, and in truth, I couldn’t blame them. I was a stranger invading their lives. Invading their homes.

As much as I was affecting Caspian, I was affecting them too. I didn’t want to take up space. And that’s all I was. I couldn’t do what they wanted. I couldn’t hunt. I couldn’t survive on my own. I couldn’t cook. I could barely walk around without causing destruction in my path.

This was a mistake.

As much as I wanted to believe it wasn’t. Loving him was a mistake. Loving the thought of him was a mistake. Having him as a soulmate was a mistake.

I swallowed the lump in my throat, picking up the ends of my skirt as I walked away. I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I honestly didn’t care. Maybe it’d be best if I got lost. Lost in the woods. Maybe lost in the sea. Maybe lost forever. If I was alive and lost, I would give everything for him to be content in my absence and alive. If that were the case, maybe he would eventually come searching for me.

I walked past the huts, past the poles hung up to string up animals, past everything remotely close to civilization. I walked until I could no more, until I stood on the cliffs overlooking the dark water.

It was violent at night. The moon illuminated the white caps of the waves that slung droplets into the air and brushed past my skin. It roared. The waves slapped against the rocks below me, and I felt almost drawn to jump in. To soar off the edge, let the sand crumble under my feet and fly with me into the rushing ocean below me. Maybe I could be swallowed up and forgotten about. Maybe it would be for the best.

I took in a deep breath before stepping closer, allowing the pit in my stomach to open up and drop down to my feet. There was a sense of danger that filled me. It was something that even the Inside couldn’t replicate. Not even with the medical advances, nothing they could do could replicate the gut wrenching feeling of alarms sent off by your brain yet was felt in your soul. Jump.

“If you jump, we both die, you know,” I closed my eyes, the air leaving my lungs in one hiccupping gasp. I let go of the bottom of my skirt, letting the ocean breeze brush it in between my thighs and against the tops of my feet. I felt the sand move near me, and suddenly his arm was brushing against mine, his hand folding into mine. And I let him. My fingers wrapped into his and he squeezed as if to thank me for accepting his touch again. “But you know that.”

“What do you want from me, Caspian?” The words were choked up and I hated myself for the way I reacted in his presence. I opened my eyes, turning towards him and away from the ocean, diving back into him. He was already staring at me, and as I turned to him, his other hand went to my cheek. I couldn’t breathe.

He stared at me, his eyes reflecting the moon, his touch rough along my skin. Yet I found comfort in him. I found comfort in all of him. He ran his thumb across my cheek and gripped my hand a little tighter. Was he afraid I’d jump back into the ocean? Pull him with me?

“I’m sorry,” He muttered the words before he leaned forward. I sucked in a breath as his lips touched my forehead. No. He didn’t get to do this. He didn’t have the right. I pulled away and I saw something flash within his eyes. Hurt. “Nova, you asked me if I kissed Fern like that.”

I turned away from him, taking a few steps towards the cliff again. I dug my toes into the sand, staring off into the ocean. I could do it. I could do it. I could do it.

“I never kissed her like I kissed you,” Liar. A bitter taste filled my mouth and I realized I had bitten down on my tongue. The sting was sudden but dulled soon after. I hope you hurt. “Look at me.”

I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. If I looked into his eyes I’d give in. I would accept any and all lies he told me. If I gave in, I would give him everything. I could feel the tears beginning to well in my eyes and I closed my eyes, crossing my arms as if I could close off everything I was feeling towards him.

“Nova,” My eyes flashed open as he suddenly grabbed me, turning me towards him so I could see him. See his eyes. And I dove into them. The tears slid down my cheeks and his hand caught them, the regret flashing in his eyes. “Kissing you gave me a purpose again.”

“Stop. Just stop!” I pushed him, yet his hands only pulled me closer.

“You keep comparing yourself to someone that–”

“No. You keep comparing me to someone that I will never live up to. Don’t put the blame on me.” I shoved him again and he let go this time, staring into my soul. The tears fell more rapidly and I wiped them away, turning away from him again.

“Tell me why my heart aches when you turn your back to me then,” He doesn’t get to do this. “Tell me why I haven’t quit thinking of your lips,” I couldn’t breathe. “Tell me why I haven’t been able to sleep since you moved to another hut,” This wasn’t fair. “Tell me why you consume my very being,” He had no right. “Tell me why I ache for you, all of you.”

“I never asked you to leave her, you know.” My voice cracked and I hated myself for it. I dug my nails into the palms of my hands, aching for the pain in my heart to leave. Yet it had taken root there, burrowing itself deep within my soul.

“You were written for me by the fates, Nova,” He turned me towards him, grabbing my hand and pulling my nails out of my palm. He brushed his thumb across the half moons in my skin. “Loving you was never a question. But my heart had already been given to another.”

I yanked my hand away, but he grabbed it again, this time pulling it to his bare chest. He radiated heat, even with the coolness of the ocean breeze. My fingers splayed across his chest, right over his heart. The beating of it at my fingertips. He held it there, even as I pushed against him, even as I tried to step back into the sea. He held me still.

“I loved her, I will always love her, but–”

“Why are you doing this? Haven’t you hurt me enough?” A sob left my lips as I tried to tear myself out of his grip again, the tears slid down my cheeks. He was going to kill me. My heart was breaking. I wondered if he could feel it.

“But she was before you. Before I felt you. Before I kissed you. Before I saw you,” I was too tired for this. The tears slid down my cheeks and stung my skin with the cold, yet his hand was there to wipe them away. He was always there. “She was before I knew you ever existed. If I had known. God, Nova, I wish I could have known.”

“What would have changed? You would have found me? Come to rescue me and take me to the Outside only for your people to hate me? Only to end up hating me too? What would have changed, huh?”

“I would have loved you sooner.” Maybe it was the way the moon was cascading down his body. Maybe it was the way he looked at me like I was the only woman he had ever known. Maybe it was the way he held me to him. I wasn’t sure what it was, but at that moment, I believed him. Even if he was lying. Maybe I just wanted to believe he loved me. Maybe I just ached for love from a man who had done anything but that. Maybe I was desperate. I wasn’t sure.

But I gave in.

“Then love me now.”

He pulled me flush against him in one quick movement and it was like the beach all over again. Hungry. Angry. Both of us fueled by tension and lust and love and understanding. His hands were fisted in my hair and his lips were on mine. On my cheeks. On my neck. On my collarbone. Everywhere.

I was against the sand again, yet this time, I couldn’t remember how I got there. He was between my legs, his hands ripping down my top in one movement, staring down at me as if I hung the moon. As if I were the only light this world had to offer. He wasn’t thinking of her. He had forgotten her name.

“Caspian.” I whispered his name, and his eyes darted to mine, his fingers still along my skin. There was nothing there but that fire. That need. And I was sure mine mirrored his. We craved one another. He ached for me.

“Nova.” He whispered my name back. There was a single moment of silence before he leaned down and captured my lips with his once again.

His tongue danced with mine, my hands skimming over his skin and grabbing hold of every inch of him. His arms, his sides, his hands, his shoulders, down his back. And he did the same. His hands touched and grabbed every bit of me. Pulling my hair, squeezing my neck, grabbing onto my chest and sliding down my skin, tugging at my skirt. He was everywhere.

He kissed down my neck and that familiar path across the scars he had given me through the years before trailing lower. His tongue was hot along my skin, dancing over my chest and sliding over the peaks and valleys of my skin. I was on fire.

I arched my back, pressing my chest into his mouth further as a moan left my lips. Yet it was covered up by the ocean. The roaring of the waves. The screaming of the breeze. The whistling of the wood. It swallowed every groan that came from his lips and mine.

He grinded against me, his hand grabbing onto mine and pressing it into the cool sand, his other hand dipping between our bodies until I felt the cool breeze against the inside of my thighs. Bare to the wind. Bared to him.

My eyes flashed open and I suddenly became hyper aware of where we were. Of what events were about to occur. Of how much my body was aching for him. I grabbed onto his arm, yet his fingers brushed between my thighs.

Fire. That’s what he was. He pulled his head up from my chest and stared at me. The moon illuminated him, his hair tousled from my hands. He cocked his head to the side as he stared down at me, shifting his weight to push my thighs open more. I wanted to hide. I felt vulnerable. No one had looked at me the way he was staring down at me. No one had ever seen me the way he saw me. Into my soul.

I opened my mouth to protest, my fingers shaking as they curled around his arm. But as I moved, his fingers danced again as he dipped his index finger into the slit that glistened for him. My head fell to the side, my body jerking as fire erupted in the pit of my stomach. His other hand still held my wrist, my fingers flexing as he tightened his hold.

He knew how to play me. He knew every chord to strum, every buzz I would make with each and every finger that dove against my body in ways no one else had. He knew me. As much as I hated myself. I had never felt more loved by a man who had tried everything to hate me too.

“Look at me,” And I did, my head lulling to the side as I stared up at him. “Moan for me,” He dipped a finger inside of me. And I obeyed. A moan left my lips, my one hand dipping into the sand, grabbing a fistful of it as the other dug my nails into his arm. To feel him inside of me, even the curl of his fingers, was enough to send me spiraling.

He moved his finger in and out of me, pushing his body against my thigh as he stared down at me. His eyes danced over my face before looking at what he was doing to me.

What am I doing? God, what is he doing to me?

“Tell me what you want,” He leaned down and brushed his lips against my knee, bringing my leg over his. A gasp left me. I couldn’t breathe. “Nova. Tell me what you need.”

“I need–” I swallowed, my attention focusing on his thumb as it stroked against the bundle of nerves between my thighs. My eyes closed, head tilting into the sand again as a moan left me.

“Nova, use your words.” I couldn’t though. And he knew that. But I didn’t have to. He knew what I needed. He knew what I wanted. And he was already planning to give me all of that.

“I need you.” It was all I could manage, but it was enough. He understood. He pushed a second finger inside of me and I pushed my hips up and into him as I ached for him. Just as much as he ached for me.

But it all ended as soon as we heard voices near us.

He pulled me up from the sand in one movement, yanking up my top and straightening my skirt so it fell appropriately as if nothing had happened. We were five feet apart in the time it took me to swallow the moan that had almost left my lips.

I stood on trembling legs, trying to catch my breath. I glanced at him, yet he stood as if nothing had happened, his weight on one foot, his arms crossed and relaxed as we watched a few of his people walk down the beach with spears and torches at the ready. They never even glanced our way, too distracted with their own conversations.

We stood there, watching them even after they were long gone. Was he embarrassed of me? Did he regret me? Would he ever want me again?

“We should…” He swallowed, running a hand through his hair before finally turning towards me once again. His eyes were no longer on fire, yet I saw the heat along his chest. His skin was red just like mine, too caught up in each other to register the heat until now. We should continue. We should find each other again. We should– “We should go to bed.”

I stared at him. At the eyes that wouldn’t meet mine any longer. At his body that was turned away from me. At the man who acted like his fingers weren’t inside me just a few moments ago. He wouldn’t look at me. He kept looking towards the ocean. Did he do this just to stop me from ending it all? Just to stop me from jumping off the cliff?

“Goodnight, Caspian.” I left him there. Aching for more. Aching for more than he was ever ready to give me. I should have known. But I was desperate for a love he was never ready to give.

I left him on the cliffs. Ready to jump.

Maybe I should have jumped when I had the chance.


Chapter nineteen
Nova


Regret.

It was a weird word on the Inside. A miscommunication some would say, caught within old dictionaries that smelt of mold and were brittle to the touch. The word meant nothing really. As if you regretted something, you could erase it. Simple as that.

The doctors would insert a serum into your IV and you would feel better. No regret. No depression. No anxiety. It was a simple procedure that required minimum care afterwards. You just woke up. Feeling refreshed with a clean slate.

People on the Inside smiled too much. I realized that now as the regret ate up my insides and gnawed on my bones. I tried to keep that smile that they had given me after every night of pain. I tried to shove it back on my once glossed lips that were now cracked with sand and salt. But the Outside had no serums. Nothing to shove into my blood and make it better. There were no clean slates. Only regret that stained my skin red and twisted my heart. It tasted bitter. I didn’t like the taste.

So I tried to drown it out by the bitterness of the tea Ivy had given me. She said it would calm my mind. Calm the breaking of my heart. But not even the tea could fix the regret that stained my lips.

“You’ll stay here until we figure out a more permanent place for you.” Ivy’s voice pulled me from the turmoil of thoughts, bringing my eyes to hers as she laid out more furs. Her hut was tiny. Too tiny for her, her husband, and her two daughters. But yet she welcomed me. I was grateful for her. The rest of the tribe was still weary of me. For the time being, she was all I had.

“Thank you,” My voice cracked, my fingers coming to my lips and tracing the memories that stained them. Ivy said nothing. She understood. In some form or another, she understood the pain I felt. “Do you need help?” I didn’t want to help. Not when I still had the salty taste of his lips upon mine. Not when my heart was still woven within his chest cavity. Not when my knees still trembled. But I did.

Her family was gone for the time being. Her husband hunting for them, her children outside with the others. The life that was etched into the walls was the only remnant of the bustling family. I could only imagine what it was like to have a large family. I only had my dad on the Inside. Now? I had nothing.

“Here, cut these.” Ivy gave me three carrots that looked nothing like the ones Inside. They were twisted and curved and oddly shaped, nothing like the perfectly shaped ones Inside. The color was brighter. Even with the dirt caked on. These were natural. I wondered what they fed us on the Inside.

My fingers curved around the hilt of the knife she gave me, my other hand pushing one carrot into the small surface against the wall. She was preparing a broth. Spices and items I had never seen before. This was different from what I was used to.

It smelt nice too, nothing like the poison Caspian knew how to make.

“No, smaller,” I obeyed. Cutting the carrot into smaller pieces until she gave me an approving nod. Did she think I was stupid? Did they all believe me to be useless? Because I wouldn’t blame them. The Inside was a lie. I realized that now. The residue was long washed from my hazy eyes. I was not myself here. I was a new me. A brutal me. A savage me. “After dinner, I’ll show you where we bathe.”

Bathe. I turned my nose inwards, pulling my arm to sniff. Once. Twice. I shook my head. I stunk. I realized that now. I couldn’t think of when I arrived. How many days it had been? I wasn’t sure. I ran my hand through my hair, only to wince. The tangles and matted clumps that were stuck within it were enough to leave me pulling away. I was disgusting. I wondered what Caspian thought of me. I wondered what he thought of me when his hands couldn’t leave me the night before. Of what he thought when he was kissing my skin. Or touching my body. Or what–

I don’t care.

But I did. I hated to admit it, but every thought that passed that man’s head, I wanted to know. To take him into my arms and ask him what he thought of me. What he dreamed I would be. But I knew the answer. The truth stung. It buried itself into my heart and shocked every bit of me with each beat of it. He dreamed of Fern. That was the truth. Even with what he said last night. I knew what he meant. He only wanted me when it was the right time for him.

I never wished her death. But in truth, I never wished for her existence. My father promised me as a little girl that one day the pain of his scars would end, but in truth, I wished he had told the truth. To bathe me in the truth that I would never let go of the pain. Of the turmoil that raged through my young body all the way to here. This wasn’t what I was promised. I was promised the world. I felt like all I was given was Hell.

Could caelum heal my soul?

“We’ll let this simmer as we go wash.” Her hands stole the chopped up carrots from me, throwing them in the pot over the small fire. I wanted to stay. Stay within the confines of this small hut and sob into the fur blankets. But it wasn’t an option. Not as her hand wrapped around my wrist and she pulled me outside. Into the heat. Into the light. Into the heart of the tribe.

I didn’t plan to look for him. Not as we walked through the tribe and made our way to the forest lining the sand. But I did. My head turned with every step, eyes peeled for the ocean. But he wasn’t there. Did he come back from the spot I left him? Or was he washed away by my tears? Caught between the raging water and the sharp rocks. No, I would have felt his pain.

But did he feel mine?

“Come on now, we haven’t got all day.” Her hand squeezed my wrist and she gave me a knowing look before tugging me along with her. I didn’t want to. I wanted to be swallowed up by the sand. To disappear without a single thought and find solace in the cold crevices under our feet. But she wouldn’t let me. She pulled me up the hill and my feet touched the softness of the soil. The still damp ground that laid under the giant trees.

The sun couldn’t find me here. Under the shade of the thick branches and the leaves that reached out to me. Reaching toward us and coaxing us into this haven. I wondered why they hadn’t built their homes here. Within the cool humidity of the forest. I could live here. I could escape here. I could be here. Only if he came with me though. He was the only exception.

“Take note of where we’re going,” Her hand let go of me, brushing back a stray hair that fell from her braids. I followed closely behind her, my eyes darting through the forest. I couldn’t understand the maze. Every tree looked the same, every rock was the same, and every turn took me back to the same place. “Listen.” She stopped. My feet digging into the soft moss we stood on, her eyes closing and I followed suit. Listening.

I listened to our breathing, to the subtle rustling of the tree branches. To the birds that alerted the rest of our presence. A bug buzzed near my ear, hitting my cheek and I slapped at it. Only to hear it. The soft sound of rushing water. Slowly. Smoothly. Steadily.

My eyes opened and Ivy was already walking, a happy gait to a strong woman. She walked with a purpose, and I followed closely behind, hoping somehow, her strength would blow off on me.

I followed her through the trees, planting my feet in her sure footsteps. It wasn’t long before we came along a spring. It was beautiful. Crystal clear water that trickled off into multiple streams. The earth was greener here. If that was even possible. The lush vegetation and the flowers that bloomed from them were stunning. Nothing like I had seen before. This was something of the story books within the dusty libraries. The Time Before.

“Come now, I promise it’s okay.” I diverted my attention from her as she began undressing. I had to remind myself of the rules that were no longer valid. This place wasn’t like the Inside. There were no boundaries here. No safety nets that were placed there in case we fell. There was nothing here except the jagged rocks that laid underneath the waves, ready for the moment they would begin their assault on your life. Did these people ever sleep? Could they rest knowing that any moment they could die without really living? Without finding their purpose?

Or was this all they had to live for?

I shook the thoughts from my mind, beginning to undress as well and sink into the crystal clear water. I placed myself as far away from her as possible, planting myself against the bank, allowing myself to sink into the water.

It was surprisingly warm. The water soothing my worries and fueling my thoughts of tomorrow. It coaxed me into oblivion, closing my eyes as I sunk under the water. It pulled me under and filled my lungs with the freshness of life. Sliding into my pores and scrubbing away every ounce of the Outside. It took the dirt away. Took the grime away. Took my breath away.

On the Inside, I always used to hold my breath in the bath. To count as long as I could to see just how powerful my lungs were. To imagine what it would be like to be out of the government’s hands. They couldn’t save me under the water. I was at my own mercy. Placing my life in my hands where not even my soulmate could find me.

Here. It was different. I felt the water moving around me, the burning in my lungs increasing as I tried to stay under. My eyes opened, yet I immediately closed them. The sting was too much. The burning was too much. And pretty soon, I surfaced.

I gasped for air, pushing back soaked hair and glancing at Ivy. She was scrubbing fiercely at her skin with what looked like leaves, but her back was turned to me. I was alone in my thoughts here. In the warm water that felt similar to the water in the Inside. It was clean. It was fresh. It was forever moving.

I turned back into my corner, my toes finding the bottom and digging into the soft mud at the bottom. I could stay here forever. Caught in the slow swaying of the water and the streams that moved through it. And for a moment, I thought I would.

“Nova, get out,” Ivy’s command made me jump, my arms wrapping around my chest as I turned to her, watching as she quickly got out of the water. I stayed in. My toes squeezing the soft mud as I tried to see what had happened. “Nova!” Her demand had me getting out, ignoring my modesty as I fumbled with the clothes skewed across the grass.

“What is it? What-”

But that’s when I heard it. The sudden sound of blades brushing through the air, chopping the clouds with each movement they made. They were loud. Thundering even. Coming from far away, yet they sounded as if they were on top of us.

I felt my heart beating with the blades that thundered overhead. A whooshing sound. The branches shaking in terror. The ground vibrating.

I wanted to believe this wasn’t what I believed it was. But as we ran, Ivy’s hand around mine and pulling us quickly through the forest, I knew it had to be them. I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t sure how. But the blades that tore through the air and above the clouds were part of me.

They were from the Inside.

And they were headed towards the tribe.


Chapter twenty
Caspian


My lips still carried the secret of her upon them.

The sweet taste of vanilla coated along my tongue. Her hands were still in my hair. Her body was still against mine. Her heart was still woven inside of my ribcage, beating. Slowly. Once. Twice. Repeat.

I wanted to say that I regretted it. That I wished I could go back and stay planted among the waves rather than walking towards her. I wanted to say that I would have never kissed her. Would have never walked towards her. Would have never embraced her body and found home within her arms. Would have never found her last night and stole every inch of her. But I couldn’t. If I could go back, I’d do it again. Over and over again on a constant repeat. Her lips. My lips. Her hands. My hands. Not knowing where my skin ended and hers began.

I would do it all over again if she hadn’t left me buried in the sand. If it wasn’t ruined by my tribemates walking past us in the night.

I ached for the ocean to pull me under. As I sat there, my legs stretched out in front of me, I hoped that the water would reach my feet. A few inches and they would have me. Possibly drag me under and leave me gasping for air. Take me away from the thoughts of her. Take me away from the woman I loved. Take me away from the woman I was made for.

But she wasn’t Fern. She would never be her. And that was my demise. The once warm body that had warmed me countless nights, was no longer here. She was gone. And she would never come back. Yet she was still tangled within my bloodstream. She was still tangled up in my mind and wrapped around my heart. She was suffocating me. Yet I allowed her to. It was my fault.

Her death. The kiss. The fight. It was my fault.

My fingers fumbled with the necklace I had placed along my neck. The cool blue stone that had once touched Fern’s chest. The stone that had trailed along her breasts that same way my fingers once had. The same stone that had kissed her a thousand times. I stole it from her dead body. The cold that filled her had forever frozen the sea swirling in its essence. It was suffocating me.

I ripped it from my neck, the chord I had made her fraying at the etches as it was pulled from my skin. It wasn’t mine to have. I had pushed her away. In her final moments, throwing her into the wind and watching as she landed. The Hag said she hadn’t felt any pain. But I didn’t believe her. They tell you anything when someone close to you dies. They console you with empty promises and made-up words. No one will dare tell me the truth.

It was my fault.

My nails curled around the stone, eyes closed, and my mouth open. I didn’t deserve this. I didn’t deserve her. Either of them. Fern. Nova. Two women that were carved inside my chest. One I fell in love with. The other one fell into me by the Fates. I was given two chances. I threw them all into the sea.

“I love you.” The words were spoken effortlessly. Leaking from my lips and dripping down my chin onto the stone I held in my palms. The words slithered into the rock until it warmed it. Crushed between two hands and pressed into my lips. I tasted the salt of the sea. The same stone I had found for Fern so long ago. We were children then. We were innocent then. And now it was all gone.

The stone left my palm with a flick of my wrist, stumbling across the sand and being washed away by the tears of my ancestors. I watched as the tide came. Once. Twice. And it was gone. Pulled down into the dark depths of my secrets and the blood I spilled over. Fern was gone. And so was that part of me. Skin peeled back. Nails chipping off. Eyelids being taken by the Fates. I would never sleep again. Not without that piece of me.

I was empty.

“Cas!” It was a shout. No, a scream. I stood, my feet digging into the sand and hands burying everything I had to get up the hill. As I came upon my tribe, I broke out into a run.

The wind was turning. The sounds of blades chopping the air was all I heard. The clouds were too low to swallow up the sound. It cascaded into the sea and was spat back up the shore. Insiders. A bitter taste that filled the sky with a dark shadow of hovers.

The same contraptions that had taken me . The same machine that had swallowed me up and spat me back at my tribe with Nova by my side. They shouldn’t be here.

I stumbled as the wind grew stronger the farther I ran into the heart of the tribe. There were three of them. Lowering themselves, pushing us into the ground with each rapid pulse of their blades. The whooshing in my ears was enough to deafen me. Loud. Thunderous. Screaming.

Scout stumbled into me, fear in his eyes as his knees bent with the screaming of the wind. There were shouts from my tribe. The screams of the future eating away at my flesh. I grabbed Scout tightly, my other hand reaching out to grab onto a post in the ground. I would not lose him too.

“Where’s Kekoa?” I had to shout into his ear, my lips brushing along his ear as he pushed into my side. I followed his hand as he pointed. Kekoa was standing in the doorway of our hut. Spear in hand, rage upon his lips that were pulled back into a sneer. He was ready for a war. A war we wouldn’t win. “Where is…?” My voice was taken from me and poured over me like a cold rain. It tasted like blood.

Realization darted over Scout’s face and I watched as his eyes darted over our tribe. His eyebrows drew together, the hovers landing near us and shutting off entirely. But he didn’t let go of me, his knees never straightened. The air never stopped turning. I watched as he danced over them again. Not twice, but three times before he looked at me again. She wasn’t here.

I let go of Scout, my feet stumbling forward, my hands finding the spear that was leaned against the side of a hut. I would kill them all before they took her from me. I already lost part of me. I would not lose her too.

“What do we do, Cas?” Scout’s hand grabbed my shoulder, turning me toward him. The fear in his eyes was enough to knock me back. My toes curled within the sand and I took in slow breaths. I didn’t know what to tell him. I was just as clueless as him. I had nothing else to give him. No reassurance. No compassion. No love.

I was just as scared.

My tribe was cowering backwards. Feet shuffled inside huts, some of the others clutched spears with their fear staining the blade. We were not ready. For whatever this was, we were not ready.

I turned back towards the hovers. The blades were moving so slowly, awaiting orders to start up again and cut the air. They were not planning on staying. Not now. Not ever. I watched as the doors opened. The large door I had once exited from, now intimidating, as it opened slowly.

Soldiers exited. Men from each hover, all armed, all ready. Their bodies were coated in a black material that clung to them. They were padded with strength and armed with war. They wore helmets, hiding their identities to us all. I wondered what they were. Who they were. Maybe they were someone’s husband, someone’s father, someone’s brother. I would never know.

“Take them alive.” I heard the command. The command that came from the sky and boomed over us. I heard the war cry of the machines. The blades that turned up and pushed our people over. I heard the war cry from Kekoa as well. Muffled from the blades, but loud enough to be heard. My people charged. Their people charged. Scout yelled. But I couldn’t take my eyes off the sand.

Nova.

It came out as a yell. My lips parted and yelled for a woman who’s lips still stained mine. Could she hear me over the blades? Could she hear me over the yells? Could she hear me over my heart beating for her and only her?

“Caspian!” I heard her. A soft shout from the distance, and my feet were kicking up sand. Scout ran with me. His own voice yelling with hers. I ran away from my people. Away from my home. All for a woman that I never wanted.

I looked for her, attempting to get away. Attempting to cancel out the shouts of my people. Attempting to find her.

She came from the trees. Wet hair and red cheeks and I had never seen anything more beautiful than her. She was an angel. And for that moment, she made me stumble. Or at least, I thought it was her.

A pinch in my shoulder tore me away from her beauty, Scout tripping over me and falling beside me. I immediately tried to sit up, my hand going for my shoulder, only to pull away a dart that was stained with my blood.

“Scout run,” My tongue was already heavy. My body was already growing warm. My head fuzzy. I couldn’t breathe. I glanced behind me, my eyes fuzzy. Two armed men ran towards us. Armed and ready to shoot us down. My vision blurred. “Scout, run!” My last demand.

I turned toward her. Nova was swaying in my blurred vision. I saw her arm reach up and rub her shoulder. Once. Twice. She hit her knees. I couldn’t breathe.

Scout’s hand grabbed my wrist once more, but I shoved him away with heavy arms. I would not let him die here. Not with me. He didn’t deserve that.

My head hit the sand, but it felt as if I was floating. My tongue was swallowed up. I couldn’t hear. But I saw his lips move. I felt his hand touch my head, and then he was gone. I tried to hold my eyes open. Tried to speak. Tried to move. But I was so still. The air was holding me down. Crushing me with the blades of their hovers. I would die here.

I blinked slowly. Long closes that were growing slower as time stood still. But I saw him. I watched as Scout ran up the bank, into the trees. He had Nova. Clutched in his arms and running through the trees. He had my heart in his arms.

She would not die alone.


Chapter twenty-one
Nova


“You promised, Carter. This wasn’t the plan,” Dad.

His voice was so familiar. Like a past memory filling every bit of me. Warm. Loving. But this was brash. A hiss and a tortured scream that darted through his teeth and slithered up my throat. This wasn’t him. “Get your hands off my daughter.”

That’s when I felt them. The pinch of my skin, the pull upon the crook of my elbow as they inserted a needle into my flesh. They. I wasn’t even sure who they were. My eyes wouldn’t open. My limbs were too heavy to push them away. My heart was too slow. Lethargic. Where am I?

“I said, get your fucking hands off her.” A curse. It was foreign coming from his lips. He never cursed. He didn’t like the way it tasted, he used to say. It was a lie. He said the curse like he had cursed his entire life. It tasted bitter upon mine, and yet it was spoken to deaf ears. The hands pinched my skin again, another pushing on my chest. What are you looking for? I wanted to ask. But my tongue was heavy. My lips wouldn’t move.

Caspian.

He had been shot down. We had been shot down. I had felt his pain. Felt the earth crumbling along his spine, and I went down with him. I faintly remembered Scout. The tears sliding down his red cheeks. His skinny arms carrying me with so much struggle I was afraid we would fall. But after that? It all went dark. Was he dead? I wanted to worry for Caspian too. But if he died, I died too. There was no hope for me without him. He was alive. He was okay. He was unharmed.

“Darren, do you not remember who gave the order? If you think my hands are dirty, look at yours. You’re just as guilty.”

“Fuck you.”

There it was again. The foreign voice that choked me harder. Nails dug into my flesh and blood pooled out of my ears. This was his fault. That’s what he had said. But it had to be a lie. A lie that was killing me with every passing moment. I couldn’t breathe.

A sharp pain in my cheek caused a whimper to pass my closed lips. The aching pain. The stinging sensation. The warming of my heart. Caspian. What were they doing to him?

Would he die by my father’s hands? Or was it technically by mine? I had killed him.

“She’s distressed. Call off orders for the savage.” Savage. That’s what my father’s words tasted like. Savage. Barbaric. He was not my father here. He was a stranger.

Another pinch in my arm, and my eyes opened. A high pitch beeping in the room shot at me. From all angles and screamed inside my ears. My head ached, my body twisted, and my own screams met the beeping in a passionate dance of blood and thunder. Twisting and twirling until the beeping died and my own scream was left into its soliloquy. Until it too died off and left my throat aching. Burning.

The bright lights overhead made me squint. I wasn’t sure how long I had been on the Outside, but the Inside was foreign to me now. Deadly. Bright. It was filled with fake light that I had never realized before, but as I squinted down at myself, I realized I was covered in the fake fabric as well. A hospital gown. It was scratchy and heavy along my frame, pulling me down into the cold metal of the table I laid on.

This was no longer my home.

“Nova,” I didn’t like the way my name sounded normal upon my father’s lips. I glanced up at him, expecting to see a monster peeling back the layers of skin and snarling its teeth at me, but he was normal. The same wrinkles that told stories upon his skin, the same eyes that turned downwards that were in a constant state of sadness. He was normal. “Nova, you need to calm down.”

I didn’t realize the anger that was seething off of me. My nails found home within the fleshy part of my palms. Half moons were indented in my flesh, a stain of the anger he made me feel. The beeping was still there. Quiet, yet still beeping with my pulse. It was then that I noticed the wires taped into me, the tubes running amuck in my veins. Savage.

My hands immediately grabbed at them, yanking them from my flesh, only to be stopped mid-tear as two men grabbed my wrists. I couldn’t form words. I couldn’t form the curses my father had stolen from me, they bubbled in my chest but were shoved down by the heavy tongue that found home in my mouth.

“Let her go.” A demand, and the two men let go. Their lab coats brushed my arms as they turned and pressed their backs to the white walls, both watching me. Waiting for another outburst. But I stared at them as I peeled the bloody IV out of the crook of my elbow. That spot was not made for them.

“Caspian,” My tongue tangled in my mouth and pressed back in my throat as the scratchy words left my throat. They tasted bitter. Dry and deserted. “Caspian.” Again. It bubbled up and tore through my chest like a spear I wished to stab through Dr. Carter’s curious eyes. He stood beside my father in the too white room. My father wore a white lab coat, just like theirs. He was one of them.

“Caspian is fine, but you know that already, don’t you?” Dr. Carter. The poison that leaked from his lips and shot daggers in my heart. I couldn’t breathe. He was a serpent. The tongue that licked his lips was forked and his eyes turned into slits. He was deadly.

I tried to meet my father’s eyes, attempting to see the narrowed slits. Attempted to see him follow his lead. But I was caught within the lie. The same father that had nursed me back to health. That had taught me everything about this life that my mind could handle. The same father with the timid smile and lines around his eyes. He was an excellent liar.

Before I could take credit for my actions, I was running at him. My hand hit his face, my knee met his upper thigh, and all the anger in the world was pulsing through me. I ignored the blood that dripped from the hole in the arm. I ignored the shouts from Dr. Carter and the two doctors. I ignored it all except my fists that pounded into my father. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was pounding in my ears. Leaking through the cracks and filling my soul with fire.

“Stop.” My father. His hands dug into my wrists, pushing back, nails digging into my heart and pulling every ounce of my childhood out of me. I couldn’t breathe. My lips moved, but nothing came out of them. Like silent screams that were only meant for his ears. I saw the pain in his face. The struggle to push his once docile daughter off of him. He never saw this coming.

I never saw this coming.

I felt a pinch in my neck, hands ripping me off of my father as I continued to kick the air and shatter the walls with my screams. The two doctors pinned me against the metal table. I bit at the air. Blood filled my mouth as I dug teeth into one of them, biting through the latex. I was savage.

A shout left their lips, the other slipped their fingers into my mouth. Gagging me until I spat the blood and his finger out of my mouth. It was still attached. The bloodied hand grabbed my throat. Pinning me to the table. Choking me into submission. The world was falling on top of me. The jagged rocks pierced my chest and filled me with holes. I was empty.

My head grew heavy. My body grew tired. I was still in a few moments, strapped down with leather bindings. Like I was an animal. Like I was barbaric. Like I was savage.

“You’ll feel better when you wake, sweet girl.” My father. His bruised face hovered over mine. But then it was gone. My eyelids closed, my tongue grew heavy, my face became warm. The needle. It was poison. Flooding my veins with something to keep me sedated. Something to knock the fight out of me.

I was too strong. They were weak.

A hand touched my cheek. And everything drifted away.
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My questions went unanswered, bouncing off white walls and security cameras that moved with my movements. An endless dance as I paced the small room. I wondered who was maneuvering them. My father? Dr. Carter? Or was it the bastard who’s finger I almost bit off? I still tasted his blood in my mouth.

My fist swung again. Bruised knuckles pounding into a defenseless wall that I knew they were watching me from behind. Could they see the anger? Could they see the rage? Could they see the ache to kill them? Hands wrapped around their necks and tearing them limb from limb. They were right. I was a savage.

“Nova, we need you to stay calm, okay?” The room shook with my father’s voice and I jumped, sliding into the wall and glancing up for an obvious speaker, but I saw nothing. Nothing but the bright blinding light that crushed me from above. “We need your compliance.”

My compliance? The word made my insides turn, my body revolted against my own mind. It twisted inside of me and seeped out of my pores like hot lava, burning me from the inside. It ached and sent my mind ablaze. I spat. The fluid hitting the wall that wasn’t a wall in a room that wasn’t a room. It slid down the screen as I sneered at them. Waiting for them to say it again. Waiting for the armed forces to reach into the room and grab me from my chamber to throw me into some kind of dungeon. I mean, this was my fairytale, was it not?

But that’s when I heard him. The echoing sound of footsteps and war cries that traveled down an empty hallway outside of my room. I felt a pinch along my wrist, a red ring appearing like he was handcuffed. I felt my heart ache as soon as I heard his shout. The angry shout that sent waves upon the shore and tore apart huts. The same shout that sent goosebumps along my arms and made every hair upon my body stand up.

Caspian.

The word parted my lips and I flung myself at the door, my shaking hands grasping the handle and attempting to pry it open. I didn’t care if I wasn’t his. I didn’t care if he wasn’t mine. I didn’t care about anything except finding his arms and sliding into his oceans to escape this prison.

“Nova, step away from the door.” The voice. My father’s was replaced by a stranger’s. Strong. Calculated. Evil. It was laced with the same poison that had filled my veins. Yet for some reason, I followed his orders. My feet shuffled back until my thighs hit the edge of the surgical table that took up the room. Yet my eyes never left the door. Tracing the locks. Finding the keyhole and opening it with my mind. Opening it so hard to dent the wall behind it.

It opened.

I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. To throw myself at the ocean before me and drown among the waves, to set fire along the ripples and let it engulf us both. But I was still.

I couldn’t move from my position against the surgical table. It bit at my thighs and cut apart my heart at the sight of him. Caspian. In all his glory. The threads along his hips were merely shredded, hanging limp along his thighs and brushing away every inch of modesty that I thought I had. I shook my head, focusing back on his eyes that were straining towards me with parted lips. He lurched forward, the two guards restrained him and pulled him back as if he were a feral dog. Release him.

“Nova.” My name sounded like fresh air upon his lips. It glided through the air and awoke me from my prison, my feet finding themselves and flinging myself upon him. My arms grabbed at him, attempting to yank him from the two men’s grasps. Nails dug in. Stings erupted upon my flesh. Screams were let through the air.

I was flung into the cold concrete with what felt like a million bee stings. Every pain I had ever felt was amplified upon my body. Limp. Lifeless. Dead. I smelt burning flesh and I heard the screams only to realize they were finding themselves out of my own mouth. Traveling down my chin with wet saliva and puddling on the floor. My hands were gone. I knew they were gone. From the smell of my flesh in my nostrils and the jolting throughout my body, I knew they were gone.

“Nova! Nova, baby!” His voice used to sound like that. In the middle of the night when pain would erupt on my adolescent body and blood would seep into my duvet, he used to say the same thing. Over and over again as if it would help. As if the pain would ease. As if I couldn’t feel the stab of my own soulmate.

Now he was the one doing the pain.

“You promised me you wouldn’t hurt her!” A shout. A slap. I couldn’t open my eyes to see who had done what. I wanted to form words. To let my father know what kind of item he could shove up unforgiving holes, but my lips were made of blisters. Was that blood seeping out of my mouth?

“We didn’t, Darren, and you know that. It’s not my fault they’re linked together,” Another slap. Another shout. And my eyes were being peeled open by blinding light. I groaned. He sighed. And darkness encased me again. “We both know the truth.”

I felt his pain. The aching of my bones and the tingling of my fingers. He made me out to be something I wasn’t. It was almost like a mirage. But the pain I felt was anything but. An illusion. My reality.

It felt like days before my body began to move again, yet judging by the people within the room, it was only a few minutes. It started with the twitch of my fingertips, the flex of my wrist, and ended with my eyes opening. Blinding light was the first thing that met me. I wondered if it was the afterlife. Has God finally found me? But it ended as soon as my father’s eyes met mine. His hand touched my cheek as if he had the right to console me. As if I still considered him my dad. I was in Hell.

“Don’t touch me.” A growl found its way out of my throat and clutched onto his hand with sharp fangs. He pulled back with the bite, standing up and watching as I raised myself on shaking legs. Caspian was already standing, his hands still bound behind him, but he was turned away from me. I saw the rawness of his wrists, the blood rushing through his hands and lines darting up his flesh. Another chapter within our story, fresh out of the press with ink dripping down his hands.

The cuffs were electric. My hands were still attached.

Darting within our souls and shocking us into submission. I realized that now. Tangled up in every emotion we’d ever felt and allowed it to take hold of everything within us. Allowed it into our bodies to electrify us until we could no longer grasp reality.

“What do you want from us?” Caspian. His voice was fire and it burned all who dared to touch him. Zapping them with their own electricity. Sliding it into their jugulars until they could feel nothing but the bite of his teeth and the blood seeping out into the tiled floor. Bite them. I wanted to growl out. To let my own tongue slide out words and grab hold of humanity. Take it away from the world I used to love.

“We want nothing-”

“He’s wrong, we want everything.” Dr. Carter cut off my father with a cold blade, immediately it brought out the rage between my father’s brows. Anger. Rage. Despise. It was clear in his eyes as he glared at Dr. Carter. Yet he was oblivious to him. Only staring at Caspian as if he were the one to answer every question he ever had.

I didn’t speak. I couldn’t. Not when the world was spinning around me and the cuffs were piercing through flesh now. Are those spikes? I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore. My eyes stole Caspian’s from across the room. His eyes were unfamiliar. Too many waves, too many clouds, too many storms. They were deadly.

“We have nothing to give you.” His voice was foreign to me. His native tongue was seeping off of his tongue, a thick accent that I had never heard. It tasted of anger. It tasted of rage. It tasted of death.

We were only greeted with chuckles from the Devil himself. Dr. Carter smoothed the wrinkles in his lab coat before he nodded to the two guards that held onto Caspian’s arms. And they moved closer. Just like that, they moved towards me. My heart leaped from my chest and grabbed onto him. As much as I hated him, he was all I had. My father was no longer that. A stranger wearing my father’s skin, a creature with fanged teeth and a forked tongue.

“Caspian,” He was placed in front of me and scooped his name off of my tongue with just a breath. His eyes traveled over my frame as if looking for wounds, yet he knew. He always knew. I watched as Dr. Carter and my father left, leaving nothing but the taste of acid within the air and fire burning the walls. The guards released Caspian and quickly followed them, shutting the door behind them with such force that it shook the walls that were not really walls. “Caspian.”

He said nothing. His freed hands wrapped around me and I tucked my face within the crook of his neck, forever smelling the ocean upon his skin. This was not the place to find these emotions. This was not the place to find home in his arms. This was not the place for any of this, yet here we were. Grasping each other as the storm blew around us in a tiny white room that smelled of death. Nothing like the trees. Nothing like the ocean. Nothing like the sweat of our people. Our people.

I pulled away from him with such force, my arms grabbing his, my eyes finding his. Fear.

“Scout. They have Scout.”

“I know.”

“How? Have you seen him, is he okay?” Frantic. My voice cracked, my hands grabbed his roughly. Aggressively. This was my fault. He was my responsibility. His family was my family now.

“I heard the guards, they’re in cages, Nova,” He winced, his hands grabbing my waist as his eyes darted away from mine. Was he hiding his sadness or his anger? I wasn’t sure anymore. “We have to get them out.”

“Why aren’t we in cages?” That was the only thought that passed my lips. Chapping the skin and blood seeping from them. It tasted familiar upon my lips. I saw the confusion mirrored in Caspian’s eyes. His unruly eyebrows drew together, the skin forming together, creasing his skin. I saw his lips part, his feet shuffling back, his hands leaving my skin cold. Absent of everything but the pain of losing him.

“This isn’t right,” It was his mantra. His mantra as he paced the room, fingers finding themselves in the fake brick until he stood in front of the one smooth wall. The eyes of my father. The eyes of Dr. Carter. The eyes of death. His hands found the smooth glass, palms pressing against it with such force I saw it bend but pop back in place. His teeth were shown. An animalistic gesture of their people I had picked up on. He growled. “Let us go.” He spoke with confidence. As if his words would be enough, but we were answered with silence.

Yet again. And again. And again. He pounded on the wall. Until my knuckles were cut. Until my hands were sore. Until my skin was bruised. Until my hand touched his shoulder and tore him away from the unmoving wall.

“We will find them, Caspian. We will get out.” I spoke as if I was sure of it. But I knew he sensed the wavering of my voice. The shaking of the words that trembled out of my lips and into his skin. I knew he felt my heart sink to my feet. I knew he heard the shattering of my soul. But he only nodded.

Accepted my words as his own and wrapped his warmth around my skin again. Within the room that wasn’t a room in a place that wasn’t a place.
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Four days. Four days stuck within the white room in a home that was no longer my home. My father was absent, only the occasional guards who escorted us to use the toilets with the electric cuffs clipping our skin. That was it. No tests. No lab coats. No nothing.

Caspian was no longer speaking. His brows were furrowed in a constant of distress. He would pace the room, hit the walls until our knuckles split, and then sit on the opposite wall of me. I felt his rage. I felt his anger. He blamed me. Two days and I already saw that. I saw it in the oceans that would no longer meet my gaze. He held them away from me with such force that not even the winds could blow them back to me. I was still considered one of them. An Insider.

I was no longer the woman that he kissed in the sand. I was no longer the woman that he held within the storm. I was no longer the woman that was bound to him by blood.

I was one of them.

Etched across my skin and bleeding from every pore. He was not mine. Not in this life. Not in the next. He would never be mine. Yet his name was still etched within my ribcage and bleeding through my veins. Yet his face was still stained on the insides of my eyelids and lips traced to mine. Yet he would always—

“Nova,” A name. That was all it took to drag me away from my corner of secrets and lines and made me face the smooth wall within the room where I was sure they were watching us from. Caspian was already on his feet, his stance made him look fierce, but I saw the way his knees shook. Starving us was the only way to keep him weak. The only way to— “Nova, are you listening?”

I wasn’t. I shook my head. It was followed by a heavy sigh. A sigh heavy enough to make the clouds bend with sorrow. Dad? No, sperm donor.

“Nova, listen to him.” Caspian’s voice collided with my cheek. Like a slap, it echoed across the room and had my frame slithering up the wall until I was alert. Staring at the wall that was not a wall.

“Are you listening?” My father’s voice caught me stumbling and had my hands push against the surgical table. I nodded. “Good. Now listen carefully, I don’t have much time.”

Time? Time for what? To kill us? To gas the chambers with his voice and let the earth shatter around—

“Time?”

“Yes, Nova. This wasn’t the plan. Carter was never meant—” A pause. A sigh. And he continued, “Never mind. I’m getting you out of here. But you have to be ready. There’s only a limited time to do this. Tonight, during—”

“What about my people?” Caspian. His voice was strong, his knees no longer trembled with exhaustion. His fists locked together, his eyes daring to dart between me and my father that stood behind the fake wall. I knew he was there. I imagined him looking behind him, on the monitors, at us. All within the space of a few seconds.

“There’s no time. We can’t—”

“No.” No. One word. Yet it shattered everything. It shattered my knees that came crashing back to the ground, yet they never met the tile. Caspian’s hand kept me afloat. Right where it was supposed to land. Tangled up in the flesh of my inner elbow. Calculated. Strong. Mine.

“You don’t understand.”

“No! You don’t understand. These are my people. If you can’t get them out, then we will stay.” A growl. It reverberated throughout my spine and it seemed to flow from my own lips. Salty. It tasted of the ocean. Of him. Of his people.

“My daughter is not—”

That’s when I felt it. The way his hand turned. Pinning my own arm behind my back with such force to make me bow. Like a dance of love and hate until my face was pinned against the wall, looking into the blank soul of my father I could no longer see. My eyes watered and I wanted to lick it off the glass as he smeared me into it. It was the first sight of water in four days.

Caspian’s other hand found my hair. Tangled in the matted mess and pushed me against the wall until I was sure I would melt through. A growl, and I was pushed harder into the wall. This was no longer the man I knew. But a monster with his own agenda.

“If my people don’t leave, she doesn’t leave.” Did he feel it? The ache into my cheek and the sting of my wrist from how tightly he held it. This was not love. This was not passion. Yet if this was all I could get, I would take every ounce of it. Swallow it up like the last tear upon my cheek. Slide it over my tongue until it was nothing but gone in my grasp, floating on the inside with the love I hated to have.

I wanted my father to speak again. To let us know that he could get us all out. That he could release me from this grasp my heart had on me. But I answered with nothing but silence.

He had left. Left with all my hope. Left with everything I had ever given him. And I was tossed aside. Into the wall and sliding down the white walls until I found my corner again and Caspian found his routine.

He paced the room. He pounded the walls. He sat across from me.

Silence echoed on.

Silence echoed on.

Silence echoed on.


Chapter twenty-two
Caspian


She was poison.

In every sense of the word, she had become my poison. Seeping into every vein, flooding my system in every bit of her. I wanted to despise her. To hate her. To resent every ounce of meeting her, yet it was impossible.

Even sitting across from her for six days, I had not fallen out of love with her. I was exhausted. I was starving. I was still in love with her. She was every bit of me, and I regretted the actions I took upon her, yet I wouldn’t dare apologize. Not to a woman whose father had us trapped inside a cage. Not when every breath I took was sliding down my skin and constricting my every move. Not when I could escape everything by just going to her and finding her in my arms again. I was trapped among her heart, and yet I would never let her know.

It had been two days since her father talked about letting us out. Two days since any communication from the outside world. And we were dying. Slowly but surely. There was no food, no water, and I could feel myself growing weaker by the minute. My body was sluggish, my reflexes were not as sharp. I couldn’t even pace any more, my legs wobbling with each step I took.

We would die here. It was clear to me now. They were killing us off. Whatever their sick plan was, they were draining us of every ounce of energy we had. My breath couldn’t come back to me fast enough. With every shallow breath, it dripped down my chin and puddled on the ground before evaporating into nothing. My lungs trembled with the effort.

“Caspian,” There she was again. Her head lolled to the side on the floor, her body twitching, her eyelids fluttering. She was still breathing. Still sleeping. Still dreaming of me. I wondered what moment she was dreaming of. Was I choking her? Was I flinging her against the wall? Was I killing her? I had given her nothing but pain. Nothing but terror. Nothing but death since she had arrived. “No.”

My eyes found her lips. They were chapped and inflamed, parted as she slept. Her cheeks had grown hollow, her skin had grown paler. Even the small freckles that had formed along her cheeks from the sun were paling. I couldn’t help but stare at her. Even as she laid starving, she was beautiful in every sense. The scars stood out along her and I traced every single one as if they would fuel my hunger. Fuel my strength. Give me anything to keep going. Dipping over her curves, sliding along her skin, finding themselves hidden by fabric that I never knew I hated. I traced them all.

I ached to hold her. To run my fingers through her knotted hair and take my time unraveling every inch of her. Yet as I stared at her, my stomach turned. Insider. I couldn’t help the thoughts that swirled through my mind. They tasted of poison. Thick and heavy along my tongue. Acid. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe.

“Caspian.” I glanced up from my spot on the floor, meeting the tired brown eyes of a goddess. I hadn’t realized I had looked away. She was etched into my mind like the scars we both carried. My hands had found themselves in my hair, tangled and twisted into an ever ending labyrinth of misery. My breath was shallow. Catching with each movement of my chest. I was not aware of the consequences of loving her until now. She stared at me in worry. Doe-like eyes turned down, eyebrows drawn tight. Her shoulders shook as she pushed herself up on unsteady arms. She slid up slowly, watching me with careful eyes. Did I look like a feral beast? Because I felt like it.

“Are you alright?” Her words caught me off-guard. Like a tide that was too strong, knocking me over and bringing me under the water. Suffocating. Drowning. I couldn’t breathe. My hands fell from my hair, wiping over my face not once, but twice. Sliding themselves down until I could see her clearly. She cared. After I had tormented her. After I had destroyed her. After everything. She cared.

I couldn’t answer her. I only stared at her. And only her. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear. The way she took in her bottom lip between her perfect teeth. The way her chest moved with each and every breath as if that were a miracle of its own. She stared back. Just as clear as I was, taking each other in. Eating each other away in the confines of a white prison. We took in each other as if it were the last time we would see each other. And perhaps it was. In some form or another, perhaps it was.

The door clicked, causing our eyes to be ripped from one another. Destroyed. The gaze was gone, our weakened bodies finding life again with the noise of metal against metal. My body tensed and the air followed. It was still silent. All except for the door clicking. All the locks clicking and turning, grinding and fueling my fire that had once gone out.

I attempted to stand. My hands found the wall, trying to pull myself up on my shaking legs, but I couldn’t. My knees hit the ground, and my eyes found Nova. She was sitting in the same spot. Her fragile body pulled tightly to the brick, her collar bone prominent, her head turned to the side. She had no fight. It had left her a few days ago, caught within the one-way glass and her father. Would she ever get it back? Not now. I knew that for certain. She was broken. Staring at the door that was clicking away with the sound of an intruder. She was broken. Cracked beyond compare and no amount of gold could mend her back together. She was the finest of China, shattered into dust. She was no longer herself.

I wondered if I had even known the real her. I hadn’t given her a chance since I met her. I met her with rage, and I suppose we would die with rage. In the end, it’d only be our souls entangled with each other in the afterlife. Would I know her as we’re living? The question hung heavy around me, suffocating me even more so in the tiny room. There wasn’t ventilation here. It was all fake. The sounds were artificial, the air was artificial, the room we sat in was artificial. None of this was real. Just like her love for me, my love for her. Even our love was artificial.

I ached to hold her. To reach out and grab her and never let her go. I wish I had loved Fern the way I loved her. The feeling I had for Nova was immense. Suffocating. It rolled through my veins and took root in my heart that not even Fern could touch. I was consumed by her. Entirely and undoubtedly. She was my human. Among the Outside world I had grown up in and loved, she was my entirety. And I hated myself for the way I loved her. I hated every bit of myself because I was not able to give in to those sins. Unable to love her the way she needed to be. The way we were programmed to be. She was not mine to love. Not in the artificial way that they wanted. Not in the agreement that when I died, she would die. It wasn’t fair. If it was, I would be dead with Fern. I would be dead with my equal. With Fern. Not with a woman so far away from my home that it was impossible to love her.

It was the gloved hands we saw first, followed by two nurses with hidden faces. They pulled me completely away from my thoughts and into the artificial reality. White. They were covered in white fabric, head to toe, only their eyes peering out behind netting. Blinding. Just like the wall, just like the floor, just like this prison.

I tried to move, but exhaustion was holding me down. A vice upon my body, strangling me. I felt the pressure of a thousand men, pushing my body into the tile floor. Lower and lower until I was seeping through the cracks and being pushed out the other side. I was unable to escape the grip of my future. Especially when they came to us with needles in their hands.

“What are-”

My words were cut off as soon as the needle pierced my skin. The gloved hand held me still, grabbing my wrist, the other piercing the needle deep within the crevices of my veins. Cold. Like liquid ice flooding throughout my body. A heavy breath left my lips, my eyes darting to Nova who was already staring at me. Fear. Her eyes screamed. Raged it into the air, lips parted and eyes wide. It was flooding through me. The cold ate at my skin, my muscles convulsing, my skin turning pale. My eyes darted to the ones under the mask. They were just as cold. Watching as I slowly slumped against the wall.

It was as if the sky was falling on top of me. As if I was plunging into the Arctic sea. Freezing cold. Eating its way from the inside out. Tearing me apart as it ran through my body doing who knows what. I wanted to fight. My hands fisted, pounding away at the people who dared to fill my body with such poison. Yet I was so weak. Crumbled into the wall with nothing but my glare. I bared my teeth at the nurse, my one hand loosely grasping at the one holding the needle in my flesh. But another squirt of the fluid and I was released. Slumped upon the ground, body shivering, lips quivering.

“Why-” Nova’s words were soft. Breathed out in a shallow breath, captured by the wind and fluttering to the ground. She was shivering, stolen by the same poison that flooded my veins. Like ice, it froze us to the ground. Never-waning, draining me of everything I had left. I gasped, trying to bring in the air. Trying to bring in something other than the constant of the ice flowing through my veins. Nova’s eyes met mine. Lips parted, eyes dropping, fingers reaching. The few feet between us was stolen by my grasp. I reached forward, finger tips to finger tips. Cold hands to cold hands. Death to death.

And everything went dark.


Chapter twenty-three
Nova


When I opened my eyes, I had wished all of this had been a dream. If only for a moment.

Not the abduction of his people. Not traveling into a foreign land. Not even the kissing of his lips. No. I had wished my entire life would have been a dream; that I had never met the man who held oceans in his eyes. The only belief I had within the Outside was his oceans, and they were no longer within sight. Hidden behind walls far away from my touch. They had separated us once again. All I knew was he was alive. Yet his presence was no longer near me, forgotten within the cold serum that had entered our bodies. Lost among the endless maze of white walls and sterile floors. Caspian was not made for me, though. I know that now. No matter what my body told me, it was all a betrayal. If I had woken up in my bed in a tiny house on the Inside with comfort under my body and food in my belly with no scars, would I have been happy? I would like to believe so.

Maybe it’s the thought of never being enough for him. Maybe it’s the selfish reasoning of never wanting to experience his pain again. Maybe it’s the being in my home land versus being treated like a savage. Or maybe it was my father watching on the cameras and me being at the hands of a monster in disguise. Maybe it was all of it. But all I knew was that I no longer wanted to be with him. No longer wanted to feel his lips against mine. No longer needed to feel his touch along the crook of my elbow. No longer ached for his breath cascading along the back of my neck as we slept. No. I no longer wanted him. I needed him to breathe.

“Open,” A demand. Harsh. Cold. It pulled me out of my thoughts, leaving me shaking my head in confusion. My head strained to turn and see the nurse that accompanied me in my room. Her voice lacked any compassion, her eyes were dull as they stared at me. Waiting for me to open my mouth so she could give me more food. It was the first time in days they had given me food, and yet I had lost my appetite as soon as they had brought it into the room. “Open.” Again. Her voice was stern, her hand reaching out and squeezing the sides of my jaw. I pried my mouth open, my chapped lips screaming in protest, yet even I couldn’t hear them.

I wanted to spit it back at her. But I was too satisfied with the liquid food that was being poured down my throat. It was thick and tasted of bile, yet if it was the only thing I was given, I would not be greedy. Not when my body was struggling to stay afloat. She pulled it away again and I wanted to fight her, yet the restraints on my wrists and ankles were enough to keep me down.

“What do you want from us?” My voice was merely a whisper, caught in my chest as I attempted to swallow without coughing. Only her eyes would occasionally meet mine, but they were the only things I could see. She was dressed in a white surgical suit. If anything, it looked like a suit from the Time Before. It was almost like a hazmat suit from the war, the suits they showed in history classes of the ones they used to prevent disease. Medical grade suits that were only used during pandemics, yet I was confused why she wore one now. Am I that much of a savage now to be scared of contracting deadly diseases? The thought ended as quickly as it had come. Now was not the time to worry about trivial things. Now was the time for interrogation.

“Where’s Caspian?” My voice was muffled by the liquid being poured down my throat and I could tell it agitated her. She sighed and moved the glass that was halfway full, staring at me before turning back around to the medical cart behind her. My fingers flexed against the restraints on my wrists once more. They were harsh, rubbing my wrists raw and causing my movements to be restricted. She was silent as she moved tools around on her tray, never once turning to glance at me. She wasn’t going to answer me, I realized that now.

I glanced around the room I was in. The walls were an endless white, yet unlike the room I was in before, this was smaller, darker, a little more surgical than anything. There was an overhead light above me, one that was once used to fix teeth within the Inside’s dentist offices. What are they planning? My thoughts wandered, my heartbeat became faster by the second. This is what their mother meant. I knew that now. The hesitation in her words, the harsh scribbles as if she only had a particular amount of time before they found out the truth.

“Was Simone right?” I didn’t know this woman. The woman who refused to show her face to me, yet I saw her shoulders tense. Her hands stilled on the blood samples on the tray before she turned to glance at me. I saw her eyebrows draw together in what seemed like confusion at first, but soon I realized was anger. Was this part of their plan? To draw Caspian and us apart to do Lord knows what with us. “What do you want from us?” The question. It came again from my mouth before I could stop myself, falling from my lips and crashing onto the clean tile below me. I wondered if she had volunteered for this or was it part of her job description now. To capture the innocent and torture us. Was this torture? The question passed by my mind quickly before it stayed within my thoughts. Of course it was torture. Anything pulling me away from him was enough torture to last me a lifetime. No matter how much we hated each other, he would always be mine. And he would always have her in his mind.

“How do you know Simone?” The question. She finally spoke more than one word to me, her voice seemed caught within the walls of the prison and bounced over and over again into my ears. I watched her. She was unsteady, her eyes blinking quickly before she shook her head and began taking a syringe off the tray once again. This time it was empty, drawn in to steal my blood from my body and hide it within another continuous tube.

“How do you know her?” My voice came off with a bite and I immediately regretted it. If I was going to get any information out of this woman, it had been left along with the cap of the needle on the tray. She wasn’t going to answer me anymore. I saw that now. By the way her eyes shut once, twice, three times and then she found her way by my side again. Stone in her eyes as well as her hands as she flipped my wrist over with her gloved hands. She was rough, callous and cold. I took in a deep breath before she plunged yet another needle into my flesh, my gasp meeting my lips and spilling out as I turned my head to look away. You would think after all the years of being tormented by a man I never met that I would be used to blood, be used to the pain. Yet needles would still cause me to squirm.

She took the next vile of blood with no mercy, digging the needle into my arm and immediately causing my stomach to turn and twist. She knew what she was doing, and judging by the way she continued, I knew she was wanting me to feel the pain that she had felt. Whether it was regarding Simone, I have no idea. All I knew was that it was a touchy subject. What had happened with Simone? I wanted to know the answers. Yet I knew this woman was going to give me nothing but silence the rest of the time in this prison.

I was right, caught within the silence and the tests of her continuously shoving the liquid down my throat before sticking me with needles. I had lost count of how many vials she had taken, lost count of how much she had injected into me, and even lost the idea of what she was doing to me. Was this part of their plan? To control my thoughts with confusion as they had something else in mind.

Simone’s message had to be something. An educated woman of the Inside would not write such things if it wasn’t true. Caspian hadn’t mentioned anything, neither had Kekoa or Scout. Did they know? Could they have known? Have they even read her journal? What could any of it even mean? There were so many questions. And they all had my head spinning. Or was it the lack of blood?

I lifted my head slightly as the woman pulled away from me finally and began pushing the cart through the room before sliding her swipe card along the device on the wall. I watched in silence as she left, the door sliding behind her with an audible click of the locks. I was alone once more, left within the spotless room with nothing but my thoughts and the straps holding me onto the table.

I felt a similar pinch in my other arm, the rubbing of restraints against my arms and I glanced down to see a familiar rash appearing but not from my own doing. Caspian. They were doing the same to him. The same tests, the same pain, and the same unfamiliar feeling of being confined among a surgical table. I glanced up, my eyes meeting the gaze of the black orb of a camera in the corner of the room. They were watching. Of course they were watching. I wondered if my father was still watching. Maybe he was still wishing he had come and got me when he had the chance. But I didn’t blame him. I couldn’t. Not when his attempt would have failed anyhow with my ties being to Caspian and his tribe. No, our tribe. Our family. We couldn’t leave them. Not without knowing the purpose of them capturing us. I was confused. So confused, and I knew the only man who had the answers was my own flesh and blood.

I glanced down at the restraints on my wrist, the nylon pulled tighter with each flex of my wrist. The metal clips were securing it to the table I was laying on, linked around one of the notches. They had give. Just enough to rub my hand against the fabric and pull at my skin. But it was there. I pulled again, this time enough to cause me to flinch with the fabric as it dug into my tender wrist. Whatever they were holding him down with was enough to cause irritation and small beads of blood to form. It was different from mine. More powerful to restrain the beast he had within.

There was a chance of escape. I could feel it.

With each tug of the strap on my left wrist, I could feel the give. I could hear the metal clips slightly hitting against the metal table, creating the clicking sound with each tug. It filled the silence slightly, allowing it to fuel my hunger for escape.

I grunted as the fabric tore against my wrist. Over and over again I tugged, my fingers digging half moons into my palms as I ripped against the fabric. With each yank of my wrist, it deterred my thoughts away from Caspian’s pain. The sticking of needles, the yanking of his own ligaments against his restraints. For once in my life, I ignored it all except my own pain. My own pain that was fueling my fire. Lighting my life aflame and allowing all my energy to burn up with it. Like a phoenix rising from the ashes. I burned up with it.

“Fuck,” The curse slid from my lips like acid, burning my lips and trickling onto the surgical table. I sounded like my father. The curse foreign on my lips and leaving a horrible taste along my tongue. This wasn’t like me. None of this was like me. The tears came. Just like the curse that burnt of acid, the tears burned even more. They fell from my eyes and betrayed me once again, sliding down my red cheeks and finding their way brushing my chapped lips. They stung. Like shards of glass along my skin and leaving deeper wounds than he had. “Fuck!” That one was intentional. My head tilting up towards the ceiling and screaming the word into the air. As if that would make it better. As if any of it would make it better. I wish it would. If a simple F-it into the universe would make everything disappear, I would scream it a million times.

I screamed then. I don’t know why or what I was screaming at, but it seemed ideal. My body arched onto the surgical table with the strength the liquid food had given me. If I was thankful for one thing, it had to be the angry woman that had given me strength. I think it’s delusion talking. And it probably was. But I screamed. The scream was with every ounce of strength I had left. All my frustrations shrieking into the air. My body thrashed against the table, the metal clips continuingly clicking against the surgical table with such ferocity it made the table itself shake. My throat burned. The tears burned. And the curse that had followed burned with it. Like fire sparking the ashes aflame once again.

And that’s when I heard it.

The snapping, the fabric ripping very audibly in the room, and my left wrist was released. I stopped screaming, the echoes making my ears ring as I abruptly sat up with enough force to make myself light-headed. I stared at my wrist in disbelief. The fabric dangled from my wrist along with the clip that had once held me trapped to the table. There had been a small tear. Whether it had happened before I was tied down, or after I had tried for what seemed like hours on it, but in any case, it had ripped, freeing my wrist. The tears slowly stopped, only left with the stickiness of them along my cheeks. It was relief that fueled me now. The exhaustion was settling in. The lack of blood made it difficult to think straight.

Could he feel this?

My actions were clumsy, my head turning and glancing up at the cameras in the room every few seconds. Why weren’t they coming in? That question. It was the most important one of all. And yet I had no answer for myself. I snapped myself back out of it, my hand reaching over, body twisting and contorting to grab the other clip that was tying my other wrist down.

It seemed to be tighter than the left, the fabric digging clearly into my flesh and raising the edges to form lines into my skin. The left one had given way so quickly. This was deliberate. Dad. It had to be him. He had to be at the forefront of this. Had he torn the fabric for me? Was this his plan all along? I ignored it. Even if he had helped me in some form or another, I couldn’t trust him. Not anymore. Not even after my entire life revolved around him. He was the reason I was here. The reason my soulmate was in some other room still being tortured with needles piercing his flesh. Was he in charge of that too?

I gasped as I tore open the clip finally, my other wrist peeling from the fabric to reveal the rawness and a bit of blood forming around where the thick band was strapped on. But it was free. Unlike my ankles. I leaned over, my body aching in protest, my back screaming as I tried to scoot down the metal slab. My hands were clumsy and fumbled with the straps, but eventually I was able to slide the thick bands off of them as well. I sat there for a moment, my head throbbing, my energy depleting. What do I do from here?

I had to think fast. If they weren’t watching me on the cameras now, they would at any moment. I stumbled off the table, my legs almost not being able to hold myself up any longer. My hands reached out towards the wall as I stumbled into it. I was too weak for this. Mentally and physically. My legs trembled from my weight, my vision slightly blurry. I wasn’t sure if it were for the serums they had pumped into my body or the taking of my blood, but either way, I was sure I would fall if it weren’t for the wall supporting me. If only it was him supporting me instead. I shook my head. Now’s not the time.

I stumbled towards the door, my fingers sliding along the keycard lock. It was flat, the sensors turning red every few seconds to recognize I was indeed locked inside here as if I hadn’t figured that out already. I reached toward the sliding door, shoving my body against the cool metal. There was no budge. Not even an inch. The metal was firm and steady and the only way I would be getting out of this room was with the keycard.

My exhaustion finally kicked in, I slid down the door, pressing my back against the metal and bringing my knees to my chest. My face pressed into my knees and I expected to cry. To sob into the itchy material of the medical gown. But I couldn’t. Almost as if even my tears were exhausted. I was tired. So tired. I grasped my knees, digging my nails into my knees. I knew he felt it. I knew he felt the half moons creating shapes in his knees. Did he know I got the restraints off? I wondered if it was a code. If in some universe talking through your body was a way to communicate with one another. Like in a parallel universe. All I knew was that he was no longer being prodded by needles. I just felt the soreness in his wrists. Or maybe it was my own, I wasn’t quite sure anymore. I couldn’t tell which was which anymore. Our pain blended together into one mess. One tragic mess. I had to get out of here.

I stumbled back onto my feet, my hands gripping onto the wall. The one wristband was still dangling on my left wrist, the clip still attached. The others were unharmed, still stuck on the surgical table along with my pride. I did all that work for nothing. All the screaming. Everything. For nothing. They would be here soon. Maybe my father would be in tow, maybe he’d be here to rescue me, I wasn’t sure anymore. He was a snake. A viper, ready to strike at any moment. Looks could be deceiving.

Looks could be deceiving.

That was it. I stumbled towards the table, sliding back onto the surface and ignoring the way it stuck to my skin. I reached down, sliding the restraints back onto my ankles, adjusting them just enough to seem as if they were still holding me in place, yet I left the clips loosely in place. I tested it once. Twice. Pulling up my ankle to make sure when the time came, I wouldn’t still be trapped. It came apart freely, leaving no room for error both times. I laid back down, my back pressing against the cold metal as I did the same to my right wrist. I made sure it would come out easily, ripping it out a few times before redoing it and doing the same. I glanced at my left wrist. The fabric was still frayed hanging loosely from my wrist. There was no way of tying it to look like it was still attached, so I lined it up as best as I could before laying still on the slab.

I glanced up at the cameras. Whether or not they had seen me do all of that, I would be ready for when they came back in. I would be ready to attack. With what? I wasn’t sure yet. Maybe with the clip attached to my wrist. Maybe the table itself. Maybe my hands. I would fight like an Outsider. I would fight like Caspian. I would fight like a savage.


Chapter twenty-four
Nova


It was as if they were giving me moments to rest.

To allow myself to calm down and collect my thoughts before I would attempt my escape. Like they were preparing this all along. In my mind it was a conspiracy. My father. This room. The wraps around my wrists. Maybe it was all a setup, but then what if it isn’t? I had to be prepared. Whether or not I would escape today or the next, I had to be ready. Ready to fight my way out of this mess I had created. If it wasn’t for me, none of us would be stuck here.

I just had to go and find him. I realized the time it was taking for the woman to come back in, the more time it gave me to think. Think about all of my mistakes so far. Think about just how much I royally fucked up. If anything, it gave me time to come up with false scenarios of what-ifs. What-ifs that I did not need to touch the basis on while laying on a surgical table. Yet I couldn’t help it.

If it weren’t for me, we would have lived our normal lives. Why did I have to go and find him? Why did I have to go and complain to my father about the search for him? Why did I have to trust Dr. Carter to send me out safely with a man I had never met? Why was I so selfish to trap an entire tribe of Outsiders on the Inside? Why? That was the question of the hour. Just why?

But the thing was, I knew why. I knew exactly why. Him. The man with the ocean eyes and the arms that were made to hold me for the rest of my life. Caspian. Even thinking of his name made my heart skip beats I didn’t know it could. It danced in my chest, and fluttered its way around the empty space he was meant to be in. I hated him. I needed to hate him. I wanted to despise him. After all he had done. After all the things he will do. After loving her and never me. I needed to hate him. Yet I couldn’t.

I couldn’t hate the man who held the ocean in his eyes because he had already swept me along in the neverending tide. Pulling me under the waves and drowning me in the essence of his being. I was part of him. He was part of me. Caught in a storm we would never get out of. Not unless we died. But even then, we were tied together for eternity and even after. Into the Unknown after this. He was me. I was him. We were us. And we were decided for each other before we had known what love even was. I loved him before I knew him. And in that sense, he was poison. But my poison nonetheless.

The door. The door. The door. It made an audible buzz from the outside and immediately pulled me away from my thoughts. I trembled. I hadn’t realized my anxiety was budding until then. Until the door slid open and revealed the familiar eyes of the woman who loved to dig in my veins. She was sliding in a new tray, the wheels sliding against the tile and the items on the tray claddering with each push. She wore the familiar white suit, nothing showing except her eyes. The eyes I had grown to hate in the short time of knowing her. I didn’t even know her name. Was it rude to hate someone before knowing their name? The thought slightly passed my mind before I focussed on remaining still once again. Any odd movement and she would see the unhinged restraints.

“What are these tests for?” My voice came out a lot stronger than I had thought it would. There was no wavering, only certainty as the door closed behind her. She came closer. I knew she wouldn’t answer me, so I was only met by the glare of her eyes before she slid beside me once again. The tray was finally close enough for me to see what laid on top of it; more vials, a clipboard and a chart, more of the thick liquid drink in a cup, and the most ominous of them all, a scalpel. For what? That was the question. “What do you want from me?” It came out more shaky than the last time. My confidence wavering as soon as my eyes saw the blade gleaming under the surgical light.

She didn’t even glance at me, her hands were busy putting gloves over her already gloved hands. She was meticulous with her movements, never glancing at me. She had done this before. Whatever this was. I flexed my wrist. I had to be ready. Ready to attack. Ready to make my way out of this hell.

My eyes found the badge on her hip, the laminated photo turned away from me only revealing the barcode on the back. It was attached to her hip by a carabiner clip, a small hoop in her hazmat suit made just for that. It wasn’t strong enough to withstand a pull, that was for sure. The suit would rip as soon as you put force on it. That, I was certain of.

She turned towards me, and in some sense, I half expected her to be wielding the scalpel and ready to slash my throat as if she was able to read my thoughts. But she only wielded the cup of the thick liquid. She held the cup up and came closer, pushing the glass to my lips and I took one sip before I lifted my head quickly, the cup jerking out of her hand and crashing with an audible break onto the ground.

“What the hell!” She was angry. Her eyes squinted at me in a glare before she turned her back to me and leaned down to the floor, beginning to pick up the broken pieces of the glass. This was my chance. And I took it. Quickly. My ankles ripped out of the restraints along with my wrists, my body finding the last surge of energy I had left. I flipped my body to the side where she was crouched near the ground, my arms going first.

It was a dance. That’s all I had to remember. Just like the spear in my hand and his hand on my waist, he was guiding me through this in my mind. Left arm. Left foot. Right arm. Right foot. It was meticulous, and I knew this would be my only chance. I took a breath, arm finding itself around her shoulders and around her neck. I had to keep in mind of my movements. One wrong move, and she would have the upperhand. Maybe it was from seeing Caspian and his brother’s fight. Maybe it was in my blood all along. Maybe I was making all of this up. But I felt confident. Brave. Savage.

She screamed. A high pitch squeal as if she hadn’t seen it coming, but I pressed my palm over her mouth and muffled it quickly as I put all of my weight on top of her hunched over body. My other hand was clumsy. My fingers fiddled at the ground as she attempted to move from underneath me, her leg getting caught under mine and twisted into the ground. I used my elbow to hit her shoulder blade, moving her forward more into the ground as she tried to fight me. She probably could have taken me in a fight if she hadn’t been unprepared.

I hissed as I sliced open my hand on some of the broken glass underneath us. My palm screamed in pain, yet I took the blade in my hand anyways, ignoring the sharp edges that dug into my tender flesh. I dug my nails into her cheek as she screamed even more, muffled underneath my sweaty palm. Her scream silenced and at first I thought I had won, yet her teeth sunk into my flesh, my palm had pulled away her mask. I instinctively let go, causing her head to swing back and hit into my face. Her skull busted my nose and all I could feel was the sting of my skin breaking, the blood immediately beginning to trickle down my face. A steady stream of my failure.

I tumbled back, my back hitting into the steel of the surgical table, my hand letting go of the blade as it slid across the floor. She grabbed at the ground, stumbling to rise on the broken glass and thick drink that was already beginning to stain my medical gown and her pristine white suit. My hand shot out, grabbing onto her ankle and yanking with everything in me to cause her to fall down once more. She seemed to cry out in pain. Whether it was from my grip or from the glass underneath her, I wasn’t sure.

I ignored her shouts, my fingers clutching her suit and yanking myself back to her, ignoring the pounding headache and the blood. I grabbed onto her hair through her suit with the other hand, my body basically laying on top of her as she struggled underneath me. I struggled to balance. Struggled to get a better grip on her and in a few seconds, she had shoved me off of her once more, her feet finally gaining friction as she staggered to her feet.

“No,” My scream shot through the air as she ran towards the door, yet my adrenaline was enough to get me to my feet. Her hand struggled to unclip her carabiner, her body heaving as fear sourced through her. Giving me just enough time to reach her. I slammed into her, my body shoving her into the brick wall that surrounded us and her face hit with a sickening crunch. Her nose. It was broken. That was for certain from the deathly scream she let out. “Shut up!”

I flipped her around towards me, my hands grabbing onto her shoulders as her eyes met mine. Blood was smeared over her face, covering her with my mistakes. But I had no mercy. I couldn’t have mercy as an Outsider. I shook her shoulders, pulling her off the wall quickly before slamming her into it, my knee coming up and pinning into her thigh as I let out a scream of my own. An animalistic scream. A foreign scream. A poisonous scream. This wasn’t me. But it was who I had to be.

I watched as her eyes closed. They fluttered down, as if her fight left her. Her head crashed against the brick once more and she wasn’t fighting me anymore. Her body slumped, sliding against the brick and finding its way onto the cold tile floor. Nothing was white anymore. Nothing was pristine. Everything was red.

There was a streak of red down the wall from where she slid down, and I stood with my hands still up as if I was still holding her, my eyes on her lifeless body at my feet. Did I kill her? I couldn’t have. Yet she was so still. So quiet. So pale. Had she even asked to be here? Was she innocent?

The guilt. Just like regret, we had never felt guilt within the Inside. It was a mirage. Something that had been spoken about in forms of threats from parents, but it wasn’t anything tangible. Guilt was for the Outside. At least that’s what they had said. No remorse. No guilt. No regrets. Our feelings had been tainted and numbed. I didn’t even know who I was becoming.

My knees met the ground by her, my hand shaking, my body trembling, the blood still running from my nose. My hands reached out, and touched her. One hand on her neck, the other on her face. My fingers were prodding at her skin. I didn’t know how to check her pulse. I realized that now. No one had taught me. Why would I even need to know that skill? It wasn’t like I was made to be an assassin and trained to check pulses to make sure I did my job right. I sucked in a breath. My chest was heaving, my lips parted. I tasted metal in my mouth and the smell of sweat stung my nose. And that’s when I found it.

The tiny thumping from underneath her skin. It pressed against my two fingers and I felt a weight off of my chest crush to the ground. I didn’t know my breaths had been staggered, yet as soon as I felt her heartbeat, I sucked in a loud breath of air. She was alive.

And I had to hurry and get out of this hell.

I brought up the scratchy material of my medical gown, rubbing it harshly across my nose and lip and I winced at the pain. It was a scar I had made us. Even without looking, I knew it would scar. We would add it to our stories. Add it to the books. And this time, it was made by another savage. My sleeve came away red and I flinched at the bright red sight of it. Now is not the time for trivial things. It was a mantra I had to try and stick by.

I pulled myself together and off the ground, my hands prodding at her unmoving body until I found the keycard. It was still in the carabiner and I ripped it from her suit. The fabric pulled away like paper, the keycard bending slightly as I clutched it tightly in my hand. I glanced around quickly at the room that was stained with our fight. I had nothing else here. I had to leave. I had to find him.

And with that thought, I stumbled to the door, my hand clumsily fumbling with the keycard before swiping it in front of the pad on the wall. And with the audible locks shifting, the door opened, shining a brightly lit hallway light into my face. It was white. It was pristine.

And I knew I would stain this place red before the end of the night.


Chapter twenty-five
Caspian


She was a fighter.

I felt every bit of those words as I laid on the metal table. My hands were tied by my sides, the chain digging into my skin and tugging with every move I made. But that wasn’t the pain I was focused on. No, even in my worst moment, all I thought of was her. She clouded my thoughts, clouded my vision. And even as I laid on the table, all I could think of was her safety. And I knew she wasn’t the least bit okay.

I struggled against the restraints, a grunt leaving my lips as the table shook under my weight. They had chains on my wrists and on my ankles and a belt around my waist. They were prepared, I had to say that. But I never thought of anything else on the Inside. It was a dangerous place here. A place where I had been told horror stories by my mother. A place made to chew people up and spit them out the way they wanted. Insiders weren’t to be trusted. Except for her.

“God,” She ravaged my thoughts. She tore apart my mind in the most ruthless of ways, turning every thought I ever had into a backwards lie. She was the exception. When it came down to everything, she was the exception. A poisonous kind of honey. She caught me within her vines and tore me apart each time I struggled to get away, yet I would let her tear me apart any day. “Get me out of here!”

My scream echoed in the small room, my head turning and glaring at the camera facing me in the corner. They were always watching. I was never sure what they were waiting for or even what for, but it was always a test. At least that’s what my mother had said.

She was one of the monsters herself, before she found solace among my tribe. She was a scientist, she said. But she didn’t speak much of those days. My father was a quiet man, he never spoke of her unless he had too much to drink. Yet during those drunken hours, nothing could stop him from going on about my mother and her thoughts. Her journals. It was what kept him sane until their own passing, allowing him to take in every word from her about the secrets of the Inside. She spoke of the Inside as if it too were poison.

Never trust an Insider. It was her motto. After living her entire life within the Inside, as soon as she had found my father, she was no longer one of them. She used to tell stories about the inside when we were younger, before Kekoa came into our lives. She said they were lying, yet when prodded about what they were lying about, she never told us. The lies were bottled up and sealed, and yet lying within the room, I could see the lies all around me.

They wanted to weaken us and tear us apart one by one. My only question was why? And why her? Had Nova been a trap all along? One that not even she was sure of? Possibly. I mean, why else would my skin be stinging from her own pain and blood flooding from my nose? Even she was being used for their evil plans. Yet with her pain, all it did was make me weak. Taking all of our weaknesses and bottling them up and using it against us to destroy us. I never realized my weakness until now. Until laying upon a surgical table with no ounce of escaping. It was her. It always had been her.

They had left a few moments ago, leaving imprints of needles in my skin. But all I could feel was her. It was the pinch of my arm, the tugging of restraints on my arms, the busting of my nose. She was a fighter. But I didn’t know just how much she could take. I didn’t know who she was fighting or even how she got out of her restraints. But all I knew was that my soulmate was breaking. And there was no way I could help her. Not when I couldn’t help myself.

Blood had rushed from my nose, sliding down my cheeks and hitting the surgical table below me. It was a steady stream, one that reminded me of home. It tasted of the Outside world. Something that was so foreign in this place. I couldn’t understand how Nova had lived her entire life in this living hell. Yet she couldn’t seem to fit in on the Outside either. She was weak. She was vulnerable. Or maybe, she was making me weak and vulnerable. I wanted to hate her with every fiber of my being. I wanted to push her away, yet as soon as I had laid eyes on her, every thought of hate towards the Inside had disappeared. Every ounce of hatred I wanted to feel towards her was left in that room when we were put in the hovercraft. She had left part of my feral side in that room that day. And yet the only thing I wanted was to not be dependent on a woman who couldn’t even hold a spear. But she made me feel. Not only her pain, but she made me feel alive. As if I had been waiting for her since day one. She consumed me.

The locks of the door were audible in the room, bouncing off the wall and causing me to turn towards the door. My entire body tensed, my arms moving against the restraints, attempting to escape. I shook the table with such fierceness that the chains rattled against them, but I soon grew still as I saw Nova’s father enter the room. He had on a doctor’s coat, his keycard in his left hand and he looked frantic. His forehead was worn with wrinkles and his hair was disheveled, his hands were unsteady. He almost looked terrified. And he came right towards me.

“What-?”

“I’m going to help you,” His voice cut mine off and before I could ask any questions, he had his keys out of his pocket, struggling to find the right one in his shaking hands. “I didn’t want her a part of this, you have to believe me.” His eyes were desperate, searching for closure in mine. As if I could give him that.

“What do your people want with us?” It growled from my lips. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging his statement. Whatever he wanted with us, he had to know they were going to pull his daughter into the mix. He had to have known.

“The Rebellion is happening, Caspian. And your kind are the cause of it.”

“My kind?” As soon as he had my right hand undone by the keys, it was around his throat. Rage fueled my actions, my eyes narrowing as I dragged him closer to me. His hands dropped the keys, grabbing at my hand as he struggled to fight me off him. Even from my position still on the table, I had the upper hand. He would not insult my kind. He would not tell me he was helping me and then say my kind was the cause of the Rebellion. There was no Rebellion. It was all a trap. A lie. Another Insider at the cause of my rage and he would die by my hands. And I would not regret-

“Caspian,” My hand let go abruptly, my eyes shooting up and meeting honey. Nova. She stood in the doorway clutching a keycard, dried blood staining her nose, down her lips, and on her chin, all smeared like an animal. Like a feral beast. She was glorious. “Dad.”

He was coughing, bent over and clutching his neck, his shoulders shaking with each cough. I didn’t regret it, not one bit, but Nova’s concern is what I regretted. She didn’t run to him, but I saw her face scrunched up, worry being chewed up between her teeth.

“Hurry,” He coughed it up, his hand still rubbing his neck as he pointed at the keys that landed on the ground. Nova glanced at me, the keys, her father. She looked panicked and I wanted to say something to give her reassurance, or to rush her, but I was silent. Watching as she gained her composure before she began to rush. She was clumsy, rushing to my side and bending over and grasping the keys. “I’m sorry, Nova.” He attempted to touch her shoulder, his voice rasp, but she flinched away, never even meeting eye contact.

She was fumbling with the keys, her hands trembling as she stared at them before trying the keys in my restraints at my other wrist. She was bent over me, her hair brushing over my chest, her body stretching to get the right key in and my free hand twitched. I wanted to touch her. To hold her hands and help her find the right key, but I was so still, holding my breath. Watching as she blinked the tears out of her eyes. She finally found it, sliding open the chains with an audible click and letting them drop to the ground with a clatter.

I didn’t wait for her to unlock the ankles. I grabbed the keys from her, my hand sliding around her shaking ones as she stood up straight, finally meeting my eyes. I ached to brush the lone tear that trailed down her bloodied cheek, but I ignored it. Ignored her. I grabbed the keys, my hands steadily coaxing them into the locks at my ankles. I was fast, ignoring her father who still struggled to breathe, ignoring Nova who only stood watching me. Ignoring everything except the fact of getting free.

“Where are they?” It was Nova who asked the impending question. Even though her hands shook, her voice was solid. Unwavering. I stood up from the table, dropping the keys on the ground as I turned and looked at her father. He was rubbing his neck, his eyes red as he stared at me.

“You won’t have enough time, they’ll-”

“We’re not leaving them.” Nova. She had the growl in her voice, the bite behind her words. She wasn’t an Insider at this moment. The blood staining her lips, the redness of her cheeks, the narrowing of her eyes. She was wild.

“Nova, you can’t-”

“Tell us where they are, now.” My voice cut through them both, stepping closer to her father and making me shove his back into the wall. I wasn’t playing his games here. Not now. We were wasting time. Time that I needed to get my people back and out of their cages.

“They’re down on the ground floor, but you won’t have time. The alarms-”

We didn’t listen any further. Nova grabbed the keycard in her hand, and slid open the door, her stance powerful. I exited first, glancing over my shoulder to meet the determined eyes of my soulmate. In this instance we were one. The hatred between us was still there. The fire between us was still there. The anger between us was still there. But we were there together. The fire burning between us and lighting everything aflame. We would find them. We would leave this hell. And we would go home. To a home that may not be standing anymore, but I refused to give up.

This wasn’t just an Insider’s fight anymore, it was our fight. And whether or not her father was right about the Rebellion, it was a fight I would enter to get my people back. We were not made for the Inside. And Nova and I both knew that. We would rescue them no matter what it took, no matter how many scars we added to our skin in the meantime.

This was our fight.


Chapter twenty-six
Nova


My father didn’t follow us long.

He tried, but we didn’t have time to listen. Not if he was certain about the alarms. He had complained, had argued, had tried to stop me, but I wasn’t his anymore. My father held nothing more than my blood, and he realized that as we had run down the white hallways, both of us were stained in our blood. Now was not the time to listen to a man who lied to me for years.

I ran behind Caspian, my bare feet stinging with each slap against the cold concrete. I tried to control my breathing, my lungs burning with each movement. We had to hurry, though. It was evident, even with the ongoing hallways before us, we had no idea where we were going. Downstairs. That’s what my father had said, but if we didn’t even know how to get there, how were we meant to save his people? Our people.

And that’s when the alarms started. A sharp ringing through the empty hallways, the sound bouncing across each pristine wall and hitting us with so much force that we faltered in our steps. My hand reached out. For what? I wasn’t quite sure, but in turn, it landed on Caspian’s arm. My nails grabbed onto him, and for a second, we stopped running. The alarm was squealing loudly throughout the hallway, lights beginning to dim and flash, and in the midst of the chaos, his eyes found mine. He stared at me, his eyes darting between my own and my hand gripping tightly onto his arm. I wondered if he wanted to strangle me. To suffocate me like he did when we last had our strength, but he didn’t.

“It’s going to be okay.” His promise. It was quiet underneath the alarms, but I heard it loud and clear. I nodded, my attention falling away from his eyes and finally releasing the tight grip on his arm. We kept moving, that promise still on his lips even though I could sense the fear he had, the hesitation in his footsteps. Yet we continued down the hallway, watching the lights flickering, the alarms sounding followed by an audible mechanical voice through the speakers overhead.

Test subjects 2321 and 2603 have escaped. Please proceed with caution, tranquilize within reach. Do not approach without proper training. I repeat, test subjects 2321 and 2603-

This was it. The voice over the system, the fear that surged through me. If we made it out of here alive, chances are we would be tranquilized on site, and now, the entire facility knew. I met the gaze of Caspian as he looked back at me, his eyes screaming, and for once in my life, I took the first move. I reached out, expecting him to pull away, expecting him to growl at me and charge forward, but he didn’t. My fingers wrapped around his, my fingers lacing through his as we ran, our footsteps in sync, the corridor echoing as we finally reached the end. Hand in hand.

“There.” I saw the hidden door before he did, pointing at the little notch within the wall. I wouldn’t have even seen it if it weren’t for the slight difference of the wall. The keycard swipe was slightly raised, the color changing just a smidge. I assumed it would have been a lot easier with the lights steadily on, but with the flashing lights, alarms sounding, and the voice screaming in our ears, it was difficult.

I didn’t let go of his hand, and at the moment, I don’t even think he wanted me to. Even though my touch once burned him. Even though we were anything but soulmates it seemed. Even though he was repulsed by my touch not even a day ago. But we needed it. If anything, for the energy surging through us. If anything, for the idea that we would get out of this. If anything, for the comfort of someone’s touch.

With my free hand clutching the keycard, I swiped against the wall, my hand shaking. I swiped it twice, my anticipation killing me and I tightened my grip on Caspian’s hand. Time seemed to standstill, the keycard swipe blinking red against the wall before finally, it turned green and the door slid open with an audible buzz.

“Stand where you are!” It was a shout from the other end of the hallway. But before I could turn around and look at whoever was shouting at us, Caspian pulled me into the open sliding door. I sucked in a breath, my body pushing up against his with such force, we flew into the wall. It wasn’t a room, it was an elevator I soon realized. The blinking buttons against the wall numbering the floors from one to twelve. Caspian’s hand shot out, his other wrapped around my waist as he pushed me behind him, pressing the button that was labeled B. The basement.

I took in a sharp breath, my hands clutching onto his arms as I peered over his shoulder. Four armed men ran down the hallway, their guns drawn, their bodies covered in white pristine armor as if we had anything to defend ourselves in.

“Stop right there!” Them shouting, their feet pounding across the floor in heavy boots. I gripped tighter onto Caspian as curses came from his lips, his hand reaching out and repeatedly pushing the button.

“Basement, is that correct?” A voice buzzed inside the elevator, the mechanical voice seeming to come out so slow as the guards charged through the hallway towards us. A hiss through the air came towards us, and Caspian grunted, his body falling into me as he pushed us out of the way of an oncoming bullet. It hit the wall with a pop and I watched a tranquilizer dart hit the ground. They were bad shots.

“Yes, that’s correct!” I screamed over the noise of the alarms, the boots thundering down the hallway, and Caspian’s curses as he pushed us into the corner of the elevator.

“In order to reach the basement, please swipe the keycard.” The voice was methodical, cool, collected, not human. And I cursed, my body darting forward before Caspian had a chance to grab me. I pushed the keycard into the wall under the buttons, my fingers fumbling, my breathing escalating as I looked up to see the guards coming closer and closer.

“This is your last warning!” The angry shout, another spray of bullets. I gasped, pushing myself into the elevator wall across from Caspian as he did the same. This time, four bullets hit the wall, pinging off of the metal and laying on the ground. I pressed the keycard against the slider once again, hearing the ping of registering, the light turning green as the doors began to slowly close again.

“Basement floor in route.”

“Hurry you, fucker.” Caspian hissed out, his hand coming out to press the doors shut, as if his movements meant anything against the industrial force of the Inside. They closed slowly and surely, just in time for another spray of bullets to hit against the doors with an audible ping, the curses of the armed guards following us as the elevator lurched down into the basement of the facility, taking Caspian and I with it.

The elevator doors opened quicker than they had closed for us, in a matter of seconds. It gave us no time to take a breath, no time to do anything but glance at each other in the mess of everything. Before they swung open.

“Basement floor,” The elevator voice went off and no sooner, my eyes darted to the side, my back still pressed against the cool metal wall. The basement. It looked like anything but. It was well-lit, silent, and surprisingly empty. I stared down the corridor, expecting our people in cages in a dark area with metal bars and restraints and dirty floors and torture devices lining the walls, but I was met with none of that. Just the pristine corridor lined with closed doors with small windows cut out in the middle of them. I was afraid to breathe. “Basement floor. Closing doors.”

Before the doors could close, Caspian’s hand shot out and blocked them, meeting my eyes with the same question I was silently suffocating on. His oceans were swirling in his eyes, causing tidal waves of rampage and fear. I could almost feel the wind of the waves crashing against the cliffs back in our home. Our home. He looked at me and then turned his head to face down the hallway, his chest rising and falling rapidly. He looked feral.

But he was mine. My home.

I realized that now. I couldn’t love him, I had to love him. He was mine. Even on the Inside where we were chained up apart from each other for days upon days, he was mine. Even when I was little and I had no idea who he was, he was mine. I realized all of that. Like a sudden burst of fresh air, causing my lungs to ache as everything rushed at me all at once. I didn’t want to love him. I had to love him. No, I ached to love him. Without loving him, without accepting him, I was only fueling the fire of hate I wanted to put between us. We were only angry at each other because we thought we couldn’t love each other. Even when fate decided to fuck us both and pray for the best. He was mine.

He was my home.

Even when I didn’t want him to be, he was everything that fate had in my plan. He was my plan all along. With his scars marring my body. With my scars marring his. With my blood being spilled in return trying to rescue his tribe. My tribe. They were all mine. They were everything I had ever needed.

Scout’s humor, the Hag’s wisdom, Ivy’s strength, Kekoa’s aggression, and even Fern’s love for him. I needed it all. Because without any of that, without the pain and the love and the tears and the screams, I would not be where I was. I would not be an Outsider. I wouldn’t be his. And even though his heart would always hold hers, I wouldn’t try to replace her. I would give myself. In every form. In every shout. In every scream. In every drop of blood. I would give my all to a man who had nothing to give to me.

“Nova,”

“I know.”

He didn’t have to say it. With one swift movement I left the elevator, my feet stinging at the cold tile floor, my hand reaching out and without saying one word, his fingers interlaced with mine once again. We were together. As far as we could be apart, we were together. Right now, we were together. We were one. We left the elevator, both of us still with our backs turned towards the closing doors. We didn’t glance back, not even as the buzz of the machine entered the air as it left us stranded on the basement floor.

Caspian’s hand was sweating in mine, but I only tightened my grip on him, my eyes meeting his once more before we started to move. What was the plan? I never thought I would have to have a plan to save my people from my father. Caspian and I were going into this blind, that was for sure.

My footsteps faltered, my arm extending as Caspian kept walking only to stop and stare at me. He was just as confused as I was. Just as conflicted as I was. This wasn’t something we had planned for. None of this was. His people were never meant to be on the Inside. This was foreign territory, and not knowing the plans of the Inside, we were all terrified of what we would become at their hands.

He tugged on my hand, pulling me forward. I tried to get my bearings, tried to breathe in the unnatural air, and I shook my head. Now is not the time to be stuck in your thoughts. They need us. Us. For once, they finally needed my help. I was the only one with experience on the Inside, the only one familiar with their tools and weapons and machinery. If we would be getting out of here, it wouldn’t be by foot. Not with the hundred foot wall enclosing us in our safety bubble from the same people who were now captives in their own cages. No, we would have to fly. And without the proper knowledge, we would all die. At least if I was the one flying, their people would not blame Caspian if we went down in flames.

We finally let go of each other’s hands, and I think it was because we knew that if we found them, we wouldn’t have time for such pleasantries. We walked side by side until we reached the beginning where the doors started, taking a breath, we parted ways from each other. I took the left side of the doors, he took the right.

I don’t know what I expected to see, but it wasn't anything like reality. Nothing. They weren’t here, at least not in the first room. I peered through the small glass window, my hands pressed to the door and my face getting close enough to the glass to fog up the window. The room was empty. A small medical bed sat in the corner against the wall, an IV pole beside it, a tray of surgical tools, and that was it. The bed was made, the tools untouched, and the saline solution hanging on the IV pole was full. Untouched.

I glanced behind me at Caspian and he met my eyes, shaking his head, the warrior fight in him waning as desperation filled his eyes. The urgency filled us once again as we turned down the hallway. We ran, our eyes darting in rooms that all looked the same. There was nothing out of place, nothing moved, nothing touched. Had my father lied to us once again? The thought continued to race through my mind as my heart leaped out of my chest. I couldn’t breathe. My knees were trembling, my feet were stinging, and I couldn’t help but gasp for air as I ran down the hallway.

We made it to the end, our chests heaving, my hand reaching up and tugging at my hair as if it would help bring some sanity back into my mind. They weren’t here. Not in any of the rooms I saw, and none of the ones Caspian had looked in. It looked like they were never here. Just another lie. Another fucking lie.

“Where are they?” Caspian. I had never heard him weak. From the weeks of knowing him, he was never once weak. Not even when he was holding Fern’s cold body in his hands, he wasn’t weak. He had been so strong, and yet as his voice wavered, I heard the uncertainty. I heard the swallow in his words and I looked up at him. A giant. Quivering. Trembling. There was such anger and hate in his ocean eyes, and yet I could see the fear. See the desperation. See the need to find his people.

I spun around in a circle, my eyes taking in the corridor outstretched before us, the walls, the doors, anything. And that’s when I saw it. It was like the elevator, a hidden door pressed behind where we stood, the small grooves almost unnoticeable.

I stepped forward, my hands feeling across the walls in a panic. The alarms were slightly muted in the basement, but I knew we had limited time. They would soon be down here if they weren’t already on their way. I pressed my hands flat and drug them across the smooth service feeling for anything out of place as Caspian only stared at me.

And then I felt it.

The tiniest of grooves, almost passing it as I ran my hands quickly over the metal walls. But I felt it. It was raised partially around it, slightly digging into my skin and I immediately grabbed the keycard, swiping it with such force the card was bending in my hands. But it wasn’t moving, not even budging, not even a light glowing from under the metal. I took the card every way, swiping it across and up and down and diagonally, but that’s when the edge caught on the groove, almost going into the wall. It was an older model.

Of course it wouldn’t have been visible in a basement that was meant to hide prisoners. They wouldn’t have wanted it to mess up their pristine walls and floors. Their order. The older models used to be everywhere, but as soon as the government upgraded, they changed it to swipe cards. Easier access. This was hidden.

I bent the card towards me and quickly shoved it into the wall, the card seeming to disappear completely other than my fingers barely gripping onto the end. It sucked the card into it, and for a moment, everything was still and silent.

“Access granted.”

The voice boomed throughout the basement, the words echoing off the walls followed by an audible buzz. I was pulled back by Caspian, his hand grabbing my arm and pulling me into his chest as if that is where I belonged.

We watched quietly, his arms wrapped around me tightly, his breath on my ear as panic surged through both of us. The walls seemed to shake before the blinking of where my keycard was still in the door turned green. The hidden sliding doors were slow. The machines buzzing and the mechanical humming filling the air before they slid further back to reveal the secret room.

It was anything but pristine. We were met with looking into the darkness, seeing nothing but a dark hole. I couldn’t tell if Caspian saw anything past what I saw, but judging by the confusion, he saw nothing as well. We were stepping into the unknown. But we didn’t have time to second guess it.

I left Caspian’s grasp, stepping forward and pulling the keycard out of the wall, but the doors began to shift once more, attempting to close. We were fast, moving inside the darkness before the doors closed us in, the machine going silent as we stood in the complete darkness. I was encased in it, unsure of my surroundings. I attempted blinking, trying to clear my eyes of the fog and white dots that seemed to come with the looming darkness. All I could hear was my breathing and Caspian’s. It was heavy and throaty, breathing out quickly as if we couldn’t get any air in our lungs. The air was thick in this room. It’s either that, or it was all in our heads, encasing us in this prison.

A familiar hand found its way in the crook of my elbow and I leaned into it, my knees unsteady. Caspian was there. Even in the darkness, he was there. But we didn’t dare move. The darkness was too encasing, too heavy around us.

“Lights powering on, sanitation commencing,” The voice boomed into the darkness, and I flinched back into Caspian, my eyes blinking rapidly attempting to see into the darkness. A huge rush of air hit me, my knees trembling trying to stay standing with the force. I gasped, my lungs being filled with warm air, my body being pressed back into Caspian as he too gasped. I held onto him as if he was going to fly away, my body breaking under the force until both of us were on the ground. We hit the cold concrete with a slap, my body being halfway supported by Caspian as the air surged into us over and over again. I heard a steady beeping, almost like it was scanning us as the air pushed into us. “Sanitation Complete.”

The air stopped and for a moment, I could actually breathe, my body trembling as well as Caspian’s as we clasped each other’s hands in the darkness. We stumbled to our feet, listening to the buzzing of machines, the beeping of the scans. I stumbled forward, my hands reaching out in front of me before they hit the cold, smooth surface of what seemed like glass.

There was a loud buzz, and then the lights flipped on all at once. I pulled up a hand, pressing it into my eyelids and rubbing them as white spots filled my blurry vision. I was blinded, taken by surprise by the fluorescent bulbs above us. It took me a second to gain my bearings, my free hand still on the glass as the other rubbed my eyes before finally, they opened.

“Nova.” He didn’t have to say anything. But he knew that. As I stared forward, my eyes adjusting finally gave into the sight before me, my mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. I stared with wide eyes. I was frozen. We stood in a hyperbaric chamber, side by side, encased in glass with vents above us that had ‘sanitized’ us.

There in a dirty room with filthy floors and filthy walls were our people. Strapped down on medical tables, lining up and down the room. Their blood was being pumped with fluids from an IV, their wrists and ankles tied down just how mine were. Most had their eyes closed, some had their eyes barely open, but they were fluttering as if they wouldn’t stay awake long. They were being drugged. Drugged by the same people I had once called my family.

My eyes darted up and down the two rows of people before my eyes hit the back wall. It was caged off. The metal bars gleamed with the flickering of the fluorescents. I couldn’t see all the way back, not fully. But there was more of our family. In the cage, piled together and seeming almost lifeless. I felt sick.

Caspian was angry. Furious. Fuming. He beat on the glass before his hands reached for a door within the sanitation chamber. He fumbled with it before it was ripped open and he stormed off into the room with his people. None of them moved, but I don’t think they could even if they wanted to. But neither could I.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. My feet had taken root in the concrete where I was standing, my hands still pressed against the glass as I stared into the hidden room. I didn’t understand. I couldn’t understand. What have I done? What are they doing? What are they doing? What are they doing?

I was gasping for air, pressing my forehead against the glass as my breath fogged up the glass. I watched as Caspian ran down the middle of them, his hands reaching out, touching feet, arms, heads. He was trying to give them comfort even if they didn’t know he was there. No one moved on the tables. No one even took notice of his hands on them. He stormed down the line, looking at every single one of them. I couldn’t understand what he was looking for. But then I saw his desperation. His quick movements. His eyes darted over everyone’s face.

Scout.

I stumbled from my spot, my hands guiding me as I tripped through the doorway and onto the cold dirty concrete of the hidden room. I stumbled, my hands shooting out in front of me and grabbing onto one of the medical tables, my eyes darting up and coming face to face with one of our tribe members. He was pale, so pale, and his eyes were closed. If it wasn’t for his chest rising and falling, I would have never guessed he was alive. I stumbled back, my feet trailing after Caspian as he double checked every inch of his people.

I found my footing, but as soon as I did, I glanced over again, seeing another pale body staring up at me. I turned to the side, my stomach heaving as I vomited onto the floor. The bile stained my lips and dribbled down my chin as I put both of my hands on my knees bent over. I couldn’t breathe. I heaved on my empty stomach, nothing but the thick liquid she had forced down my throat coming up.

“Nova?” The voice was hoarse, barely noticeable. I glanced up, looking over at Caspian, seeing if he heard it. But he was still running around, still double glancing at everyone as if Scout would be there on the third time around. “N-Nova?”

The voice again. My head turned, my body attempting to stand up straight but to no avail. I was trembling, my stomach clenching as I tried to hold in my vomit. I braced myself on my knees again, this time glancing around until my eyes saw the sickly looking figure in the cage. The dark cage I hadn’t been able to see in before.

He stood against the bars, barely holding on, his fingers sickly skinny and bony, grasping the bars with every bit of strength he had left. His cheeks were sunken in and his once tanned skin and freckles from the sun had grown pale. His eyes were red and his arms were stuck with bruises of what appeared to be needles of whatever drugs they were shooting in. He only wore his clothes from the Outside, the loin cloth almost falling off his now terribly skinny frame. His skin was bruised, as if they had handled him roughly and I was sick just seeing how different he was. He was just a shell of the boy I had grown to love.

“Scout?”


Chapter twenty-seven
Nova


Icouldn’t breathe.

Scout was trembling, his knees almost buckling as he held himself up by the metal bars, his eyes blinking heavily as if he was trying to stay awake. Yet he still managed to spare me a grin, the same boyish grin that he had on the Outside, only this time, it was filled with pain.

“What did they do?” My words crashed from my lips and shattered onto the concrete along with a few tears. My hands came up, gripping the bars just slightly under his pale hands only to finally come up and cradle his shaking hands.

He looked broken, even as he smiled. But as soon as he opened his mouth, his eyes darted over my shoulder to his brother. I immediately stepped out of the way, the silence causing me to break as I glanced at Caspian. He was still running, still frantic, but as soon as he looked up and caught the eyes of Scout, it seemed that all of his worries just fell to the ground. He ran. His long strides took only seconds to get there before he shoved his arms through the bars, his hands clasping his brother's cheeks as he stared at him.

“Brother, are you okay?” His words were frantic, his eyes shooting over Scout quickly and gauging every little thing that the Insiders had done to him. He was angry, so angry. The fury in his eyes was enough to cause me to step back, I hadn’t seen that anger before. Not the overbearing rage, not the flames shooting off the waters I once knew. No, this was different. This was family. And the ones who did this were going to pay.

I finally took my eyes off the brothers, my eyes darting behind Scout to the rest of our people. They were pushed against each other, some with their eyes closed, some open and staring at us with blank stares as if they didn’t recognize us. They were quiet, but even if they were able to speak, I don’t think they could have lasted long without falling over. They were as good as dead. The Inside had left them to rot. After all the lies I had been fed since my birth, I couldn’t understand what was real and what wasn’t anymore.

This was no longer the home I once knew. No, this was a savage place filled with hate and spite and vindication. And all of it seemed to be at the hands of my father or Dr. Carter. The man I once loved, once trusted with my life. My father had lied to me. For who knows how long.

I stood there in silence, barely able to brace myself up on my trembling legs. Caspian was searching every bit of Scout, his hands traveling over his face and his hands and his arms. I could have sworn I saw the glimmer of tears in his eyes, but as soon as I saw it, it was gone. I glanced behind Scout, my eyes darting over everyone before the bile rose in my throat again. Ivy was there, her head rested against the wall, eyes rolled back in her head. Her chest rose and fell so slowly I was afraid any moment she would be gone from this world. They were all the same. All quiet. All silent. All lifeless.

“Kekoa?” The question fell from my own lips before I could register my own thoughts. I didn’t see the burly man within this hell. And he would be the first one his people turned to. Did they manage to trap the beast of a man? Had they killed the leader? It would make sense, he was everything the Inside despised. Unruly, untamed, savage. He was-

“He’s with them, Caspian,” The words. They tumbled from Scout’s lips and fell and shattered the concrete under our feet. Caspian stared at Scout, his eyebrows furrowing as he gazed at him with all the confusion that I felt. Caspian was about to open his mouth to question his sanity, but Scout shook his head. “He was part of them all along. Ever since he came to our tribe. He’s part of the Inside. They promised him the InBetween.”

“What do you mean came to your tribe? I thought he was your brother?” My voice was panicked, my words struggling to come out without me panting for air. I could hear the shakiness in my words. I couldn’t breathe.

“Kekoa came to our tribe when he was twelve. My father found him and took him as his own. Kekoa was given his place as chief after our father died. He-he was given everything. He was given respect from our people, respect from our father, respect from our m-mother.” Caspian stuttered, and I had never heard him more distraught. He didn’t meet my eyes, only stared past me. His eyes were far away from here, lost within the Outside. I could hear the waves, smell the sea, feel the sand between my toes, and I saw all of it through the essence of his eyes. Through the water that surged through him.

“I don’t know where he went, but Caspian. This isn’t real. None of the Inside or Outside is what it seems,” The words. The same words etched into Simone’s journal were now spewing from Scout’s lips. He looked frantic, and finally, some energy surged into his face. The fear was fueling him. “Your father didn’t die when your mother died, Nova. Why? Don’t you know why?” I had never seen him like this. I’ve never seen the fear and urgency in his once neutral face. His once happy face. But his question ran clear. I never thought about it. I never once questioned my father being alive. I couldn’t understand. Why had I never questioned it? “The soulmates were all a ploy to find us. To see if maybe, maybe, someone had a soulmate on the Outside. Your father and your mother were never even soulmates, Nova. You were an experiment that actually worked.”

No. He couldn’t be right. He couldn’t. They were my parents. The same people that drilled soulmates into my mind all twenty years of my life. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t understand. He was lying. He had to be lying.

That would mean the entire government was lying to us. To me. It made no sense. The lies. The deception. The ounce of hope that was given to us was ripped away from me. Others had soulmates though. Others had soulmates. I had clearly seen it. The love and the bruises and the feelings that each one of them share with each other. But they were safe together, living together. All of them. Each one of them. All finding their soulmate based on the gene that was implanted in us at birth. A gene my mother and father had worked on. A gene they-

A gene they had implanted that made me the soulmate of an Outsider.

My parents had lied to me. That meant, after they had found each other, they turned it off. Turned off the gene in some way that made no sense to me. So that way, she was able to die. Even when the medicines of the Inside never helped her. Even when my father couldn’t feel a single thing she felt when she died holding his hands. They were never truly soulmates. None of them were. We had all been experiments gone wrong. But finally one went right. The one my parents had made. All made with lies.

Even with that one fact soaring through my mind, I couldn’t help but feel him. If it were all lies, why was even my heart his? I had been his since the moment I met him. Maybe not in the way I had wanted. Not in the way I had prayed to God about. Not even in the way that the experiment intended. I had felt his soul. I had felt his love. I had felt him consuming me in every sense. But it was a lie. If what Scout said was true, it had all been a lie.

I wanted to call him a liar. To reach through the bars and strangle his skinny neck with my own two hands. It wasn’t that I hated him, but I hated the truth of what I actually was. Of what we all actually were. Maybe it would have been easier if my parents were never part of the government officials. If they were regular civilians still holding out for their special soulmate. If it hadn’t been their idea. If they hadn’t been at the hands of the evil conspiracies to trap my people and drug them. Maybe it would have been easier to live a lie on the Inside and find a nice Inside boy who only gave me scars when we tripped over each other under the artificial sky in the artificial walls of a pristine place. Maybe it would have been easier had I not fallen in love with an Outsider that broke me every time I met his ocean eyes.

I glanced between Caspian and him, my mind trying to make sense of it all, but I couldn’t. I just stood there. The silence deafening us. Caspian turned back towards Scout, his hands traveling across the bars as he tried to find a way to let out his brother. But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t help. I just stood there, my body trembling, my hands sweating as a cold sweat broke all across my body. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been.

“Nova,” Caspian’s voice snapped me from my thoughts, his eyebrows drawn together as he focused on the confusion in my own eyes. Instead of the fear that held his eyes not a moment ago, it was now consumed with anger. The rage that burned villages from just a glance. “Nova, we need your father.”

“No.” My words clattered to the ground before I could even process the question. There was no chance in hell-

“He’s the only chance we have,” Caspian was always grounded. I realized that. Even with his fire and crashing waves and roaring storms, he was always grounded. Always knew when to think with your heart and your head. And this time, I knew he was right. How else would we be able to wake his tribe from their drugged state? How else were we meant to fly them out of the Inside without risking crashing and burning alive? How else were we meant to live? “We don’t have much time.”

And he was right. I heard the muffled sounds of the alarms from floors above. The thudding of boots from over us. There was little time to think of what we would do if I couldn’t find my father. There was little time to do anything but run.

And that’s what I did.
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I couldn’t find my footing fast enough along the metal stairs. Instead of the elevator, I had found a doorway to a rickety stairwell, the stairs creaking with every step along the metal. If it weren’t for my sense of urgency, I wouldn’t have used them. They were too loud, my feet thumping along them and causing blisters to form on the bottom of my heels. But I had no other choice. The elevators would have been too obvious, and I had to be quick without being seen. And the stairs were abandoned.

The paint was peeling off of the bricks, the white fraying and revealing a muted grey underneath. The railing lining the stairs was rusted and in some spots, had decayed completely, leaving only shards in its place. And as for the metal, it burned the more I ran up them. The small grips lined them, causing it to dig into my feet with every step. I was out of shape, which made it worse. The days spent on lockdown in the cell had been enough to take away some muscle I had gotten from living on the Outside. And now, I was weak. But my adrenaline and the fact that Caspian was relying on me, left me running up them like my life depended on it.

I didn’t know where my father was now, and he could have been anywhere in the building by now, but I couldn’t give up my hope. I had to ask the same monster that put us in here for his help. We didn’t even know if he would help, but we had to try. As Caspian said, he was our only ounce of hope.

I was gasping for air by the time I had hit the fifth door to peer through. The medical gown I still wore was plastered to me, along with my hair that had now become like a second skin along the back of my neck. I was surprised no one had heard me running, no one had heard the heavy breathing as I had opened and peered through the four previous doors down pristine white hallways. They all looked similar, but I had tried to remember the one we left my father on. The only difference was more doors down the hallway. The alarms were ringing through the stairs and bouncing off of everything, but I attempted to tune them out as I held my breath and opened the door with shaking hands.

“You had one job, Darren. Just like Amelia-”

“Don’t you dare bring her name into this, Carter,” I peered down the hallway, finding my father and Dr. Carter in a heated discussion. I saw the anger and the rage on their faces. They were inches from each other’s face, almost tearing each other apart with their words. And I knew why. My mother. I hadn’t heard her name in years. And yet now, as I stood in the cracked doorway hidden slightly from their view, I knew my father had something to do with her death. “Amelia never would have given her consent if she knew-if she just knew what you would be doing. You said this was for the greater good. You gave your word-”

“The only one that gave their word, was you,” Dr. Carter’s hands pushed my father, my father being pinned against the wall as he spat in his face. “And you let them go, Darren. Do you realize how foolish you are? This is for everything we’ve been working for!”

“No, this is everything you’ve been working for,” My father pushed back, his hands now on Dr. Carter’s shirt, fisting the material as he pushed him into the other side of the hallway, his back toward me. I couldn’t breathe. I had never seen this side of him. Of either of them. “You said that the Outsiders were going to break down the city, and I, we, agreed to help for my daughter’s wellbeing. I gave you her life and let you shove her out there with those-those-those beasts. But you’ve been the real beast all along. How long were you going to wait to tell me that you planned on killing them all? Even my daughter?”

My breath caught in my throat, my lungs burning as my hands gripped the metal door. Kill us. They were planning to kill us. But why hadn’t they already? They had every chance possible. We were literally at their mercy for days.Why not now?

“Found her!” The shout was from behind me, a hand grabbing my elbow so hard I thought it was going to break as I was shoved through the open doorway and onto the cold tile floor with a hard slap. The breath I had been holding shot through my lips, my chin catching on the floor and immediately I felt it split, the blood beginning to drip down my already bloodied and crusty face.

I rolled over onto my back, immediately looking over to where my father and Dr. Carter stood in shock. The guard above me was familiar, the same beady eyes that had held onto Caspian when I was shocked in the cell. He deserved no mercy. And I would give him none.

Immediately I shot my leg out, my foot colliding with his shin and he grunted, but barely budged before leaning down and attempting to grab me. I scrambled up, my body pushing against the wall of the crowded hallway before I attacked. My hands grabbed for him, nails that already had blood underneath them, tucked themselves in his own arm as he reached for me. Another grunt was all I got as he quickly grabbed me, my sticky skin clinging to him as he pulled me right towards him, turning me around in his arms. He was big. Bigger than me by twice my size, and his arms were like blockades locking onto my skin. I could already feel the pulsing of my skin, the bruises bound to be there when he let go.

“Let her go!” My father reached out, only for Dr. Carter to shove him, his fist colliding with my father’s cheek with such anger. I had never seen the Inside be so brutal. My father hit the wall, his knees almost buckling, but there was a fire. A fire I had never seen as he darted towards Dr. Carter. He tackled him, their bodies tumbling onto the ground as fists began flying. They were a blur.

The guard holding onto me cursed, distracted by their fight, and that was his first mistake. I picked up my leg before slamming it back behind me, my foot colliding right into his knee and his grip loosened enough for me to pull away from him and turn towards him once again. Left foot. Right foot. Attack. Just like hunting the fish in the middle of an ocean, it was the same dance. The same dance and same hands I felt on my body just like then. Caspian. Pushing me through the bond, fueling my fire.

I shot out, my hand colliding with his chin, snapping his head to the side before I darted my foot out, hitting him directly in the groin. Immediately the man snarled, his body crashing to the ground on his knees as the weakest spot on him was smashed in. I grabbed his hair with both hands, gripping tightly before slamming his nose into my knee. I heard the audible crack, the slight weight of his body collapsing against me before I shoved him to the floor. He laid there, and for a moment, I was afraid he could get up and grab me again, but he was still. Unconscious.

“Nova we have to go.” I turned my head, my chin still bleeding, my body aching. My father stood with a bloodied nose, a bruised cheek, and his hands were trembling. His eyes were frantic, darting over me and the guard that laid there. I glanced behind him, Dr. Carter laid on the ground, his eyes open, his body slumped against the wall. And a knife laid embedded in his chest.

“Is-is he-”

“Yes, now we have to go.”

Murderer. It was written in blood on the walls of the once pristine hallway. But I couldn’t care. Not when my people were in the basement. Not when my father had defended me. Not when Dr. Carter laid dead in his own facility. By my own blood. By my own father.

“We need your help.” My eyes stayed on Dr. Carter as I talked, the words sounding far off from me. Like an out of body experience. The words were cotton in my mouth and I tried to swallow, but I couldn’t. Not as the blood began pooling around him. Not as the knife glimmered under the flickering lights. Not as his eyes stared into my soul.

“I know, Nova. Nova,” He snapped me out of it, my eyes going back to him as his hand grabbed mine, pulling me towards the stairwell again. “They should be waking up now. I overwrote the system to administer epinephrine in their IVs. It won’t last long, but it will last long enough to get them out of here. There is an old hovercraft up on the roof. The swipe cards don’t work, but I know how to fly it. We’re getting out of here.”

My footsteps were clumsy, I could barely hear my father over the roaring in my ears. My heart was pounding brutally against the inside of my chest. I couldn’t breathe. I tumbled down the stairs, one hand holding onto the rusted railing to not fall down the stairs, the other one being held by my father as we ran down them. Our footsteps were loud. And judging by the change in pitches in the alarm, they knew what we had done. What he had done.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t even feel the blisters on my feet anymore. I couldn’t feel the metal slapping against my feet. I couldn’t feel the pain in my chin from where I had slapped it into the tile. I couldn’t feel my aching bones that protested from kicking and punching the now unconscious guard. I couldn’t even feel my father’s hand gripping my arm so tightly it was causing his knuckles to turn white. No, I couldn’t feel anything. All I could feel was the pounding of my heart and the sweat beading across my body.

The stairs were gone before I could blink. I couldn’t remember the way. Not when there was ringing in my ears and the pounding in my chest hurt with every step. My father was the only reason I wasn’t on the ground. The only reason I was still running and not trying to comprehend what had just happened. My father was a murderer. Murderer. The word echoed on and on in my mind, but I couldn’t judge him. Not when two people were already unconscious and may die because of me. Not when I had the blood staining my face and hands and once pristine medical gown. No. We were the same.

“Nova,” I couldn’t hear the relief in Caspian’s voice as we stepped into the underground hidden chamber. I couldn’t even remember how we got here. But as confusion swept through, my eyes darted over his people who were beginning to move and sluggishly get out of their cots. Some had more energy than others, some were helping others. Some still had the fight in their eyes. “I felt you. Through the bond.”

My eyes darted back to Caspian’s. It was true. His chin had been bleeding, but his blood was crusted over the cut now. His eyes were dark, the worry lining in between his brows as he reached forward and touched the cut on my chin. We both hissed. The sensation bringing the cotton from my mouth and the ringing suppressing in my ears. But my heart was still aching to jump out of my chest. The pounding booming through my body,

“She’s fine. We don’t have much time,” And that was that. My father’s voice was all I heard as Caspian pulled away to look at my father. There was hate in his eyes, but he was silent. His fists were by his side, his knuckles turning white as he stared at my father with such malice, but he wouldn’t kill him here. We needed him. “They can’t make it up the stairs. We’ll take the elevator up to the roof. The hovercraft-”

I tuned him out. I knew I shouldn’t have. Not when we only had limited time. But I couldn’t think. I couldn’t stand there and listen to a monster talk about being our only escape. I turned away from him, but not without meeting his eyes in confusion as I walked away. I could hear him speaking to Caspian about the plan, but I couldn’t focus. I couldn’t without wanting to rip apart my own father.

I ignored the glares from Caspian’s tribe as they all began to wake. Everyone helped each other as they attempted to gain their barings. I couldn’t blame them for hating me. Not when this was once my home. Not when my father stood a few feet away, the same man who had tricked us all. I tried to help them. My hands held onto some of the people for stability, helping them off the tables and onto their feet again, ignoring how small they felt in my hands when not months ago, it had been me at their mercy. As soon as they gained their footing, they were pushing me away. Some with sadness in their eyes. Some with anger. And some pushed me away while baring teeth and hissing curses as if I were the work of another kind.

“Go to hell, Insider.”

“Don’t touch me.”

“Fuck you.”

The curses from people I had lived with for what seemed like ages. They all turned. And in truth, I couldn’t blame them. Not when they were here because of me. Because of an experiment gone wrong. Because of my father's own selfish agenda. None of these people were with the Rebellion. I would have known. I would have seen something out of place. But no. The only one who was even as an intruder in their kind now was Kekoa. And even as his own people cursed him under their breath along with my name, I knew they hated me just as much.

There was a hushed silence over everyone as we continued to help people off of their beds even with their hands pushing me away quickly after. I didn’t have time to dwell on it, my only focus was on getting everyone out of this hell.

We were all quiet, all working together in a pattern. The people who were able to help were pulling others off the cots, the ones who were too weak to walk. The children who were still too drugged to move, and the ones who were beaten and bruised. The ones who had run. It was a system of sorrow that no one dared let under their skin. They were rushed and moved everyone towards the hidden staircase my father had pointed out at the back of the cage on the outside of the bars. I wondered if he knew it was there because he built this chamber, but I didn’t dare ask. His plan to take the elevator was soon short lived as soon as he had scouted ahead. The lights were red. They knew our plans.

“Nova,” Caspian found me again, his hand grabbing mine and pulling me away from my place planted on the floor. I didn’t realize I had been standing still, frozen in time, until I turned around and saw all of his people being ushered through the once hidden door. Even the ones that had been overly drugged in the cage, were now being carried out by some of his warriors. My father was nowhere to be found, and I realized he was probably leading them all to the roof. “Nova, we have to go,” His hand tightened in mine as he pulled me towards them. But for some reason I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I could barely understand what was happening around me. “Nova.”

“Kekoa,” The question had been stuck in my throat ever since Scout had mentioned him. Where was he? Who was he anymore? “Where is he? Does he know what he’s doing? Caspian, he’s your broth-”

“No, he’s not. He never was.”

“But Caspian, he’s-”

“We don’t have time for this, Nova. We have to go.” His voice was desperate, his hand grabbing mine even tighter until I was afraid it was going to break off at his strength. I shook my head, but I followed him anyway. After all, I would burn through hell if it meant holding his hand one more time.

We were the last ones to leave the underground chamber, heading up the shaking stairs a flight below his people. The door shut behind us leaving us with little light, the only source being the flashing with the alarms, giving us moments of bright light and the alarm sounding louder the further we climbed.

Caspian didn’t run up with his people, he stayed back a flight with me, his shoulder brushing against mine as we walked up the narrow stairway. It wasn’t made for two people to be on the same step, but with his hand gripping mine so tightly, I knew there was no chance he would offer to walk ahead of me. We were in this together. And without him, I don’t think I would have kept walking.

I was so tired. The days of being kept as a lab rat and fighting fights I never knew were possible, was tiring. My bones ached. My feet were burning. And there was still the cotton in my mouth and the pounding in my head and chest. I could hear every beat of my heart, every pound of my feet on the harsh metal steps. I tried to tune into the continuous pounding above me, the harmonious sound of my people who hated me traveling to what I hoped would be their freedom.

There was urgency in our walking, but we were all tired and exhausted. We kept going, climbing the endless flights of stairs hoping that none of the adjoining doors would open and we would be grabbed from the dark. Every time Caspian and I passed one, he would grab my hand tighter, his other hand pressing against the smooth surface of the door as if he would push the world down with it if it opened. We glanced behind our shoulders every time we passed it, making sure, holding our breaths. I had never seen this side of him before. Not even when she had died. This fear…this anger…this terror. It was all new. And it was all because of me.

“Stop!”

It was the yell of a guard, and immediately my head turned, glancing over the rusted railing to see five guards charging up the stairs. There were maybe 3 flights of stairs between us, but they were fast. Darting up them with every ounce of power they had, which in turn released the fire the Outsiders had needed.

We ran, some falling and skinning knees but others pulling them up quickly. The ones being carried were jostled on the shoulders of some of our people, their bodies hanging limply as they didn’t even realize their lives were at stake. Caspian’s hand slipped from mine as we reached his people, his hands on the backs of the few straying behind. I helped him. Tending to his people as if they were my own. We pushed them, catching their falls as some tripped, but we were never far behind. We clustered on the stairs, and the thumping of the guards' boots banged into the rusted metal as they shouted for us to stop again and again.

They never shot though. Not once. Even as they held their weapons in their hands. I kept glancing over the railing, expecting to be shot in the face for even looking to see where they were, but they never did. They ran at a steady pace. The five of them looked up and spotted where we were, but their pace never changed. It was organized. Not sporadic like ours was. As if it was a drill.

“Caspian, it’s a trap!” My words were deafened by the sound of feet along the metal stairs, the small stairwell bouncing the noise everywhere. My head was ringing. I grabbed onto his arm, my nails digging in tightly only for my own arm to ache in protest, but it caused his eyes to dart to me. “They’re not shooting. They must have something on the roof.”

Caspian dared to glance over the railing, his feet still keeping up with our quick pace. He stared for only a moment before he nodded, his eyes meeting mine before he looked up at his people. There was nowhere for us to go. And we both knew that. I stumbled on the stairs, but my eyes never left the side of his face. Taking in the strong jaw, the brows turned towards each other, the lip that was being gnawed on as he looked at our chances. I took in the scar that matched mine, the facial hair that had become unruly, the shaggy hair that now brushed the tops of his shoulders. I took him all in. I memorized him.

Because this would be the last time I ever saw him.


Chapter twenty-eight
Caspian


Ididn’t have time to second guess her.

Not when the pounding of footsteps echoed all around me. It consumed me and my senses were on fire from trying to dial in on my people, the same people who stumbled and tripped up the stairs. We were moving so slowly. I felt the tension in my legs from straining to take smaller steps for them as Nova and I pushed and corralled them all up the staircase as fast as we were able to.

She was right. They could have easily caught up to us. They could have easily shot those tranquilizers back into us, or worse, even real bullets. But they didn’t. We were running as fast as we could up the stairs and yet they were following at a steady pace. She was right. She was always right.

“Caspian, you have to get to my father,” Her voice was a whisper over the footsteps and cries from my people, but I heard her. Her voice was my cry for the darkness that I had always searched for, but finally found. And now, I might lose her. By her own people. “Don’t stop. You have to save them.”

But I couldn’t help but falter in my steps, my foot finally catching on one and sending me almost to my knees if it weren’t for the rusted railing and the wall. I glanced over at her, my heart stopping if only for a moment before beating again. My heart beating for her. And only her. She met my eyes and for a moment, we weren’t running for our lives. For a moment, all that I was or ever would be, would be for her. For a moment, I was alone on that embankment with her hands on my chest and my lips pressed to hers as if she were the air I would always breathe. For a moment, I was in love again.

And that moment was ripped away from me as soon as she looked away and started running down the stairs where we had come, right towards the armed guards. I stumbled again, this time my knee catching the stairs as I braced my hands on the cool metal. I watched as she stumbled, her own knee feeling the beating as I fell on my own, but she never glanced back at me. Her fists came up, one knocking into the guard’s surprised face, him staggering back as the others grabbed at her. I wanted to run to her. I wanted to save her. But as I felt the force of their hands on her arms and grabbing into her skin, I knew this was her plan all along.

She was fire. And she caught everything around her in flames. I wish I had realized it sooner. I wished I had seen the fire long ago when we met within the caged room here and I had taken her from her own home to reside in a land of foreign territory. She was a fighter. A flame dancing around the guards and knees and arms flailing into them, fighting with every fiber of her being. Fighting as if she held our entire people on her shoulders. Fighting as if she were an Outsider. And she was. If only I had seen that fire long before.

“Nova,” My voice. It came out before I could stop it, my feet stumbled as I turned to face them on the stairs, only a flight below me, enough to see through the rusted bars. I watched as her hair flew past her shoulders, her head turning towards me with panic and fire in her eyes. Her mouth tore into a silent ‘go,’ before she turned back towards them, smashing a foot into one of theirs and jabbing an elbow into one of their chests. I felt the stings, I felt the jab of their fingers in her skin. I couldn’t think. Not when my heart was being pulled in two. “Nova.”

I glanced at my people once more before turning back towards Nova. There was no hesitation. I stumbled down the stairs, ignoring the pain of the men grabbing at her, ignoring the fire blazing around her in anger. It was a few steps, bounding down them before I reached her. My hand reached between the guards, grabbing her arm so tightly I felt it on my own before I ripped her from their grasps. “Caspian, no.” The cry came from her lips, her body falling back into mine as we stumbled on the narrow stairwell. But I didn’t have time to focus on her or my people.

I reached out, grabbing onto one of the guards arms before slamming it down into the railing. He released a strangled cry and stumbled back into another, growling obscenities as I was sure it was broken. I couldn’t focus on them though. I couldn’t focus on the pain I felt buzzing through my hand from punching into his jaw. I tried to ignore it all, my only intention was to get out of here and save my people. Our people.

“Leave!” Her cry was what startled me. Not the crack of a guard's nose under my fist or the blood that was spat out from a guard as I punched his cheek. No, none of that was what startled me, but only the grab of her hand on my arm as she pushed me back away from them. We both knew I was stronger than her. We both knew I only moved because it was her that touched me, but yet I did. I stumbled back, looking at her in confusion, two of three guards falling on the stairs unconscious from my own fists. The other three were gaining their bearings once again, grasping at the railings and hoisting themselves up as they tried to steady themselves. But I only stared at her and the fire blazed in her eyes, catching me aflame in the process.

“Nova, let me-”

“Caspian, just leave.” Her eyes. Her eyes. Her eyes. There were tears welling up in them, the ocean trickling down in a small tide before she wiped them away as quickly as they had come. She turned back towards the guards, throwing her small fist up into one of their faces, but his hand was faster. She was unsteady, unsure, and I knew it was because I was watching her. I tried to leap forward, tried to grab the guard that dared to lay a hand on her, but as soon as I tried, a hand was on my shoulder.

I turned around with such force, my own hand reaching out to punch whoever had come up behind me, but immediately it stopped. Inches from my brother’s face. Inches from Kekoa’s face.

“Cas-” I didn’t let him finish. My hand collided with his jaw with such force that he tumbled, bracing his hands on the railing beside us. A hiss came from his mouth and for a moment I regretted it. For a moment, he was still my brother. But as he stood up fully, his height towering over me from a few steps above me as he backed up, I realized that he was no longer my family. “Caspian, stop. I’m here to-”

My hand collided with his ribs, the force causing him to bend over and groan. I took that time to attack. Kekoa had trained me in some of the earlier days. Back when we were teens and our father had given us the tasks of forming warriors out of the kids. Back when we had fun as we fought in the middle ground and smiled even with blood dripping down our chins. Even as we sat at the fire with our parents and discussed all the ways we broke our fingers that day or how I had got an upper hand on Kekoa even though we all knew he had let me. Kekoa trained me well. And by the time I was given the title of chief, Kekoa was well aware of what to do to take over. And that’s what he had done. That’s what he always did.

Kekoa wasn’t even meant to be chief. He was a bastard of a tribe who no longer wanted him, at least that’s what he had said. But how long ago was he recruited to be part of the Inside? Was he an Inside spy all these years? After I had gotten my chief scar, the times had been different. Kekoa had no longer been my brother of mischief and wrecking havoc among the tribe. After the scar, he had become bitter and angry and as soon as our father died and I took the role of chief, Kekoa had challenged me.

A challenge of the chiefs was rare and few in-between, as it was a passage of blood, not strength. The one who survived would be chief. It was at this moment, I wished I had killed him when I had the chance. We both know I could have. I was quicker on my feet, better with a knife. Kekoa only knew brute force. He couldn’t think with his head fast enough to comprehend what I was doing before it was too late. But he was stronger than me. Much stronger. I had given him the title of chief because I couldn’t kill him. I was a disgrace among other tribes. A chief who was a coward. All because I had a brother I couldn’t kill in his time of anger and jealousy. All because I regretted not killing him when I had the chance.

“Caspian!” It was a shriek from up above and I whipped my head toward the stairs to see Scout looking over the railings at me from a few flights above us. He looked terrified as he was jostled from the movement of our people banging into him on the narrow stairs. But as soon as the distraction came, I felt it. It had been a warning from the only brother I claimed with everything in me. And I had been foolish enough to think he needed me when I was the one that needed him all along.

It was a scream from Nova that had me turning around towards her, seeing her being held up by one of the guards, the other two attempting to wake their unconscious comrades. I stared at her, her eyes closed tightly as she spasmed in pain. I couldn’t understand the pain on her face when the guards stood still. My eyes darted over her body until I finally saw the blood beginning to spread across her medical gown as it stuck to her skin. And that’s when I felt the pain. The pain I had been oblivious to as I was too far gone in my thoughts.

I sucked in a breath, my eyes darting down to my side, the hilt of a knife glimmering underneath the flashing lights, stuck in between two of my ribs. The pain was blossoming, my adrenaline fading as I took in the design. The knife was Kekoa’s. The hilt was wrapped in a sliver of leather around the base, yet the hilt was woven in small designs that weaved in and out of each other, the one my father had made for us. The same as mine except for the intricate ‘K’ adorning the very top where the cherry wood gleamed through. The knife was several inches long, made for hunting and gutting fish, ridges made in the tip to grab and rip the flesh of their enemies. Yet the knife disappeared under the ripped medical gown, the knife slammed so deep within my skin that nothing except the hilt was shown.

“No,” The word, it came out in a guttural moan, my voice falling deaf upon my own ears. I coughed, somehow now not being able to breathe, and the pull of the knife inside me had me leaning back onto the rails. Onto Kekoa. His hands, somehow being gentle on my shoulders as one arm wrapped around my waist and held me up from my shaking knees. “No.”

“Look what you’ve done to her,” Kekoa’s breath was on my ear, his hand coming up to hold my chin to force me to look at Nova. Her legs had buckled, her body being held up by the guard who held her up by her armpits. She was limp, her head hanging down low, her body trembling as the blood continued to soak the spot on her side, the same that was soaking my own. I coughed again, the blood beginning to trickle from my mouth and I watched as she lifted her own head, her hair plastered onto her sweaty forehead as blood trickled from her own mouth. The blood that had once crusted her face was now forgotten, her eyes glazing over as she tried to focus on anything. On me. Would we die here? “She’s dying, brother. You’re dying.”

He was right. We were dying. Stairs apart from each other and in the hands of my brother. We were dying by my people, not hers. This was my fault. And I could do nothing but stare at her. Stare at her lips that parted slightly as more blood began to fall and slide down her chin and dribble onto the metal stairs. Stare at the way her eyelashes caressed her cheeks with every heavy lid that began to fall. Stare at the way she tried to keep her head up to look at me as if I could solve all of her problems. Stare at the way her fingers uncurled from her tight fists as she began to fall heavy in their arms. Stare at the way her chest moved so slowly as if she tried to fit every breath into one as it was too hard to breathe again.

And I fell. My body tumbled to the stairs and I hissed at the feeling of the knife jostling inside of me. My own pain was bombarded by hers, her lips parting and sucking in the air as she struggled against my own pain. I looked up, my vision blurring as I took in Kekoa and a figure he wrestled. The creaking of the stairs echoing as I leaned my head on the railings, unable to keep it upright. I couldn’t see who he was fighting. All I knew was that it stopped as soon as it had started. I watched in confusion as Kekoa left. His body barreled through the hidden door flat against the wall, slamming it shut with an audible click of the locks.

“Caspian, we have to go. She’ll be fine. They’re not going to kill her,” Scout. His voice was hoarse, his hands cold, and his breathing was ragged. But it wasn’t him who had wrestled my brother. No, it was Nova’s father. His eye was bloodshot and bruised, but he ignored it all. I stared at him through fluttering eyelids, hoping he would go to her. Help her. But he glanced at her before finding me. Scout and him reached under my heavy arms and lifted me slowly, being careful not to jostle me. “It’ll be okay.” I wasn’t sure if he was telling himself that or me. But I didn’t care. I just stared at Nova.

“If you follow us, we will kill you.” Darren. His words seeped out and stung the guards as if they were afraid of him. As if his threats were liable, nodding quickly before picking up Nova and cradling her as if they hadn’t just decided to kill her.

I stared at her. My eyes were trying to see through the hair that hung in front of her face. As if any moment she would lift her head and look at me and beg me to save her. Fight her way out of their arms and come to me. Come to us. I was confused. Help her. Why aren’t you grabbing her? Why are you saving me when your daughter is right there? The questions rolled off my mind and shattered with each step as her father and Scout grabbed me tighter to not let me fall. I couldn’t say the questions out loud. The blood was pooling in my mouth and the taste of metal scraped around my teeth and lodged itself into my throat.

Look at me. I tried to scream. The blood dripped onto the stairs in retaliation, my moan coming out as the knife was moved even an inch. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Off of her shallow breathing, off of the blood trickling from her wound. Off of her hand that hung limply before she flexed her fingers as if she were reaching for something. Look up, Nova. Look up. God, please look up.

Her father and Scout grabbed me tighter, attempting to turn me around on the stairs but the little bit of strength I had left was fighting them. Planting my feet into the stairs, my eyes attempting to find hers. Lift your head, damn it. Please. Please, Nova.

I couldn’t stand any longer, my knees buckling, her father and Scout grunting. Scout could barely hold his own, let alone me, so her father took most of my weight, holding me up, giving me leverage. And they turned me around on the stairs, but not before I caught her eyes from underneath her unruly hair. Her lips parted. The blood spilt from her lips as she mouthed three simple words.

‘I love you.’

‘I love you too.’


Chapter twenty-nine
Caspian


“He’s going to be okay, right?”

“He’s bleeding-”

“He’s our chief you have to-”

“Silence!” The cracked voice of the Hag was what woke me. My eyes flickered, my body trembled, and immediately my hand came up to where the knife had once laid in my side. “No, chief, the wound is not healed.” My eyes darted to where she knelt beside me, her hands holding a drenched cloth that looked like the clothing of some of my people. They were soaked with blood, dripping slightly onto my skin as she held it above me as if she too were shocked I was awake.

I turned my head quickly, my eyes darting around as the familiar noise of the hovercraft filled the air around me. The hovercraft we were in was a lot larger than what Nova and I had been transported in. The seats were lining the walls, my people strapped in and gripping onto them for dear life. A few met my eyes, but some were slumped over in their seats, the effects of the drugs draining on them. But on the floor near me was Scout, the Hag, and a few of my other warriors. My second and third, Quillon and Archer. Kekoa’s second and third.

They were now mine.

I glanced towards the front, my breath catching in my throat with the movement as the wound at my side protested. The Hag tended to me, her weary hands shaking, her tan skin now pale and the bags under her eyes more pronounced. I gazed past her, finding her father with his hands on the controls of the hovercraft. He never once glanced back, his focus directly towards the sky ahead.

“N-” I couldn’t even get her name out of my lips without immense pain surging through me. I gasped, my hand gripping onto the cloth that the Hag was holding. My eyes screwed shut, my breathing becoming ragged as the fire raged underneath my skin. I had been stabbed, cut, scarred, bruised, and yet for some reason, this had been the most pain I had ever been in in my entire existence. “Nova.” It was strained, parting my lips like glass and immediately a cough rose to my lungs. I shuddered, my body turning in on itself at the pain that ruptured my lungs. I couldn’t breathe.

She wasn’t here. I knew she wasn’t as I had looked around the entire cabin of the hovercraft and seen every ounce of it in one glance, yet I still looked.

I still searched. I couldn’t begin to search for her through the pain, all of the pain I felt was from the wound in my side, the aching in my bones. All of it was from me.

“Kekoa had poison...in the knife, chief,” The Hag. She spoke so quietly, her hands pressing the fabric into my wound so gently as if any sudden movements would startle me. I looked at her in confusion before glancing down at my side, pulling the cloth off of it to show the dark purple lines sliding up into my skin, the area protruding and leaking blood and puss, my skin bruised and battered all around it. It didn’t look good. And I knew by the worry on my brother’s face and my people, there was a chance I would die here. “He had forsaken us all. You were given the blood right; you will lead.” She spoke almost to herself, as if she was wary to not manifest it. As if this would be the last time I led my people.

The Hag looked like she had been dragged up from the grave and fought the hounds of the underworld. She was skin and bones, her skin creasing and looking as if it would tear with every movement she made to make sure I lived. The feathers that had once hung beautifully in her greying hair were now torn and tattered, her scalp thinning to be only strands. Her eyes were sunken into her skull, her body eating away at itself. If she had been outside, I was sure buzzards would start swarming her waiting to gnaw on the bones that were left in her place.

This was my fault. This was my fault. This was all my fucking fault.

“Chief, this Insider said our home was burned down in the raid,” Archer’s voice was a hiss, his eyes not even looking at me as he stared into where Nova’s father flew the hovercraft. His hand was at his hip, reaching down to where his knife should be but there was nothing. They had stolen our weapons when they captured us, and he realized that as he swore under his breath. “I’ll kill him, chief. Just say the word and I’ll-”

“No.” My hand reached out, grabbing Archer’s elbow with the little strength I had as he began to stand up. He could have easily ripped away from my touch and darted towards him and killed him on the spot. With or without a knife.

Even though he wasn’t as built as Kekoa and I, we hadn’t chosen him for his brute strength. He was brash and thought on instinct rather than overthinking his actions. Which made him the perfect third for a war tribe. It could either kill us or save us all, but that was what made him the best. He was fearless. While Quillon was careful, reserved, and thoughtful. He took his time, meticulously planning everything. Even with him being a burly warrior, he never once thought brawn over brains. He was the perfect second, made to aid in our system. In Kekoa’s system. And now in mine.

“Caspian,” Scout. His voice was trembling, and as I met his eyes, I saw the effects of all that had occurred. It only took my hand to leave Archer’s arm before Scout was there, his body over mine, his arms wrapping around me as he hugged me tightly. It hurt. The ache in my body screamed in protest, but I didn’t care. Not as my brother’s tears fell onto my chest. Not even as our tribe turned their heads away from us to give us privacy. I held him tightly to me, my hand clutching his arm as I wrapped it around him. “Don’t leave us.”

“I won’t.” But even my voice seemed like a lie, wavering on indecisiveness and fear. He leaned up, his eyes red and the fear shown clearly on his face. He was weak. And if I were Kekoa, I would have called him out on it; yelled at him for showing weakness in front of our people when he was meant to be a future chief if I died. But I didn’t. I only cupped his cheek and brought him down to kiss his forehead, a comforting reassurance our mother used to do in our time of need. A healing kiss, she had called it. And as he pulled back with the small, childish grin he still carried, I knew she had been right.

He backed away, yet not too far, sitting down on the floor and leaning his back against a metal panel of the hovercraft. He closed his eyes, his exhaustion wearing thin. And as I looked around the interior, I realized most of them were. They were lethargic, their bodies caving in on themselves. They were pale and sickly looking, my people no longer being the tribe of warriors and fighters that we had trained. We were a strong tribe. A small, but strong tribe. We were known for our ferocity, even if it had been in Kekoa’s lead. But this was no longer that tribe.

Even Archer and Quillon were fighting it. As they knelt beside me, I saw the way their eyelids fluttered so slowly, their hands bracing on their knees or the floor to keep them level as we flew through the air. We were in no shape to fight. And the Hag was in no shape to heal. She was now sitting back on her heels, leaning against the wall and her body trembling with the effects of the drugs they had pumped into their systems. My people were done for.

“Where-” The cough ripped through my body and the cry came from my lips as I grabbed onto my side. My body was breaking. The blood rejecting itself. The air left me as I held onto life itself. There was fire scorching through me, burning me in flames from the inside out and all I saw was red. Red. Red. Burning. Burning. Burning. I couldn’t breathe. The pain was enough for me to beg for death. But it would not come. The spasms of the poison ate around my insides and I felt the blood pooling underneath my hand once again, seeping through my fingers and onto the floor around me.

Nova. She had to be dying as well. I could no longer feel her though. No longer feel the small aches and pains and stinging of her feet along my own. But I knew she was alive, as she was the only thing that kept me breathing. Would she die without knowing the people around her? Stuck on another table and strapped down as she screamed? Would she die knowing I loved her because I couldn’t love another as long as I was alive? She was my air, even when she stole my breath with every look she spared my way. She was my soul, even when I was programmed to never feel anything. She was the bane of my existence, but the reason I existed. Would I ever be able to tell her?

“There’s a village, it’s-” Her father. Did she know he had saved me? Did she know?

“Solarian, we can’t go there, they’ll tear us apart.” Quillon. Could he save her? If she were here. Could he save her?

“It’s the only village I see. He is dying, which means my daughter is-” She’s dying. She’s dying. She’s dying.

“This is a death sentence for all of us. If you land here we-” We’re dying.

We’re all dead.


Chapter thirty
Caspian


“Take me with you?” Her voice. It echoed in the cave and hit me with full force, knocking me almost off my feet as I spun to see her. Oh her eyes. Her honey eyes sucked me in and caught me deep within the fibers of those honeycombs. They were full of mischief. Full of life. And they were mine to stare at forever.

“You know I can’t, honeybee, we don’t want that stinger coming out, now do we?” It was her audible gasp that caused the laugh to bubble up from my throat, but it was short lived as she threw the bow at me that caused it to end. I grabbed it in the air, leaving her scowling at me. I never knew anger could look so good on someone. But even with my jab at her, the smile still tugged at the corner of her lips. Teasing me to do more.

“You took me last time,” Her mouth. God, her mouth. I watched as she strode towards me and I dropped the bow, the wood clattering onto the rock of the cave. Her hair was loosely hanging around her, draping down over her narrow shoulders and brushing her bare hips. The slither of skin was delectable and I wanted to trace every ounce of her with my tongue, but I knew I would be caught in here another night. “Don’t you want the company?”

Fire. That’s what she was. Her hands came up, brushing the hair back to reveal the scar that ran across her collarbone and traced down the front of her top. My scars never looked so good on someone. She cocked her head to the side, stopping her movements as she saw my eyes drift over her. It was hard not to stare. It was hard not to get lost in her.

This cave was ours. From the moment I brought her into it to escape the rain that she had once feared. She danced in the rain now. She didn’t need the cave, but god did it need to be lit up by her. Her smile. Her laugh. Her body. Her moans. Her screams. We had stained this cave with her. And we would do it again if she didn’t stop tempting me.

“That was before you decided to throw a knife at Kekoa,”I grinned at the memory. He was going to kill her after that I was sure of it, but no one could resist those eyes that gleamed with a light the Outside hadn’t seen in a while. “So no, I don’t think you are welcome on the hunt, honeybee.”

“He deserved it! He stole my fish, and Scout wasn’t any better. Your brothers suck.” Her eyes were wide and the corners of her lips turned down as she pouted, pushing out the bottom lip that I desperately wanted to suck in between my teeth. She was right. They were the worst, but they loved her. Even Kekoa loved her after those first few weeks. She was one of us, after all.

“He did, but that’s why you’re not allowed to go anymore.” I couldn’t help it. As she crossed her arms and pouted at me with her wide, doe-like eyes, I couldn’t resist her. In every way. In the way her eyes glimmered every time she looked my way. In the way her scars shined underneath the cracks in the cave roof or the light streaming in from the opening. In the way her tattoos curved with her figure the way I wanted to be. In the way her attention was solely on me. And I couldn’t resist the metal band around her left ring finger to symbolize she was mine in the eyes of a stranger. I couldn’t resist a single thing about her. She was my poison. Forever entangled in my bloodstream.

I took the two steps to her, my arms circling her waist before I picked her up. We fit together in every sense. With her arms wrapped around my neck, fingers spreading in my hair, and my hands finding the soft spots of her waist, she was mine. Completely and fully mine. She was my essence. Tangled in the caverns of my soul that had once been so dark, but she lit them up like fire. The honey seeping into our wounds and coating us in gold. Hopelessly and effortlessly forever.

“I thought you needed to leave?” That pout. God, that pout. My lips pushed against hers, backing her into the cold rough wall of the cave. There was nothing gentle about that kiss. I found her tongue with mine, found her hair with one hand, and I found her soul with mine. I kissed her as if I were starving, and in truth, I always felt hungry when she was in my presence. That desire could never be satisfied until I had her in every way. And she was the same.

She kissed me with so much force, her hands darting to my shoulders and scratching down my skin. She pressed her chest towards mine, her legs tightening around my waist as if there was too much room between us. She was starving just as much as I was.

A gasp bubbled from her throat as she tilted her head back, drinking in the air as I made my way down her neck. My hand in her hair pulled tighter, tilting her head back and arching her into me. I found my way to her collarbone, the scar begging for attention just as much as she was. She smelt of lilac, peonies, roses, daisies, jasmine, lilies, lavender, gardenias; god, she smelt of flowers. The sweetest of smells wrapping around us until I felt high off of her scent. I could breathe her in until the end of time.

“What are you doing?” A voice. No, a cry. The words wavered off of her tongue and shattered onto the ground and for a moment, time stood still. I lifted my head, turning towards the entrance of the cave, my body stiffening as confusion swallowed me whole.

“Nova?” My voice broke, caught in my throat and pushed every feeling of desire back down my throat. She stood in the entrance of the cave, her lip quivering, the same pout moments ago I had been kissing. There were tears running down her face, her hair sticking to her skin as sweat coated her. And she stood in a medical gown.

“What are you doing?” Again the question came from her lips and fell onto the ground, a small cry coming out after it. I shook my head, blinking my eyes again and again as if she wasn’t real. How could she be when she was still locked in my arms and kissing down my-

I couldn’t move fast enough, my hands dropping the woman in my arms onto her feet and when she looked up, it was no longer Nova. A corpse stared back. Her eyes were sunken in, her skin pale and sickly looking, her lips no longer Nova’s, but a snarl and leaking blood. It was no longer Nova. But Fern. The corpse of a woman I used to love.

“No.” I turned my head, the vomit coming out before anything else could, choking and unable to breathe. Pain. It shot through me out of nowhere, my body falling on the floor, eyes darting toward Fern who stared down at me and back towards where Nova stood at the entrance of the cave. The screams, I realized, were not my own, they were hers. They bounced off the cave walls and shook the rocks within.

I cried out, my hand darting down towards my side, staring at the blood that was beginning to pool around me from an open wound on my side. The same place where Nova was now clutching her medical gown. Her scream. Her scream. Her scream. It shook me to my very core, and in turn, I yelled with her. The pain was intense. A pain I had never felt before. And as I looked up at Fern, she now held a knife limply at her waist, her snarl turned towards me.

“You’re a coward.” She was no longer Fern. Her body transforming and breaking and staring back at me was the face I had looked to for guidance and trust and love for years. The same face that haunted every nightmare for never being good enough. The same face that had betrayed me.

Kekoa.


Chapter thirty-one
Caspian


There were few times in life that I had dreamed.

Maybe when I was younger, chasing my own dreams through the day and the night and hoping for something different. But other than that, there was nothing. Not until now.

The panic is what greeted me. The fear and the sense of falling throughout my chest as I gasped for air and attempted to breathe again. I felt hands on me. And pain. My god, the pain. It was excruciating and the same pain that had haunted the nightmare.

“If he does not remain still, I will not heal him. It’s that simple.” A voice was paired with a sigh as if I had done this the entire time throughout my nightmare. But I finally stopped, my eyes opening and blinking rapidly to see through the light. White dots filled my vision as I tried to blink them away, my eyes watering ferociously before they settled. I was finally able to see, even with light beaming through a glass ceiling that overlooked us. A glass ceiling that captured the light and transferred it onto the walls with iridescent colors and shapes. The light bounced off of gems and sea glass that hung from strings from the ceilings. The entire dome was made of glass, and plants were all around the bottom that reached for the sun as if they were reaching for hope.

And in Solarian, we needed all the hope we could get.

“The pain is from the poison being drawn out, brother. The Witch-”

“Call me that one more time and I will have your tongue, boy.” But that’s what she was. A witch. Solarian was known for their healing powers, their herbal medicines that were known to heal entire armies. They claimed that it was because of the sun and its natural healing abilities, but I couldn’t believe them. Not when they adorned the sign of the sun.

She was young, younger than I had thought a healer would be. The Hag had known of her medicines from her time and perfected it throughout her ancient life, but this woman was young. Her eyes were warm and bright, not knowing the effects of war or death it seemed. The mark of the healer was adorning her neck, tattooed forever in the mark of a sun along her warm skin. The sun had kissed her a thousand times, peppering her brown skin with freckles and sunspots. Solarian had no fear of the sun. They didn’t hide. They were fearless when it came to everything. Which is why they had become our enemies of the South.

They had brought us to our enemies’ lair. I was laying in the healer’s dome on their rug woven by their ancestors and being healed by one of their witches. There had to be a deal. A deal to not kill us as soon as we arrived, and I knew it had to be a soulless deal or we wouldn’t be alive right now.

“Where are the rest?” My voice sounded foreign to my own ears, gritting the words out through clenched teeth as the pain shook my body. I stared at Scout, who was sitting beside me. I expected to see the sunken cheeks and the pale skin, but as he smiled at me, there was life again. His skin was tanned once again, his eyes lifting at the corners as he smiled and his childish grin still in place. The only effects of what had happened were the bruises along his bare arms that occurred being stuck with countless needles.

“They’re being healed by the Wi-” His eyes widened and darted to the woman healing me before sighing and shaking his head, looking back at me. “They’re being healed by the people of Solarian. We landed and honestly I thought they were going to kill us,” Another laugh from him, ignoring the glare from the healer. “But we explained everything, and even Darren helped us come to an understanding of sorts.” He scratched the back of his head, wincing and I immediately knew the face.

“What was the understanding, Scout?” The words crackled out of my mouth and I winced and reached for my side where leaves were placed over the wound, but the woman slapped my hand with a glare. I glared back before sighing and laying my arm back by my side. I glanced back at Scout and he was staring out the windows of the dome, the light bouncing off the sun catchers and the glares of light darting all over his frame. He was distracted. “Scout?” It took a moment to pull his head from the sight of outside before he looked at me again.

“We obviously can’t go to war with them again,” He laughed as if it were the funniest joke in the world, tilting his head back and letting his hair fall on his shoulders. I only stared, which made him sober up quickly but not without letting that little grin tilt up the corner of his lips. “But the other one was that we can’t stay long. They said they have morals, and we will damage those with our…what was it again, witch? With our-”

“With your aura, you incompetent swine,” Her words made another fit of laughter bubble up from Scout, him falling back so quickly that he ended up on the floor. I hadn’t seen him laugh like that in a while, but it was refreshing. He laughed without a care in the world and as I glanced at the healer, even she was sparing the small smile of her own, her eyes closing tightly before she shook her head. It was hard not to love Scout. “They are all drunk on the effects of the sun. It does that to one if you haven’t seen it in a while.”

She was right. Even with the light beaming in from the glass dome, I felt refreshed. Even with the pain in my side, I could feel the effects of it. It danced across my bare chest and darted over my face with each spin of the sun catchers. It filled me with warmth and a surge of energy I hadn’t felt in a while. Our village had been in the sun just as fierce as this one was, but our home had been shaded by clouds and trees and the movement of the air from the sea. We were hidden.

Solarian was not. In any way, shape, or form. I’m sure we could have seen it from the sky when we flew over, which was why Darren decided to land here. Solarian was known for its brightness and colors and energy. A fire burned within their blood with the sun. At least that’s what my father had told me. He told stories of Solarian warriors fighting until they literally died in the battle, not from a wound, but from exhaustion. They burned themselves up from the inside out. They were fierce. And they believed it was from their Solarian gods.

They were loud and ruthless and yet subtle and a lot more civilized than our people were. My father used to say it was because of the area they were in. High up on the mountains and in the deep valley that their village resided. He told stories of the Time Before. This area was made from people who grew free, at least that’s what he had told me. The area was made for arts and music and love and lust, an area where there were no boundaries. And it was as if the Solarians knew that to begin with. As if this area called to them the way the sea called to me and my people.

“The healing process will be faster if you sleep,” She prodded at the leaves stuck to my wound and I hissed. I clenched my fists tightly to restrain myself from snapping her neck, but she either didn’t care or didn’t notice. She peeled off the layers of leaves and I closed my eyes, taking deep breaths to calm myself, but her gasp made them immediately open. I looked down, leaning up slightly and wincing at the pain before staring at the wound. It was healing. From the time being stabbed and the time arriving, it shouldn’t have been this healed. The wound was still seeping a tiny amount of blood and puss, the surrounding area still bruising, but it wasn’t inflamed how it was. The cut was smaller, a sliver of what it was, and the area wasn’t seeping the purplish/greenish veins around it. The poison was fading.

“Your Insider must be doing quite well on that side of the Wall. These healing techniques are…extraordinary.” Her voice was breathless, wistful as she slid her fingers around the area.

I ignored the fact that she knew of Nova, all I knew was that she was right. She was being taken care of. Stuck on the Inside because her father wouldn’t save her. But she was fine. Better than fine. Even though she was stuck Inside, she was taking care of me better than my own people could. She was the reason I was moving, breathing, alive. And I would be that reason for her.

“I’ll let Darren know.” Scout’s giggles had fully stopped, a stern look on his face as he jumped up from his spot on the floor. He disappeared out of the glass door before I could say anything, I tracked him from my spot on the floor, watching as he walked around the glass dome before he jogged down the green hill where we resided. The healer’s hut had to be the highest point for the sun. I watched him until I could no longer see the top of his head, only looking out into the mountain range we resided in.

“Do you love her?” Her voice was solemn, broken into an emotion I couldn’t understand. Especially from the voice of a Solarian. Had they ever felt loss?

I wanted to deny her. Loving an Insider was unspoken of. Partially because they never came into the Outside it seemed, not unless it was my mother or my soulmate, that was. But she was fierce. A beacon of light among the darkness that I had covered myself in. Fern had been the love of my life…at the time. I could no longer say that, I realized that now. Fern was gone. And I missed her, yes. But I did not miss her in my heart.

Nova had replaced that long before I realized. From the moment I had seen her with my scar staining her face and her body covered in the same story as mine. She was mine. Made for me. Completely and entirely wrapped in the weavings of my soul. Even if what Scout had said was right, she would forever be marred by my life. And I would give my life to her if it meant she would accept the pain and hurt and the love and the blessings I would forever give her. So no. I didn’t want to love her.

“I love her with my entire being.” And that would have to be enough.

It was three days before the healer allowed me to exit her hut. Three days of healing and sleeping and being fed by my only visitor, Scout. Not that they didn’t try to see me, but the healer wouldn't allow them. She said it tempted bad auras to taint my healing, whatever that meant. But the wound that we thought would kill me, was nothing more than a small slice in my side, still oozing if only a little, but the bruising had gone down and the pain was bearable. It was the Inside that had healed me. Healed us.

“Have you thought of a retaliation, chief?” Archer was ready to fight. As we stood in the Solarian chief’s hut, Archer was already coming up with a way to destroy the Inside. I was quiet, staring at the map on Helios’ table that he had inside of his war room, before sitting down along with my second and third. The Solarians were built more like the Insiders, I realized that now. Instead of foraging off the land and building huts from scratch, they had resided in the houses and land from the Time Before.

The healer had informed me that they used to be something called greenhouses, even though they weren’t green. Most of the buildings were lined with glass walls, able to see directly into their living facilities. Some of the buildings were a cluster of smaller ones, sheets hanging inside of them so all I saw were the occasional outlines or breeze rustling the sheets as someone walked through on the inside. There were other buildings as well, these made of brick and wood and some having large stained glass windows within, letting the light shine through in multi colors. Churches from before the Wall was created, they had said.

We were in another building, this one darker than the rest with a skylight above, letting light in from the ceiling but only that. The walls were brick and hiding us from the outside world, his war room was made. Unlike the other buildings they had found or moved here, his war room was made by the Solarian warriors. Maps hung along the walls and documents laid on the tables, the table itself was covered by a large map of the entirety of the Outside. Or what our documents had found so far. There were chairs on either side, lining them for his soldiers and two chairs on each end, where Helios and I sat.

He wore a crown like a fucking king. The man sitting across from me, his chest covered in a sleeveless vest made of a bright yellow fabric. Necklaces dangled from his neck and shining brightly along with the sun catchers mixed in with his charms. His skin was dark and flawless, as if the man had never been in a fight. He presumed he was better than us. I saw that with his eyes as he overlooked Archer, Quillon, and me with low regard. He then glanced at his own warriors, pride shining in them before finally meeting my eyes once again. A sneer coming across his lips.

“So the coward becomes the chief after all? And here I thought I had seen it all,” Laughter erupted from him and his soldiers, Helios smirking at me as if he was trying to give me a reason to tear his head off. Archer growled and began to rise, but my hand immediately grabbed his elbow, shoving him back in his chair. Now would not be the time to fight them. Not when we both had a mutual enemy judging off of the map of the Inside that was carefully drawn and hanging behind him. “How long are you staying, chief?”

“It depends, how long are we welcome, Helios?” Anger struck his face as if I had just slapped him by not referring to him as his title. Even his guards were on edge, glancing between him and me before he finally relaxed his shoulders and shook his head, putting on a smile instead. This was all an act. A foolish attempt at pleasantries.

“If it were up to me, you’d leave now. But it’s up to the gods to determine that,” I rolled my eyes. Of course he would say that. Leave it to the most arrogant chief of the entire Outside to be the one we were housed with. “But as for retaliation, our people would be grateful for your help.”

It was odd hearing the words come from his mouth. Even Archer, who had been ready to strike at any moment, slumped in his chair in confusion. Quillon was too busy regarding their movements. He was calculating their truthfulness and attempting to see the lies I’m sure we all felt. But he glanced at me and shook his head. He believed them. And so did I.

“Where do we start?” I stood, all eyes falling to me as Helios stood as well. They were unsure. Wary of two chiefs standing and staring not eight feet from one another, and in truth, so was I. Helios stared at me for a good moment before he nodded once, a smile coming across his face before he turned around and pulled the Inside map off the wall and slid it across the table towards me. I stared down at it. At the two words I had failed to see from that far away on the wall. The two words that made my stomach drop and my heart skip a beat.

“Welcome to The Rebellion, chief.”


Chapter thirty-two
Nova


There was no urgency within the Inside.

I realized that now. All my life I had been living a bubble of tranquility where the smallest inconvenience could make everything spiral out of control. On the Outside, everything had been done fast, with no hesitation. There could be no hesitation when your life was on the line every few moments. There was no inconvenience that made you falter in your life, because one wrong step and you could tumble to your death. Quite literally.

“What am I even here for? Dr. Carter is dead.” My voice was hoarse, coming out with the cough that had been stuck in my throat. I saw the woman’s back tense, her shoulders straightening before she turned towards me. Her once white hazmat suit was gone, replaced with just a white sweater and white pants that were cut off at the ankle. She looked pristine as if nothing had happened. But looking at her face, I winced. There were the bruises. The broken nose splinted and the bruising near her eyes. But other than that, most of the wounds had healed thanks to the advancements of the Inside. She was the same nurse I had beaten to escape. The same nurse that now hated me and could kill me at any second.

It’s been three days caught within the Inside. Three days without Caspian, Scout, or my father. Three days caught within a white room with white walls and white floors. This room was different though. I sat in a chair, the same chair that was usually made for teeth cleaning. The leather crinkled with every move I made. It wrapped around me in a curve, the armrests sticking to my skin as the straps around them held me tight.

They had learned their lesson. It was clear with the two belts that held down my forearm, the one wrapped around my chest, one around my hips, and two holding down my legs that were outstretched on a recliner section of the chair. I suppose it was the woman standing in front of me that had been the example to keep me tied up as if I were a criminal. Which in some sense, I suppose I now was.

“Do you think we go into a war without having a back up?” Her voice. It was the first sentence she had spoken to me in three days. Three days of coming in and pumping my body full of fluids and serums to help the poison in my veins. Why were they saving me? They should have let us both die. “Simone was the mistake. But we even filled her place.”

Simone. She did know her. It was clear in the agony in her eyes. She propped herself up on a table in the front of the room across from me, crossing her arms over her chest and glaring at the wall behind me.

“My sister was a fool for falling in their trap,” Sister. She was Simone’s sister. She met my eyes. There was something in them I couldn’t place. Was it regret? Was it hate? Was it denial? I couldn’t tell. “She was stupid and careless. She wasn’t meant to love him. Did you know she didn’t even have a soulmate?”

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t understand what she meant. Everyone had a soulmate, or so I thought. That was until the thoughts that Scout put in my head rang through. This was too much information. If she were Simone’s sister, that meant she was related to Caspian, to Scout. How could she? These were her people as much as they were mine. They were her family. And she didn’t care. I could see that in her vacant eyes.

“Our parents never gave either of us the chance to have a soulmate. They were scientists too, and they denied it because of this. Because of the Rebellion,” She took in a harsh breath, reaching up and touching her nose before flinching in pain. “Simone was meant to just go and follow through with our research of the Outside, but she had to mess it up. She was always like that. She gave no regards to our research we had been working on for years. She was selfish, and that’s why we had her killed.”

The breath I had been holding was released in a painful exhale. They had killed her. They had killed her. She had killed her own sister. Even if her hand hadn’t been the one to plunge that knife into her, she hadn’t stopped it. She killed her own blood. She killed Caspian’s mother. Caspian. Did he know? He couldn’t have known. How could he have known? She was murdered. But who did they send out to kill her? My dad? No, he was at home most days working in his office in our home. Where he was planning my fate for me. Was it her? No. She would have declared it. There was no hiding that. Was it-

“Kekoa,” My head lifted, turning towards the door that opened as he walked in. He wasn’t himself. No. The dark forests that twisted and turned as they stared at me were now calm. As if this was normal. As if him being here was normal. He wore a matching white sweater to her, his jeans pristine and crisp. He was no longer an Outsider. The only thing that gave it away was the scar across his face. The chief mark that he had stolen from his brother. The same man that would give his life for him at any moment. And as he walked over to the woman still sitting at the table, he stood beside her and crossed his arms like this was normal. Like everything was normal. “I was just recapping her on-”

“You killed her.” It was one breath that was pushed out of my lungs as the realization hit me. Kekoa had killed her. Killed the same woman that had taken him as his own. His own mother. Kekoa stared at me for what seemed like ages. He stared at my eyes the way I had once feared, but I only narrowed my eyes in retaliation. The forests in his eyes pulled me in and I felt lost. The kind of lost with your heart screaming and body trembling.The kind of lost I never wanted to be in fear of never escaping them. An evil lost. A lost that had killed his own mother.

“She killed my parents, it was only fair,” Kekoa looked at the woman beside him before he wrapped his arm around her. They were together. I could see that now. The evil had found the evil, joined together through their own wrong doings. But I couldn’t believe him. She couldn’t have killed his parents. Who even were his parents? I had so many questions. And I could see the smirk on his lips that told me he knew exactly what I was thinking. “Where do we start, Insider?” The remark was sarcastic and the chuckle that parted his lips was enough to make me look away before I would get sick. I couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t breathe.

“She didn’t kill your parents, she couldn’t ha-”

“But she did. Maybe not by her own hands, but the Rebellion killed them. She was part of that, even after knowing what they did. Who they killed. She deserved everything that came her way,” His words were spat out, his teeth barring as he talked about the woman who had raised him. I felt sick. I was going to be sick. “So when the Inside gave me the right to do the same, I knew what I had to do. It was easy really, she loved me. That traitorous whore-”

“She was your mother, Kekoa. She loved you like her own!”

“And that was her own fucking mistake.” Kekoa turned away from me finally, seething in rage at the thought of his own mother. The woman beside him placed her hand on his arm as if it were her job to comfort him. To comfort a monster for killing his own mother. To comfort a man who had killed her own sister. My breaths were ragged and I lifted my arms just a smidge before the restraints tightened their hold on me and pinned me back down. I had forgotten where I was; I had forgotten for just a moment that I couldn’t attack him for his wrongdoings. I had traded one hell for another.

I watched them. Their interactions, the way his hand cradled hers on his arm before he turned and looked in her eyes as if she could calm him with the slightest look. They stared at each other the way lovers did. The way they could be consumed by the world together and not feel a thing outside of their bubble. They stared at each other the way soulmates did. The way Caspian and I did. They loved each other. Two monsters finding each other through violence. I felt sick.

“Are you…are you Dr. Carter’s replacement?” My voice was quiet and shaking and I cursed myself for showing that weakness. I had to be strong, but it was hard sitting at the mercy of two people who couldn’t care less if I was living.

“Of course not. Dr. Carter hated us,” Kekoa laughed, tilting his head back and smiling at the woman beside him. It was the first real smile I had ever seen him make. He loved her. And I could tell she loved him. “Sarah and I will be here, of course. I have some stuff to catch up on before we head to the InBetween.”

The Inbetween. It wasn’t real. I had heard stories of it when I was little, but that was all they were. Stories. The idea of it being real was foolish. They had said the Inbetween was a place of unity. Where the world was able to forgive themselves from the War. It was a place of riches and fortune, a place where you never had to worry about Insider or Outsider, rich or poor, black or white. It was a place that people made fairy tales about. Because even though the Inside seemed perfect, it was far from it. Poverty ran throughout the Inside more often than not. We were pawns for the government, made to keep working and working until we eventually died hand in hand with our chosen soulmate. The process was what made it sick.

And now here he was. A monster in sheep’s clothing talking about a make-believe place. I stared at him. Wanting to see him make a snide comment towards me, a joke about making fun of such a place. But there was nothing but sincerity and truth upon his face. He believed it. He believed in the Inbetween just as clearly as the Outside.

“That’s enough, Kekoa,” It was a calm voice that took me from my thoughts, my head turning towards the door at the owner of the voice. She was tall, beautiful, and pristine. Just how the entire place seemed to be. She wore a white dress that was skin tight, a white doctor’s coat placed over it along with matching white heels. She had glasses that were perched on the tip of her nose as if they were just there for decoration and not used to seeing through. Her lips were adorned with a bright red lipstick that contrasted again her pale skin and white hair that was floating and dancing around her shoulders. She was immaculate. “Hello, Nova. My name is Dr. Hart. But you may call me Evangeline.”

The name. The name was just as worse as the smile she gave me as if we were close friends discussing the weather and not me being held hostage and tied down at their mercy. She was trying to play the part after Dr. Carter. He had once been kind to me, almost like an uncle from how much I came in contact with him. I had trusted him. But I would not make the same mistake again. She was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, a devil in disguise. And in the end, she would not win.

“You two may leave,” She dismissed them without even looking at them, the manicured hand waving them out of the room without a second thought. Her attention was solely on me. She had blue eyes, and for a moment, I almost felt at home. Until I realized how cold they were. Until I saw how icy they seemed, freezing me until I could no longer move. She was frigid, cold, and callous. Everything Caspian’s ocean eyes never were. “How are you feeling, Nova? You’ve had quite the ordeal.”

I watched her with cautious eyes. She was faking the kindness, faking the worry in her eyes. But if I hadn’t known the wrongdoings of the Inside, if I had been innocent in all of this, I almost would have thought she was genuine. That her concern was real and motherly. I almost wanted to sink into it even if the water was freezing. She was good at deceit.

“I find it admirable that you would trade your perfect life on the Inside to follow your soulmate to the barbaric nature of the Outside. It’s very fascinating,” She was a scientist, tried and true. She studied me as if I were under a microscope, tilting her head to the side and bringing her glasses up on her nose. I wanted to smack them across her perfect face. “Did you fall in love with him before or after he murdered our people?”

I looked away, finally breaking eye contact in the effort to not give her the satisfaction of seeing my rage. I was seething, my hands tightening on the leather and digging my nails into it. My knuckles were turning white, but I couldn’t look at her. Not when she discussed Caspian with such low regards.

“It’s interesting. Even though I have a soulmate, I don’t think I would go to the ends of the earth for him if it meant going to the Outside,” Her laugh made me look at her. The corners of her eyes tilted up as she chuckled through a closed mouth before shaking her head, the whole time staring right at me as if she were enjoying the one sided conversation. “Henry is much calmer than yours though, I suppose. I believe I do have a scar from where he fell on a ski trip to the Northern borders of the Inside. But that’s about it. How many do you have, Nova?”

Henry. Her soulmate. A simple name for a man who was rich and able to ski on the artificial snow of the slopes. I watched as she leaned down and rubbed her hand over the panty hose as if she were searching for the scar before she stood up and stared at me again, the smile still on her perfectly painted lips.

“What do you want from me?” The words seethed out between my teeth, my fingers clawing at the leather as I squeezed tighter. That dropped the smile from her lips, her hands leaning back on the table behind her as she stared.

“What do you mean, we were having a conversation about-”

“No, we weren’t. What do you want, Dr. Hart?” The anger was seething out of me. I could feel my heart speeding up, my face feeling warm as the rage ate away at me. I would murder this woman and her act if she didn’t-

“Please, call me Evangeline.” I didn’t have time to think of what I did before the spit flung out of my mouth and landed on her perfectly polished heels. I was shaking, my nails digging holes in the leather and my body trying to come out of the restraints. “I suppose the Outside has rubbed off on you after all this time. It is a shame really, Amelia was such an excellent member of our team. We all had great hopes for you too, Nova.”

My mother.

I hadn’t heard her name for years and I was afraid I had forgotten it. And now it was all I heard. From my father. From Dr. Carter. And now from her. But I couldn’t breathe. Not with her name spewing from Dr. Hart’s lips as if my mother had been a part of this. I couldn’t remember everything about her. I couldn’t even recall what her hands had felt like when she would hold me. But I remember her kindness. She had been so kind. Even when she was sick, she wouldn’t let it destroy her kindness.

She couldn’t be a member of this. I knew she was a scientist. My father and her worked on the soulmate gene for generations together. That’s how they had met. But she couldn’t be part of the destruction of the Outside. She was too kind. She was so gentle. She was loving. She was my mother. Everything good in this world and she had been taken away.

“Enough with formalities though,” She clapped her hands together as she leaned off the table and I flinched. It was involuntary, and I wished she hadn’t seen the fear cross my eyes, but she did. She stopped her movements, her lips pursing, eyebrows drawing together. I expected her to make a snide remark, but she offered me a kind smile instead. Another lie. “We have a lot of work to do, Nova.”

“What do you want?” My voice was breaking. I wish it was strong enough to withhold my emotions. To stop the tears that weld up in my eyes. I was furious. Yet my emotions had always been laid out on my sleeves. I was weak like that.

She ignored me. Even as she had wanted me to talk to her before, she completely ignored me. She turned around, towards the monitor above the table that was suspended from the wall. It was large and took up almost the entire wall except for the two black glass windows beside it, most likely for them to observe me from the other side.

She picked up a remote from the table that I hadn’t noticed before, pushing down on a switch. The monitor turned on with a flash of white that had me wincing and closing my eyes. I had been stuck in this room for days, the muted lights hadn’t helped me adjust to the brightness. I opened my eyes slowly, blinking away the bright spots that filled my vision before they finally focused on the screen.

“What is this?” My voice was quiet, left in the air and falling short that I knew she hadn’t heard me. The words had barely left my lips. I stared at the screen, my hands releasing the armrests as my entire body went limp.

On the screen were two faces. Caspian. It was a picture they had taken here, him clad in a medical gown from shoulders up, staring straight into the camera with anger drawing his thick brows together. The photo below him was me. One I hadn’t even realized they had taken. Again, it was a few days prior, my body clad in the hospital gown, staring forward and there were tears in my eyes. When did they get these? But that question was the least of my worries.

Beside our photos were two EKGs, the lines moving in real time. I could tell from the way mine was spiking with every aching breath I took. But the thing that killed me were the numbers and letters beside the heart monitors. The coordinates of where we were located right now. I couldn’t breathe.

“You thought it was a trap, right?” I looked at her finally, my mouth parting, gasping for air. I couldn’t breathe. “On the stairs when you thought the guards behind you were a trap and that there were men on the roof. You thought it was a trap, right?” She didn’t break her stare from me. Not even when a few tears slid down my cheeks. She didn’t even smile, she looked almost distraught. “Do you honestly think we weren’t prepared for you all to leave? As soon as you turned and tried to take out our guards, Kekoa knew the only way to get Caspian to leave with them was to wound you. It was a nasty cut, wasn’t it?” She mumbled the last part, her eyes darting towards me as if she could see the wound that was almost closed under the bandage under my sweater.

“Anyhow,” She shewed her thoughts away and turned back towards the monitor where my heartbeat was rapidly spiking. “The trackers were put in when you were all unconscious…right here,” She motioned to the upper bicep of her arm, stroking the area over her lab coat as she stared at the screen intently. “They give your location, but do you know what else they do, Nova?” She turned back towards me. I expected her to wait for a response, but she came closer to me until she was beside the chair, staring at me. I wanted to run, to spit at her again and this time in her face, but I was still. As if she would attack at any moment.

“We can communicate through it,” And that’s when I felt it. Like a zap through my arm where the chip was implanted and I surged forward, pulling on the straps as the air left my body. I could feel it. Feel every wire that was shoved into my veins from the chip. I could feel every ounce of it, zapping into my blood stream, my heart, my brain. Like thousands of tendrils keeping me hostage, wrapping around every ounce of my soul. “Do you see?” Her words were in awe. I hadn’t realized I closed my eyes until I opened them again.

The screen. The monitor where our hearts were shown was now gone, replaced with a map. The motions were moving slowly, as if the camera was reading over the map. It was of the Inside. I could see the border of the Wall near the bottom of the aged map, the edges frayed and the paper discolored as if it had been in the sun for too long. The print on it was scribbled, the drawing of the Inside was etched as if the person who made it was out of time. But it was there. All of it. And at the top of the screen read ‘The Rebellion.’

“What is this?” My voice hung on the silence. The confusion rushing through me mixed with the tightness in my arm as if the tethers were straining inside me.

“First we have to get her back,” The voice echoed through the screen. And I froze. I kept staring, kept waiting for him to appear. The camera lifted, showing a room illuminated by light from above. A man stood across from the camera, staring straight at the screen. His dark complexion mixed with elaborate colors and brightness, he seemed ethereal. The camera panned, taking over other men on each side, and then I saw them. Archer. Quillon. Two men I recognized among the masses. They were warriors of status within his tribe. For Kekoa. For Caspian. “Where do we start?” His voice. It was his.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. We were staring through his eyes. His ocean eyes. The eyes that I had found myself getting lost in so many times. We were in his eyes. Staring through at people, no, soldiers. Staring at warriors. A map to the Inside.

“Nova, you have to calm yourself,” Her hands. Her hands were cold on my skin as I thrashed on the chair. I screamed. I think I screamed. I could feel the hoarseness of my voice but I couldn’t breathe. “Nova!”

I felt the jab in my neck, and my eyes flashed open. Dr. Hart looked disheveled. Worry. That’s what her expression read. But I knew it was a lie. Snakes always lie when they’re ready to strike. I watched as she pulled out the needle from my neck, pulling away the syringe as a few guards walked in at the moment. Armed. As if I could kill them from laying on the chair.

I felt the exhaustion. The immediate effects of whatever drug they had pumped into my system. But as my eyes fluttered, they stared at the screen. The same screen that was beginning to go dark. The same screen that had Archer and Quillon in view that were grabbing Caspian as he stumbled.

“What’s going on? Chief, what is it?”

“Nova,” His voice was quiet, but I watched as I saw his hands grab onto the table as if he tried to hold himself up. But he was falling. We were falling. “It’s Nova.”

And everything went dark.


Chapter thirty-three
Caspian


They were killing her.

I felt it. Seen it. They were destroying her from the outside in and I wasn’t quite sure if it was for my benefit or hers. If they were truly using her to ruse me into hating them more, or if she was that much a threat to them.

It had been twelve days. Twelve agonizing days of leaving her in their grasps and us flying away from there. She was strong, I knew that. But what I couldn’t feel were the mental threats, the games they played with her. I wasn't sure how much she could take, how long she could last.She was at their mercy now and I knew there was nothing I could do except sit here and wait. I could feel the pain she endured. I could see the pain they inflicted. But I was selfish to say I missed her honey eyes. I missed the way she could calm me down from anything. And I was sure the rest of the tribe did too.

I was selfish in the way I loved her. I realized that now. From day one, even when I wanted to hate her, I had always loved her. I was selfish in the fact I never wanted her to know. Never wanted her to see me falter in my steps every time I snuck a glance her way, or my breath stopped every time I caught her eyes through the fire. I was selfish in the way that I didn’t want to seem weak. Even when all I had to live for was her. I had forgotten a time without her, and now that she was gone, my heart was only beating for the promise I would see her again.

Darren had been just as worried as I had been, and he had explained everything to me. In detail. Enough for me to want to kill him before realizing he had been the one to save us all along. He had wanted to destroy the Rebellion because he had been raised to believe that it was poison. But after seeing how Dr. Carter and his people had treated his own daughter, he knew it had all been a ploy. A ploy he had been too weak and ignorant to realize beforehand.

“We’re sorely outnumbered,” Helios sighed before dropping back onto his chair across from me. It seemed like this had become our routine. The walls of the war room were becoming cold and suffocating, even the light coming in from the skylight was enough to drive me mad. Since the wound in my side had been healed, this is where we had stayed every waking moment. Planning and replanning and planning again. It was a constant dance of where to go and how to get there. There were maps upon maps that I hadn’t given enough thought to ask where they had come from. “What do you suggest?”

Darren. He was the only one who knew the Inside just as much as we knew the Outside. Could we trust him? Probably not. But if anything, we would die trying anyhow. He stood at the side, his hands bared down on the table as he studied the maps. He had a pen behind his ear, ready to mark any mistakes that we had failed to realize again. He had fixed multiple maps, renewing the old ones that Helios had created. We weren’t sure if it was for his gain or ours, but all we knew was that we had a mutual loved one we were both fighting for.

Nova.

“You mentioned several other tribes, are they part of it?” He glanced up, finally leaning off the table and straightening his spine as he rubbed a hand over his face. He was just as tired as us. He had been in here just as long, studying and planning and attempting to find a way against this.

“Most of the tribes have at least a few people in with the Rebellion, but most won’t admit it,” He was right. Even my parents had apparently been a part of the Rebellion but it was fear that they ran off of. We weren’t sure who to trust and who not to trust. The talk of a secret war was forbidden. After the main War that had killed millions and split the world in two, it was something that even I feared. “I mean there's Elbrus but I doubt he would help. And plus he's at least three days worth of walking.”

Elbrus. He was brother to the chief of the Terta tribe. Him and his sister had once ruled their tribe together, but he had turned psychotic, focused on bloodshed that had killed hundreds during a battle that was merely meant to serve as a warning. After the fight, his sister, Editha, had taken over for the both of them and ran as the main chieftess. He was still there, yet he was feared. Or maybe fearful. We were never for certain.

“If it concerns my daughter’s wellbeing, I will make the journey myself,” Darren finally glanced up, glancing between both of us with a sense of urgency. I could see the exhaustion in his own eyes, the worry. He had let her leave with a stranger. Let her be taken into a foreign land that she could have possibly been slaughtered on. I could have killed her. And he wouldn’t have known. Wouldn’t have cared. "Please-"

“She’s not your responsibility anymore. You lost that right when she became a lab rat,” The words were spat out before I had the chance to rethink them. But as soon as I had said them, I regretted them. The taste of truth was bitter upon my tongue. I looked away from him, unable to meet his eyes. He had helped us escape. He had been the reason my tribe was still alive. Even if it was the truth, he didn’t deserve that treatment. “We’ll send word, but I’m not sending my people, or anyone for that matter, into their lands.”

Helios met my eyes and nodded in agreement. He knew the risks. They lived in the dark valleys of rock and destruction. If we went in there, none of our soldiers would make it out alive. We weren’t used to their terrain. We would perish on the way down into the cavern, and we both knew that.

“We need a break,” Helios stood, stretching his back as the stiffness and weight of the situation laid heavy on us. He was right. Whether it was a break from the table or a break from life, I wasn’t quite sure. All I knew was that I was tired. And the tingling in my arm did nothing to help with the irritation towards the Inside. “Tell me, chief, have you ever been to a party of the suns?”

He threw his arm over my shoulders as we walked out, as if we were friends and not enemies of tribes. I glanced back as we opened the doors to the sunlight. Darren stayed behind, bent over the table and glancing over the maps as if he saw something we hadn’t seen. I wanted to question him, or ask him to come with me because I couldn’t trust him, but I was pulled out before I could say anything else.

And into the beams of sun that found his valley and the music that was beginning to play. I listened to the screams of his people of joy, and the smell of spices and foods I had never smelt, filled my nose. There was life. A different type of life that I had never been surrounded by. It was freedom. And it tasted sweet. Or maybe it was the drink that Helios had shoved to my lips. Either way, nothing had ever tasted sweeter.
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“Did you fuck her yet? I’ve heard that Insiders are too innocent to bed,” Laughter roared through the camp, Helios leaning on me and bringing another glass to his lips. How many had he had? Did I care? I was just as drunk. “So Caspian, have you heard your little Insider scream?”

I shoved him off me, ignoring the laughter, attempting to compose myself, but I could barely hold my own head up. The effects of the sun bounced off my skin and wrapped around me until I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My stomach was twisting and turning and my body felt heavy and like it was flying at the exact same time. I was floating. On fire. Soaring above that beaming sun and finding myself dancing among the clouds. I blinked, and it all came crashing down. Listening to the laughter and the jabs towards Nova once again.

Nova. They spoke of her as if she were a common whore, and anger filled my blood. It was an instant rage. The kind that boiled and took hold and all you saw was red. My hands were shaking around the glass I held, the liquid now gone along with the several different glasses I had drank. What number was I on? I don’t think I cared.

“Don’t talk about her like that,” A growl passed my lips, my hand reaching out and grabbing Helios by the collar of his tunic. Yet even as the music stopped and his people rose, hands on their blades, he was smiling. The drunken fool was smiling. He cocked an eyebrow at me before lifting the glass to his lips again, wiggling his brows towards me. I wanted to strangle him, but the wine we had drank plenty of was the first to show its appearance with a smile as I pushed him away, shaking my head. “You’re lucky I can’t see straight right now.”

And it was true. There was double of everything, and I found everything hilarious. My stomach was cramping from laughing so hard, my head tilting back into the sun. Sun drunk. That is what the healer had called it. But I’m sure it didn’t help with the effects of the wine.

Helios had said it was special, given by the gods in the form of berries so they could harvest and ferment to produce a liquid to give them a ‘third eye.’ He said that the gods had provided them with the sun as well, to shine light on their lives so they can seek gratitude. I didn’t understand it. Not in the way they did. All I knew was that the wine he had given me had severely hindered my senses, and in the time being, I didn’t mind it.

“Would you like company?” A hand. It was soft and touched my face and directed my heavy eyes towards hers. She was beautiful. Tawny skin radiated in sunlight and glimmer. She only wore a skirt, the fabric pulling around her hips and drifting down her legs to brush across the ground. She wore long necklaces that found themselves in between her breasts that were on display, kissing her skin as if they would always find home there. She was stunning. Beautiful. Irresistible. But she was not mine.

“He is a taken man, Lucinda. Why don’t you go fondle with the Insider, I’m sure he’d love to open his bed to you,” Helios ran one finger down her spine, directing her away from me and nodding his head to the war room, where Darren still resided. He had left for hours, but in truth, I had lost all correlation of time. Lucinda smiled, running her hand over his wrist before she left, swaying her hips as she strode the hill towards the room. I tore my eyes away from her, looking back at Helios who still hadn’t torn his eyes away from the woman. “She means a lot to you, does she not?”

There were no words to describe just how much she meant to me. No words to describe the beatings of my heart were only for her. Or that her eyes could lead me off the end of the world and I wouldn’t even blink in fear of losing one second without her honey eyes meeting mine. No words to describe the feeling of my hand finding solace in the minor touch of her elbow, that it erupted a million feelings I could never place before her. She gave me life. And there was no way I could explain it.

So I nodded.

“We’ll get her back, friend,” We were friends. In the drunken hours of a hot afternoon with nothing but the sun hugging my skin, we were friends. His hand clapped me on my shoulder and I hissed at the pain that sent fire through me. Helios looked in confusion, before grinning as he stared at the sunburn under his hand. “In the meantime, maybe you will catch a tan to impress the lady.”

We both laughed. Like old friends did. Ignoring the tension that had once been replaced with understanding. We ignored the sun that bit our skin with the heat, ignored the sense of urgency we once had, ignored the hate for the Inside. Because for a moment, we were friends. Sitting side by side and getting drunk on the summer heat and the summer wine. For a moment, I hadn’t lost her. And for a moment, she was wrapped in my arms and we were getting drunk off each other. For a moment, my thoughts deceived me.

And for a moment, I was loved.


Chapter thirty-four
Nova


He was drunk. And he was happy.

His laugh. It was loud and booming and full of mirth. I couldn’t even see him, but I saw what happened around him. The life that fluttered around him. Joy. The man across from him, Helios. He was crude and had no filter, but I couldn’t tell if I liked him or not. I couldn’t tell if he was to be trusted. But as I watched him and heard Caspian speak to him, I knew he did. If only for this moment.

That’s all I had done. The days had blended together in a haze. My skin stuck to the chair until it had molded to my body under my weight, my fingers had left indentations of my nails in the armrest, and my body was sore from staying still so long. I hadn’t left the chair. Hadn’t left the screen where I watched life go by from Caspian’s eyes. I had solely existed. Lived in a dark room watching every move my soulmate made.

He hadn’t lived more than me. Not really. He hadn’t left the war room for what seemed like days. Helios. Caspian. My father. Most days they had been silent, studying maps and planning a war they had no idea was being spied upon. I wanted to yell at him. To scream his name and make him listen. Make him understand. But he couldn’t hear me. But I could hear everything from his end.

And he loved me. I had seen that nod, seen the images move even through the drunken haze. But more than that, I had seen the way his eyes never drifted over that beautiful woman. I had seen the way he regarded her kindly, but without affection. Not the way he had me. Not the way his eyes stole mine with every chance we got.

“He’s enjoying himself,” Dr. Hart’s laugh filled the air as she entered carrying two mugs filled with steaming liquid, one coffee and one tea. It had become our routine, at least once a day. Tea for herself, coffee for me, and in truth, I didn’t hate it. The first day I had thrown it at her as soon as they released my restraints, only a blister remaining on her hand. But she kept coming, and I relished in the luxury of hot coffee. So this had become our routine. Of sitting in the room, my hand restraints released for a few minutes as we drank the warmth and watched life through Caspian’s eyes. “Any news about the Rebellion?”

She handed me the mug after clicking the button on the remote, the restraints sliding into the leather as if they were never there. But she never took her eyes away from the screen. It was as if she were watching one of her favorite shows on the television, so engrossed in the screen that she almost missed her chair she had pulled up beside mine.

She knew I would never answer her. I was silent, sipping the coffee even as it burned my tongue and lips. I stared at the screen with such intensity I was sure he could feel my stare, but no, he only felt the burn of the liquid. I watched as the hazy screen shifted and he brought his hand towards his face. He was rubbing his lips, I knew the motion by now. I knew every day he had felt me drink the coffee. I wondered if he knew it was intentional. I’m sure he would have been confused if he did. Of why I would purposely sting my lips with the drink.

“It’s strange,” Her voice was wistful, caught up in another one of her propaganda speeches. I looked at her from the corner of my eyes anyhow, watching her sip her tea, legs crossed, and staring at the screen. “You can feel each other’s pain, be injected with serums that the other feels, but you can’t feel the effects of the alcohol.” She was right. I hated to admit it, but the more I became familiar with the fact that I was merely an experiment, the more I realized the gene’s purpose.

It was a control mechanism. For the ones that lived peacefully within the Inside with their own soulmate, they were merely doing what the government intended. To never rebel in fear of hurting their loved ones. It was reverse psychology. But to me. To the Outsider who held my heart and a piece of my gene. It wasn’t a game. They held me hostage to a man who hadn’t wanted me to begin with, only in hopes that they could infiltrate the Rebellion. The gene was made to make that link. So when they gave me something, it affected him and vice versa. We were weapons of our own self destruction. When we blew up, it would be together

And everything would blow up around us.

“I sent word to Elbrus,” I took in a sharp breath as Helios finally spoke again. He seemed sober, but I wasn’t sure if he was just a good drunk or wasn’t feeling the effects as strongly as Caspian. But Caspian turned and we were now looking straight at Helios as if his words had immediately sobered Caspian as well. “One of my messengers should be there in a few days. But Elbrus isn’t to be trusted, you know that right?”

“Of course, he has as much a brain as a goat,” Another round of laughter. The screen went dark as he closed his eyes and I couldn’t help the small smile that grazed my lips before I took another sip of coffee. The eyes immediately opened and the hand came back up to brush over his lips. “But do you honestly think he would help?”

“He might, but he’ll want more than what the Rebellion stands for. He’ll want the death of them all, but we can’t have that if we want peace.” Dr. Hart leaned forward, uncrossing her legs and cupping her tea if she were there sitting beside them, drinking in every word.

“How would we stop him once he was on that warpath?” Caspian’s voice made me grip my mug tighter. The rasp made my toes curl. It made my heart beat faster, my skin prickled in goosebumps. I took in a sharp breath, my body shifting only to be restrained by the straps of the chair on the rest of my body.

“We either let him kill them,” Dr. Hart stood up, getting closer to the screen and pushing her glasses back up her narrow nose. She was invested, captivated by the information. And I wish I could have screamed to let Caspian know. She shouldn’t be hearing this. Heck, I shouldn’t be hearing this. But we were. “Or we kill Elbrus and his tribe.”

Dr. Hart left. Leaving me with the cup in my hands and watching the screen by myself. It was unorganized. Not like her at all. She had left my hands free and unstrapped, and I would not let this moment go in vain.

I knew there were cameras, I had spotted every single inch of this room and knew it like the back of my hand, like the back of Caspian’s hand. But I didn’t have time to care about the repercussions.

Dr. Hart had explained the trackers to me in detail over one of our daily tea sessions. The only reason she could see through Caspian’s eyes was because of me. Because of the chip tethering itself to my nerves, which in the end, were tied to his. To his soulmate gene that still resided in him. The chip in my arm was the only reason they could see through his eyes. Through his ocean eyes. I was the reason they were spying, but leaving me like this gave me the opportunity. I couldn’t overthink it.

I threw the coffee from the mug, watching it splatter all over the wall before I took advantage of my free hands and the mobility of my arms. I didn’t have time to cut the restraints, I knew that. So I did the best possible thing for Caspian. For us.

It took three tries to shatter the mug on the slither of metal that reclined the chair. It took three tries because I kept missing and hitting the soft cushion of the leather instead. The glass of the mug shattered, the leftover drops of coffee coating the shards as some tumbled to the ground. I held on tight to the handle portion of it, afraid of it falling onto the ground where I would be unable to get it back. I chipped the edges, even more on the chair before it was sharp enough, watching the tips turn jagged. It was the best chance I had.

I twisted in the chair, pushing my left shoulder out and sliding down the sleeve of the sweater they had given me. It was white. Pristine. As perfect as always. I slid it down to reveal the raised square of flesh under my skin, the edges so perfect that if you weren’t looking for it, you would never notice it. A perfect hiding spot.

I didn’t take my time. I didn’t care if it was perfect. I didn’t care if it hurt. All I knew was that I was on limited time.

I went for it, jabbing the skin with the chipped coffee mug handle. I wanted to scream. To puke. To do anything but continue, but I knew I had to. I gasped, my eyes closing tightly before darting up towards the screen where I heard a curse. Caspian. His eyes were on his arm, his finger rubbing the area and as the jagged skin that was beginning to raise with my pressure. Blood was pooling on his fingers. Sliding down his arm. Sliding down my arm.

I pushed harder, ignoring the blinding pain, ignoring the urge to pass out. My stomach twisted and turned and I knew I was going to be sick. Only a little left. But I lied to myself. I didn’t know how far down the chip was or how tethered it was in my nerves, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t care.

“What are they doing to her?” Helios. He was there. His arms holding up Caspian as the drunken man stumbled. He had someone to comfort him. He had someone there for him. I was glad. I was jealous. But I was happy.

I dug even deeper, gouging open the flesh until I saw it. It was small, tinier than I had imagined, but I dropped the mug handle, my fingers replacing it. I reached in, my fingers digging through flayed flesh. It was a feeling I never wanted to feel. A feeling that made my stomach turn and my skin go ghostly pale. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do this much longer.

I felt the metal under my fingers and I gasped, my body trembling, cold sweat making my sweater stick to my skin. The sleeve was no longer white, stained red and turning pink with my blood. I looked away, my fingers gripping onto the edges of the chip, digging my fingers into my skin. More curses came from the screen. My eyes were focused on what Caspian was seeing.

“Caspian,” Scout was there, his hand reaching out towards him. There was worry in his eyes, but Caspian was sitting still, the screen kept going black from him blinking. “Caspian, are you okay?”

“I see her,” His voice made me still, my eyes staring at the screen with my fingers wrapped around the chip in my arm. “She sees you…she sees us…” His voice was confused and seemed far away. “Nova?”

“Caspian?” At my voice he whipped his head around, looking over the tribes that stared at him. He looked over his arm and Helios and Scout, and my father as he was running towards him down the hill. He was looking for me. “Caspian, can you hear me?”

“Nova? Nova?!” He was frantic, standing up quickly and ignoring Scout who tried to push him back down.

“Caspian, it’s a chip. They’ve been spying on you. Rip out your chip. Everyone rip out your chip,” My voice came out rapidly, my body trembling, my eyes drooping and falling over me so he could see. If he could see me. “Caspian.” My voice was traveling on his name, looking back up so he could see that I was watching him. That I was waiting for him.

“Nova, what are you talking about? Where are you? What is-”

“I don’t have time to explain,” My eyes darted back to my arm. My heart rate filled the air and beeping came from the monitor as the screen around Caspian started to flash red. The automated voice came over the speakers. Blood pressure is too high. Please calm- “Caspian?”

“Nova?” His voice sounded far away. I didn’t dare to look at the screen. Not as my stomach was about to find its contents on the floor, and definitely not as the blood began to soak my shirt and run down my arms and drip onto the floor. I pressed my lips together to hold the vomit down my throat as I stared at the mangled flesh and the chip that was in my fingers. It was going to hurt. I knew that. I was going to hurt him. For the first time in twenty years, and I didn’t know if we could come back from this one.

“I love you.” I waited. If just for a moment. I closed my eyes, hand tightening on the chip in my arm.

“I love you too.” And I ripped. With every ounce of strength I had left. With everything I had left in me. A scream ripped through me and the one from Caspian ripped through the room, through my ears. I ripped until I felt the tendrils fall. Until the screen of Caspian went dark before it started blinking red and warnings screamed through the air. I ripped until the chip came through my fingers and blood dripped down onto the floor around me. Until I no longer felt Caspian. Until I no longer felt me. Until I no longer felt anything.

“No!” A scream entered the room as the door opened. A scream and multiple footsteps. Hands. All over me were hands. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t feel.

I let the darkness swallow me whole.
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“There’s no luck, Dr. Hart, she severed the nerve endings that the chip connects to. We could possibly make an artificial-”

“No, no. It’d be too late,” Our tea parties had ended a few days ago when I ripped the chip out of my arm, along with the formalities that she had tried to push onto me. She was a lot nicer when I had something to offer her. “How many do we have left?”

She was talking about the rest of the Bahari tribe. After hearing Caspian, which had apparently been because I was altering the connections of the chip by holding it, he had alerted the tribe. Every day she checked in, and every day, less and less tribe members had their chip. She was angry. No, she was furious. But she was still civil towards me, yet cold. She never lashed out, never did anything except bite the tip of her red manicured nail.

“There’s four left, but the connections have been going in and out all morning. We believe they are attempting to remove them now.” She cursed, the small curse parting her red lips as the worry line in between her eyes appeared. The only sign of imperfection on her face. The two nurses by my sides began to stitch me up, the panel separating my eyes from my arm enough that I couldn’t see. They had given me enough local anesthesia to keep me from feeling anything that they did, but I could still feel the small tugs in my arm as they were looking for nerves. And it made my stomach flip.

I had been transferred to another medical room. This one was colder and I hated every second of it. I was strapped onto a surgical table, a light overhead that was zoomed into my arm behind the small panel of blue that kept me from seeing. Two nurses, both wearing white with white masks stood on either side of me. One was messing with the nerve endings I had severed, the other monitoring my vitals that were displayed on a rolling screen by her side, attached by tubes that ran through my veins.

Dr. Hart was in an observation room, watching diligently as she paced the small area. She was behind the glass wall, but I could hear her heels clicking with every step.

“I’m going into phase three. Set up her device, we will send her at dawn.” And that was all she said before leaving the room, her heels clicking behind her.

“It’s not time for phase three, do you even think she knows what she’s doing? Dr. Carter would have never gone in this underprepared.” The nurses above me met eyes before glancing back at what they were doing. Of course. I had forgotten that Dr. Hart was nobody’s first choice, she was merely trying to go on with his plans. Was that why she was putting on this act?

I struggled to comprehend what they were doing. Phase three. What were the first phases? Had I messed it up so badly that she had to spring forward two phases? I tensed as I felt another tug, my head turning towards the man who was stitching me up, attempting to strain my head up to look over the small panel. But I was immediately pushed back on the table by the nurse checking my vitals. She met my eyes, and something like regret flashed in her eyes, but it was immediately gone.

“Okay, the stitches are completed,” One last tug and he tore down the panel before throwing it in a medical waste bin by the wall. I stared at the wound I had caused on my arm, but it was as if nothing had happened. The skin was smooth again, other than the small stitches holding it in place. “Are you thinking about local anesthesia or general anesthesia?”

She didn’t say a word, just picked up the mask that was attached to a canister by the vital station. I knew what it was. I had been through multiple surgeries when they went to repair some of Caspian’s wounds. And I hated every second of it.

“No, please don’t. Just let me stay awake. It’ll be fine. Please.” It shocked both of them. The fear in my eyes, the words that crossed my lips. I hadn’t spoken since I ripped out the chip. I hadn’t given them that satisfaction. But I knew what that mask would do. It would make my eyes feel heavy until I could no longer hold them open. It would make my tongue feel large and unable to breathe for a second. It would make my body sluggish and make it hard to move. It would put me to sleep. It would put Caspian to sleep.

“Nova, the local anesthetic won’t be enough for what we have to do,” The nurse spoke quietly, and for a moment, there it was again. The regret in her eyes. But then it was gone. I forgot, insiders didn’t feel regret. She reached out, her gloved hand touching my cheek and trying to soothe the panic I was feeling. “It’ll help you sleep, you’ll need the rest. Just take deep breaths.”

“No, please, no.” I shook my head, my body beginning to shift, attempting to get away, attempting to fight. But my left arm was numb and the straps held me down. The only thing that was able to turn was my head.

She tried to shush me, her hand stroking my cheek as she brought the mask up with her other hand. I tried to move, tried to thrash, but I was defenseless. It was battle after battle. I couldn’t keep doing this. I couldn’t keep fighting. I was exhausted.

“Please no.” It was one last attempt before I became still. Tears slid down my cheeks, through my hair that was haloed around me on the surgical table. She glanced at the other nurse before brushing my hair back and leaning closer, her masked mouth near my ear as she placed the mask over my nose and mouth.

I took a deep breath, coughing in the air that pushed into my system. I instantly felt the cold that seeped into my veins. It always made me cold, like my skin was itching and warm all at the same time. It made my stomach flip and my toes curled at the feeling. I closed my eyes tightly, trying to stay awake. Trying to ignore the feeling that seeped into my system and tangled in my bloodstream. It was heavy and laid over me, weighing me down into the table. My eyelids were heavy. So heavy.

“They’re sending you to the Outside,” I tried to open my eyes at her whisper, her hand stilling on my cheek as she pressed the mask to me with the other one. What do you mean? My tongue was heavy. I couldn’t speak. “They’re going to be watching everything, Nova. Stay with the Rebellion. Go to the Inbetween.”

Go to the Inbetween. Go to the Inbetween. Go to the Inbetween.


Chapter thirty-five
Nova


Pain.

It was everywhere, suffocating me. My chest was heavy as the silent scream left my chapped lips. I couldn’t open my eyes, they were too heavy, too weighed down by the sticky sweat that clung to my body. I was trembling, I realized. There was too much pain.

I think the first pain I felt was from a small scar on the inside of my bicep when I was six. The pain had come out of nowhere when I was in school, and the entire classroom had turned to stare at me as I screamed. It was something I had never experienced before. We had just finished studying them and why they were needed and our genes had been connected to our soulmates. Maybe that was their first mistake. My parents had warned me when I was little. It wasn’t meant to be a warning though, it was meant to be a talk about love and life and finding your person. But mine had been different. I realized it was a different conversation when the kids at school began doodling their name beside others on their papers and folders, dreaming of their soulmate. All while I was doodling escape plans.

The first pain had been terrifying, and my parents had been contacted as soon as it had occurred. The teacher had taken me to the bathroom and pressed paper towels to the wound as I had cried my eyes out. For a six year old, it was extreme. Even if it was only an inch long, it had been the worst pain in my life.

The school had brought my parents in to me quickly and let them coddle me and shower me with affection while I cried. I remember it clearly. Even the pink band aid the nurse had given me to place over the cut. I had been so terrified of the pain that I hadn’t even thought of my soulmate. Hadn’t even thought of Caspian.

That pain had been nothing compared to what I endured the time after and the time after that. I had thought I got used to the pain until I turned older and felt the pain of his chief’s mark. It had been slow and painful. I had been in bed and woke to my skin being carved open. At the time, my mother had already passed. My father had taken me to the hospital as it happened. There was nothing they could do but monitor the pain and wipe away the blood. They had given me pain medication, but nothing had worked. It had only been a knife that made the jagged cut.

But that pain was different. All of that pain was different from what I was feeling now. This pain was artificial. Nothing brutal or savage from the cuts across my face and body. Some of those had ripped me open in the middle of class. But even my teachers had gotten used to calling my father.

The pain I felt was nothing I had felt before. It was a pressure on the back of my neck. A pressure that had my face slamming down into what felt like a rough blanket. It was making my stomach turn, the wound causing me to groan and moan. My eyelids were too heavy to open, my body too heavy to do anything but crawl deeper into the surface.

“They’re sending you to the Outside.”

The words echoed in my mind from the memory of the nurse. They were sending me to the Outside. Why? I thought they were going to kill me. It didn’t make sense. They had made all of that effort to keep me trapped to just release me?

Grass. It wasn’t a blanket, I realized that now. My fingers curled into the ground, and I felt the soft dirt underneath the scratchy grass. It had become a sense of comfort when I was on the Outside, but now. Now it just screamed in confusion as it rubbed against my sensitive skin. I wanted it to swallow me whole. For a grave to open up and put me where I belong. I would dig the hole myself if it meant I was able to escape this pressure on the back of my neck. It was screaming.

It took what seemed like an eternity before my eyelids were able to open past the goo that had adhered to my eyelashes. It took a few blinks and a few rubs of my heavy hands before I was able to see.

It was early. Judging by the chill that swept over me and the dew that stuck to my matted hair that was fanned out around me, the sun was just coming alive. I couldn’t move. I wanted to quickly stand and run and get as far away from this place as possible. Towards Caspian. But my body was too heavy.

I gasped as I grabbed at the grass, trying to move my head to see where I was. But the pain was too much. All I saw was the grass by the side of my face, the trunks of trees filling my vision from the forest floor. They had abandoned me. Left me on the forest floor like I was nothing. To them, I suppose I was. I wasn’t sure where they had landed me. Or how far away I was from Caspian or the Wall or any landmarks I may have known before they had taken me back into the Inside.

My neck pulsed, the twitching underneath my skin causing me to close my eyes. It was painful. Sore. Almost like the chip had been under-

The chip. I ignored the pain, ignored the soreness. I lifted my hand as quickly as I could, even with the drugs still in my system. It was hard and felt like it took forever, but as soon as it was lifted, I let it fall on my shoulder, my body aching as I groaned in pain. My fingers darted out slowly, crawling up the side of my neck until I felt it.

My skin was raised right where my neck met the back of my shoulders, right in the middle. The skin was raised and pulsing underneath my fingers. With every prod from my skin, I winced in pain. The area was sore and inflamed and protested with every touch, but I knew what it was. From the small, quarter sized raised flesh, I knew what they had done.

And the sob came. Maybe it was from the exhaustion or the drugs. Maybe it was because I was cold and scared. Maybe it was because I was alone with no one in the proximity. Or maybe it was anger.

Whatever it was from, I was crying. My body was aching, my fingers falling onto the grass beside my head as my eyes closed again. It felt like the forest was wrapping around me in a constant shadow of sorrow and terror and love. As if this was my home welcoming me back. Even if I was alone, on the Outside, this was home. I was never an Insider. My parents had made sure of that when they joined me with an Outsider as my soulmate, when they had gambled my life in the hands of fate. I was an Outsider the moment I received that first scar, the first tear that was shed because of him.

I was an Outsider because my soul belonged to a man I was destined to love.

It wasn’t until mid afternoon that my body woke up again. The drugs had kept its lasting effects on my body, and while it wasn’t fully gone, I was able to move.

I walked slowly, my bare feet brushing the grass underneath me. They had given me shoes, I was grateful for them, but I had left them behind. I didn’t need the Inside necessities here. Not when the grass and soil felt so good under my feet. And I was unsteady, my body treading carefully through the woods. I didn’t recognize them, but yet again, they seemed so familiar. The forest all looked the same. It all looked like home.

I wasn’t sure how much they could see, how much they could hear, but all I knew was that they were there. The tethers I had once felt in my arm were now all through my neck and my upper shoulders, wrapping around every cord of my soul. There was tingling and pulsing and the pain. My god, the pain. It was intense, almost as if they had thrown me out of the hovercraft while I was in the middle of the surgery, leaving me for dead. I wanted to say it wasn’t possible, but I couldn’t believe anything I once had.

They had given me warmer clothing. The sweater was a soft beige and wrapped loosely around my body, the rain jacket on top holding it tightly to me and creating a barrier against the soft chill that surrounded the area. The pants that they had given me were jeans that were tight to my body. They had given me clothes that they thought would prevent me from dying. Not clothes they thought would keep me from being killed for being too much like an Insider. These clothes were a death warrant. And they had to be the first thing to change.

I walked as fast as I could, the afternoon sun casting a golden hue through the trees. It lit everything aflame and the chill seemed to fade away at the beauty. I couldn’t see anything except the trees. The thick trunks accompanied by the long winding roots that loved to pop out of nowhere and try to trip me as I walked. The underbrush was enough to want to do the same, the thick foliage wrapping around my ankle and attempting to trip me with every step.

I didn’t know if I was going in the right direction or not, all I knew was that I had to keep walking. The Outside was not safe to be alone. Caspian had taught me that. Caspian. I wondered what he felt. What he thought. The pain had come out of nowhere, and it was still pulsing and making a soreness resonate down my spine, aching with each step. Did he wonder why I was still hurting? Why the Inside had let my pain get this intense? I’m sure he still thought I was in the Inside, doing a random test that made him fall over at any moment with the drugs they had given me. Did he know how much I needed him?

I kept walking, my feet scraping through the dirt and the leaves and the grass. I kept walking as the sun blinded me through the foliage of the trees and the golden hue swept around me. If it were any other time. If I had him by my side. If we were endlessly in love with no regrets to the world. It would have been a fairy tale. Caught within a storybook and living life hand in hand while walking through the quiet woods as if we were home. But it wasn’t. And I was alone.

So I kept walking, my feet dragging on the ground with every step. It felt like the forest went on for miles upon miles. There seemed to be no end to the trees and the leaves that reached out towards me with every breath of the wind. I was tired. Exhausted. And yet I knew if I didn’t move, I would die. Maybe from the exhaustion or maybe from the creatures lurking in the trees. I wasn’t sure, but I wouldn’t stick around to find out.

The back of my neck protested in pain, a pull and a tug that had me stopping in my tracks. My body immediately broke out in a cold sweat, my eyes closing tightly as the pressure caused a migraine to spring out of nowhere. I raised my trembling hand, putting pressure on the wound where the chip was implanted. I felt the tendrils pulling on my nerves, the subtle throbbing of it moving underneath my skin, and the pain.

My parents had put me in multiple anatomy classes when I was younger, if only so I could try and understand the concept of soulmates a little better. But all of those lessons and learning of where the gene had come from, had given me a better understanding of the human system. Including the central nervous system.

The chip couldn’t be removed without damaging something, that’s the only thing I was certain of. I knew the placement and the feeling of the tendrils sliding through my veins and nerves was enough for me not to care. I wanted to reach back and tear open the stitches and pull it out the first chance I got. I knew they were watching. And if my death was what it took for them to stop, I was almost willing to chance it.

“Now who do we have here?” My eyes flashed open at the voice. The chip was long forgotten. A stream of golden light shot through the leaves and blinded me as I quickly turned around. “Oh, she’s a pretty little bird, ain’t she boys?”

I couldn’t see. The light was glaring in my eyes, enough to where all I saw were three silhouettes. Three silhouettes of strangers I didn’t know. I turned back around and ran. There was no hesitation. The only thing I could do was run, and even that was not good enough. My legs were still sluggish, my feet still wanted to hug the ground, and my body was heavy. So heavy. But I ran.

I heard the laughter buzz behind me, wrapping through the trees and slinging the voices on the trunks. My lungs couldn’t catch the air quick enough, my feet couldn’t keep up with how fast I wanted to go. I didn’t care who they were or if they meant well. I didn’t even know if they were part of Caspian’s tribe. I didn’t care. Not when I couldn’t see them in the afternoon sun. Not when I didn’t know the area the Inside had dropped me in. Not when I was defenseless. Not when Caspian’s life was on the line too.

“Now now, pretty bird, don’t you wanna play?” The man’s voice was chaotic. His laughter met his words with each step I took. It bubbled up from his lungs and caught on my feet with every step, I was tripping. My hands fell out before me, gripping onto the foliage underneath as I tried to scramble to my feet. Their laughter followed me to the ground. I stood up quickly before I continued to run. But I realized they weren’t rushing.

There were no sounds of crushing the underbrush beneath me, there were no grunts as they tried to keep up through the trees. They weren’t running. Was I that slow? Or did they just not care? Either way, I wasn’t going to stop and see where they were, so I kept running.

A cry of pain shot through me as the chip in my neck seemed to zap through my nerves, I stumbled. But it was enough to bring me to my knees as my foot caught on one of the winding roots. I face planted the ground, my body tumbling and crashing among the underbrush. The air left my lungs in one gust as I fell, my body trembling, the place in my neck throbbing. Leave it to the Inside to still mess me up on the Outside.

I tried to stand, tried to plant my feet and run as fast as I could away from this place. Away from the people who still trailed after me. But it was too late.

A hand was on my neck, pushing me down into the underbrush and I screamed. It was a blood curdling scream that I didn’t know I could possess. But it wasn’t from fear, no, I wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. It was from the palm pressed on my neck, on the raised flesh that housed the trapment of the Inside. It was on fire under his touch. And fire ignited all over me. The nerves had plunged deeper in my system than I had thought, and his rough grip on the sensitive skin showed me that. The tears sprung to my eyes and flooded my vision as he turned my head, my cheek still pressed into the dirt underneath. I wanted to fight him off me. I wanted to fight him for even touching me.

But I couldn’t. I was exhausted both mentally and physically. I couldn’t move. I could barely even breathe. And with his hand on the wound on my neck, it was enough for me to beg for the exhaustion to take me. To pass out and never wake up again. The pain. The pain ate away at my neck and my soul and my body. The pain ate away at my being and made me want to scream again. But my scream was lodged in my throat along with the tears that slid down my cheeks.

“Hello there, no need for tears,” His voice was thick and grunted out as if the words were foreign on his tongue. He had a thick accent I couldn’t place, not when the Inside all sounded the same. He leaned down, enough to block the glare from the trees and for me to finally see his face. “Little bird, did you fall out of your nest?”

His eyes seemed almost black they were so dark, the night swirling in them and creating a chill down my spine. His hair was shaved down enough to catch tattoos that peaked through on his scalp, thick lines mixed with dots and creating a maze under his skin. His cheekbones were high and protruded enough to create angles of his features, sharp bones that I was too afraid to come close to. He had just a small amount of stubble on his cheeks and chin, the area precariously trimmed as if he had visited a local barber among the Inside. But what caught my eyes was the twine around his neck and the bones that clattered together in front of my face. They were human bones. Fingers.

“You’ve come a long way from home, little bird. I suppose those wings are tired,” He spoke like he was losing his mind. And judging by the way he carried a necklace of bones around his neck, I assumed I was right. I flinched at the breath that flooded my nostrils as he leaned in close to me, his jagged teeth shining yellow in the golden sun. “Ah, an Insider.” He purred the word, pressing his nose into my hair and breathing in deeply as if he could smell the shampoo they had given me a week ago.

My skin crawled, my stomach turning as if it were going to spill the contents. I wanted to fight. I needed to fight. But I couldn’t. Not when my neck screamed and my body protested. It had given up on me. Or maybe I had given up on it, I wasn’t quite sure anymore. All I knew was that my body was aching and the man that was smelling my hair was not letting up on the weight on my neck. I was going to pass out. Or puke. At any moment. I couldn’t breathe.

“Tsk, tsk, brother, now is not the time to play with your food.” The voice was the epitome of power. The voice slithered around the grass I laid in and tangled itself into my hair and found my ears. Plunging inside my mind just as much as the chip stole my nerves and made its home inside of me. Her voice was pure venom. Smooth. Seductive. Meticulous. Everything mine was not. I didn’t even have to see who held the voice to know that she most likely matched the voice to perfection. I could feel it. I could sense it. And by the way the man pulled away from me in an instant, I knew I had to be right.

He peeled off of me and I secretly prayed for him to just leave me in the grass, but I wasn’t that lucky. It seemed none of my prayers were being heard today.

A hand grabbed my hair as tightly as it could at the scalp and gave no warning before pulling me to my feet. The cry came out without my consent, filling the forest air in my pain. I wanted to take it back. To take all of the tears and tell them where to shove every single one of them, but I was silent other than the sob that wracked through my bones.

“Ah, curious little thing isn’t she?” The woman. My head turned towards the voice, catching the sun through the trees before the view came into focus. I was right. Powerful. Flawless. Deadly. She was stunning yet terrifying. I wanted to look at her, but I also felt as if I would turn into stone right then and there.

She was dressed much differently than the woman of the Bahari tribe. She wore tight pants that hugged her legs, and her top was tight along her bodice, the black leather showing off everything the woman had. She had a grey fur stole that was draped around her shoulders, a sense of luxury among the overall terrifying attire. She had a belt that was strung around her hips equipped with knives, a canteen, and what looked oddly enough like a sword. Who were these people?

They seemed almost modern. All of them. Her brother was the one holding onto me, and even he was fully dressed in nice clothing. Leather pants, no shirt, but a loose vest that had tassels at the bottom. He had a belt around his chest, the glimmer of knives shining in the golden sun. The two other men that were with him were in the same dark clothing, all clothed and dangerous. In front of us stood two women, his sister, and another who seemed just as ferocious.

All of them seemed agile, ready for battle at any moment. His sister had the same cheekbones as he did, sharp and protruding. But her skin was flawless and gleaming, the pale skin catching sunlight as if it was all there for her. Her eyes were dark just like his, but there seemed to be some sort of life behind them. But what stood out on her was the makeup. The blush that painted her cheeks pink and the lip gloss that stained her small lips pink. She was stunning. And modern. Almost as if she were part of the Inside.

“Come now, brother, we have to hurry before the sun goes down,” Her demand was heard by everyone, and they wasted no time. The man holding onto me shoved me forward, the rest of his men following on the sides, but as we approached the woman, she stayed standing and staring right at me. Her hand was resting on her hip, her head cocked to the side as she took me in. Her eyes followed the scar down my face and before I could think anything of it, her hand shot out and grabbed tightly onto my chin. The tears sprung to my eyes before I could curse them away. The man’s hand had never left my neck, and with the pressure of his sister’s hand on my chin, I was ready to die. If I begged, would it come quicker? “Where did you get this mark?”

“Ooh, pretty bird, you have a chief’s mark.” Before I could answer, the man turned my head towards him and grinned down at me, his finger darting out and tracing the mark. I couldn’t contain the contents of my stomach. It turned and before I could react or they could move, I puked. Tears slid down my cheeks at the pain from him twisting my neck and the contents, which were very limited, spewed all over the front of his chest. I expected him to be mad, to throw me away and give me a chance to run, but he did nothing except still trace the scar with his finger, ignoring the vomit sliding down his chest.

“Nevermind, we have to get back. Brother, bring your toy. We have much to discuss.” The woman turned away and began walking, followed by the others as the man still touched my scar with such gentleness I didn’t know he could possess.

I felt like I was going to puke again, my stomach turning with the constant pain on my neck, the inflamed skin protesting with every grip. But before I could, he stopped, letting go of my neck. At first I thought I was free, was able to run away from the monster and find home within the trees again. But I was wrong. His hand circled my waist and he bent at the knees before hoisting me up over his shoulder, my hair immediately surrounding my vision as I hung upside down with my thighs being held to him tightly.

I tried to protest, tried to scream, but nothing came out. I don’t know if it was the exhaustion or the pain that kept me quiet. But without his hand on my neck, I felt like I was able to breathe again. I let myself go limp, my arms dangling and catching the tall grass as he began to walk after them in silence. My eyes caught the shimmers of golden sun that peaked between my hair, but soon, I couldn’t hold them open any longer. The blood rushed to my head and I tried to ignore the throbbing of my neck. I let myself relax, if only for a moment.

I didn’t know where I was or how far away Caspian was from me, but these people knew the Outside better than me, that was clear. If they took me to where they were going, perhaps they had a map like Helios had. Perhaps I could find my way home. To Caspian. Back to those oceans that would wash me away with every glance. Maybe they would carry me to where he was. Maybe they were part of the Rebellion. Maybe they would help.

I let myself believe those words. Even as the bones clattered together with every step the wicked man took. Even as the knives in his belt dug into my leg with every brush of the grass below us. Even as I remember how deadly the woman had seemed. I let myself believe it all, if only for a moment. Because if I didn’t, I didn’t know how long I could keep my wits about me. Because if I couldn’t hold it together, my death would come a lot sooner than not. I let myself believe it because it was the only thing I could do at the moment. Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it’s because I let the sleep take hold of me. Maybe it’s because I couldn’t care anymore. Maybe it was because of him. Because of Caspian.

Because I loved him.


Chapter thirty-six
Nova


“I’m not going to ask again, where did you get this mark?”

I wished they had killed me when we met. When I was just a stranger with no mark and no tie to anything. But that was over, and now was replaced by the interrogation of a woman that was beautiful and deadly and utterly terrifying.

As soon as we had returned to their camp, they had woken me up by throwing me onto the rough rocks of their home. They lived in a valley, no, a crater. The dirt was dark and the wide walls of the crater reached up into the sky and shielded from the golden sun as it had set. The only light was lit by a thousand stars twinkling above us in the sky. Other than that, the silhouette of the crater walls is what shielded us from the once beautiful trees of the Outside. I had never missed trees so much in my life.

They didn’t have homes built like Caspian’s tribe, almost like they didn’t want to be stuck in one place for too long. They had tents lined around the crater, some smaller and some bigger, all made with mismatched fabrics and tarps and wire. Almost like they had grown the tents as their tribe had grown. They were all fierce warriors. All dressed in the modern chic and all wielding weapons. There were more women than men. Some with hair pulled back in thick braids, others with shaved heads as well as the men. They wore tattoos like a second skin, and they screamed deadly. Venomous.

Once we returned to their camp, their people had given nothing but subtle glances towards us. They were cold. The entire area was cold. In temperature and in the void that filled the air. They were all deadly and silent, the only sounds coming from the subtle whispering that bounced around the crater. Most were sleeping, but the ones who weren’t, were sharpening knives under the moonlight or catching small fires around their tents. It was a small tribe, and I didn’t see many children. The few I did see were older, more mature, and just as deadly as their parents. But I hadn’t been given the chance to ask questions. Not when the woman had immediately tied me up with sharp wire and started interrogating me.

“Maybe she was someone else’s little bird before she flew into our nest, sister. Maybe she will one day fly-”

“Shut it!” Her growl immediately filled the small tent we were in. Her brother sat on a metal folding chair in the corner near the flap that was the door, twirling a knife in his hand and brushing his fingers over the blade as if he was enjoying the blood that covered it. He was smiling at me, the fire that was burning in a small barrel in the room blazing in his eyes. He was insane. Absolutely insane, and his sister had seemed to be at her last straw with him.

The tent we were in was a torture tent. I realized that as soon as I had entered and the smell of rotting flesh had filled my nostrils and suffocated me. There were bones. Bones drying with flayed skin, some stuck with hair, dangling from wire that went around the entire perimeter of the tent we were in. There was blood that stained the dark rock below me even darker, the blood splattered on the edges of the fabric that surrounded the walls. It was a tent that I’m sure few escaped alive.

But they hadn’t touched me. That was the weird thing. Not a single piece of hair had been pulled on my head. And the woman seemed to be growing frustrated with the fact I wouldn’t speak to her. But her threats were almost empty. She just paced in front of me, her fur stole removed and hanging on the back of another metal foldable chair. She kept running her fingers through her hair; kept pulling it up and yanking it down again only to do the same thing over and over again. She was just as confused as I was. And somehow the confusion was worse than death.

“I don’t have time for this shit,” She was disheveled when she wasn’t in front of her tribe. She seemed almost girlish. Like she was still trying to figure life out herself. She seemed young. A lot younger than I expected a tribe leader to be, which is what she was. I could see it as soon as we entered the walls of the crater. They respected her, saw her as a leader. But did she see herself as a leader? “You’re not a leader here, you can’t be. Are you a leader of the Inside? Are you an infiltrator? Are you a-”

“Maybe it’s a birthmark! Maybe it’s a pretty little bruised wing for a pretty-”

His words were cut off as soon as she turned around, grabbing a knife from her belt faster than I could think and stabbing it straight into his upper shoulder. There was silence, her hand still on the hilt, her body heaving with a deep breath, but the man. The insane man. Only grinned. His eyes twinkled and lost themselves in the flames of the fire. He pushed her hand away with a gentle touch before ripping it out of his shoulder, the small blade dripping with his blood and the wound beginning to seep. He was still grinning. His jagged teeth pushed together in a crazy grin before he lifted the blade and licked the blood off of it. I was going to vomit. And by the way his sister turned quickly away from him and closed her eyes, she too was affected by his actions.

I wanted to look away, to pull myself away from the actions, yet I couldn’t. His tongue licked the blade and wrapped itself around the dagger with no fear of it cutting his tender flesh open again. He flicked the blade away, letting it tumble on the ground near me, before pushing his fingers over the wound and swiping the blood away, leaving a streak along his skin. He never once winced. He never once cried. He only shook it off as it was merely a nuisance. A minor inconvenience. And not as if his own sister had stabbed him.

I was jealous. Jealous of a crazy man who never cried. Jealous of a man who lost his mind long ago and left it who the hell knows where. Jealous of a man who felt nothing but the intensity of his own mind. Jealous of a man who scared me.

How could she stab her own brother but not even torture me in a room that was made for it?

“Where are we?” My voice. It came out as a whisper, my eyes still on the blade that was thrown near the ground near me, cleanly licked of his blood. It was the first words I had spoken in their presence, the first words I had been brave enough to say.

The woman stopped pacing, her eyes darting towards mine before she leaned down and picked up the blade, twirling it in her fingers like a professional of the weapon before sliding it into her belt back where it belonged. As if it hadn’t been impaled into her brother’s shoulder.

“You’re in Terta,” She spoke with confidence, her head still cocked and staring at me in confusion and curiosity. Almost like I held secrets that she was dying to get out of me, but she was unsure of where to start. “I’m Editha. And this is my brother, Elbrus,” Elbrus. The same name that had left Caspian’s lips. The same name that Helios had said they had sent word to. The same man they had promised to kill before he killed the entire Inside. The air left my lungs, my eyes darting between the two as Elbrus came to stand beside his sister. “And you’re going to answer our question now. Who are you?”

I could have lied. I could have spoken the first name that came to my mind. I could have lied and said the scar was made from the Inside or came up with a story that they would have believed because they knew no differently. I could have given them so many lies, yet my truth came out. And it tasted bitter, floating in the air around us and burning itself on the flames of the fire that burned shadows across all of our skin.

“I’m Nova,” My name was pushed out through clenched teeth, my eyes darting between the two as they took in my name, took in the scar of Caspian upon my face. “Mate to the chief of the Bahari tribe.” I don’t know why I said it. I don’t know why I didn’t just stop at my name and left the mystery in the air of my scar. Maybe part of me believed it would save me, that it would save him. And I hoped. I hoped it would. If Helios had sent word to them, then they would know. They would know of the Rebellion and how Caspian was a part of it. They would begin to trust him. They would-

I watched as they looked at each other. They gave no expressions that I could read, almost as if they were reading each other’s mind. Almost like they understood the subtle raise of each other’s eyebrows and the silence that filled the air. They whispered again, another language passing their lips to one another before they nodded. They both turned to look at me once more, Editha stepping forward and crouching down to where I was sitting, her face inches from mine. I held my breath, waiting for the rage, for the knife to stab into my own shoulder.

“We will take you home soon.” She pressed her forehead to mine, her eyes closing and leaving me with the touch of her cool skin against mine before she turned and left the tent. Elbrus stayed planted in the rock, his eyes brushing over the mark before he too nodded and then turned on his heel and left the tent. Leaving me with nothing but the crackling of the fire and the shadows of the flames dancing along the fabric surrounding me on all sides. I was alone with nothing but them and the bones that swung in the phantom wind.
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They left me the entire night, the only sounds coming from the fire burning brush in the barrel. They had left me to my own thoughts, the silence eating me alive and the wire digging into my skin. It was enough for me to keep running over what Caspian had said. They were to kill them. After they helped them with the Rebellion, they were to kill them. Their entire tribe. The same people who had spared me my life for no reason other than to take me back to my home. Back to Caspian.

“She would look pretty with a matching scar on the other side, would she not, sister?” Elbrus. He came in twirling a blade, making my eyes shoot open. I didn’t think I had gotten any sleep, but I was unsure. Time seemed to twirl around me and spit me out and do it all over again. I was exhausted but felt like I was floating, even with the ties on my wrists holding me down onto the metal chair.

They parted the flaps of the doorway, allowing light to stream in from the opening of the crater. The sun was blinding, dancing over my skin and warming the cold that had settled over my flesh through the night. The fire was only sparks. If they hadn't killed me, the cold would soon have.

The siblings came in, side by side, still dressed in dark leather, but this time, even Elbrus had a fur coat draped over his shoulders. I wasn’t prepared for this kind of weather. Not when my shoes had been abandoned and my feet were now curled and turning purple from the cold of the rock under my feet. Not when I only had a rain jacket hung over the sweater. I ached for the warmth they carried in their furs.

Editha had her hair pulled back in a high braid, showing the winding tattoos along her neck and foreign language that stained her skin. She was beautiful, ethereal almost. And she terrified me by her actions last night.

She could have killed me, easily plunging a knife into my soul and yanking until both Caspian and I were gone from their world. But she didn’t. She promised me passage to home. She promised me life. She promised me Caspian. And if I made it in one piece, I would be forever in her debt.

“Can we trust you?” She spoke the words and they curled around my throat, like a threat I was afraid to tempt. I nodded, swallowing back the words that I knew would fall off my tongue. And she gave me a small nod before turning towards Elbrus, grabbing his twisted blade from his hands.

She would have killed me last night if she was going to, yet I still feared her as she approached me with the knife in her hands. She grazed my shoulder as she passed, going behind me as I stared at her brother. He was grinning, his jagged teeth pulling up thin lips.

I felt the tug of the wire on my wrists before it slid off, falling onto the rocks below. I pulled my hands in front of me, rubbing my wrists and twisting my neck, only to flinch as the pain that pulsed through my neck from the chip. It wasn’t as bad as the day before, but it was still sore, still aching, still tugging on my nerves and making me lose every sense of self.

“Come now, they sent word two days ago, and it is time to go,” Her voice was calm, her hand grabbing my arm and hoisting me from the chair. I flinched, my weight being put onto my feet, pushing them into the sharp rocks below me. But they didn’t notice, or they didn’t care. I wasn’t quite sure. I walked slowly, my hands braced out before me as if I would fall at any moment. A hiss parted my lips as the rocks stuck in my feet, and finally, she stopped us halfway out of the torture tent. “You have no shoes?”

I said nothing, glancing down at my feet that were painted black by the soot and dirt of the crater. I felt the rocks pushing into my skin, and I flexed my toes, only to immediately gasp as arms wrapped around my waist. Elbrus threw me over his shoulder again, the same position I had seemed to be in for hours yesterday, only this time, I refused to relax. My hands grabbed onto the back of his vest, and I tried to twist my body to throw myself off his shoulder as he began walking.

“Little bird, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” His words made me freeze, and it was then that I felt the blade pushing into my upper thigh, the knife a silent warning to stay still. So I obeyed. The fight had left me when the Inside had dropped me in the forest with the eyes in the back of my neck. They could see everything that was happening, and yet they left me at the mercy of a man who wore bones as a necklace. “That’s better.” He muttered under his breath, pulling the knife off my thigh as I hung still across his shoulder, my hands still fisted in his leather vest.

He began to walk, his boots crunching over the rocks beside Editha. They walked in sync, as if they still were talking in each other’s heads, still weaved together in a connection I would never understand. I tried to look up, to see around their camp once more, but every time I tried to move, I was reminded of that knife. That twisted blade was made to catch the blood of their enemies. So I did nothing more than lie on his shoulder, my body being an extension of his with every step of his boots.

I was thrown from his shoulder, my body propelling in the air and a gasp left my lips before I pushed my hair out of my face as he hoisted me onto a creature. Immediately fear flooded my vision, the bitter taste coating my tongue and making my eyes water. I reached forward, offcentered as the creature beneath me rippled with strength and life. It resembled a horse, the coat underneath me buttery and smooth and shining with the gleam of the sun. But as I looked up at the head outstretched by the long neck, I held my breath.

Horns sprouted from the tops of the horse’s head, the horns stretching out towards the sky in a twisted structure of dark designs. Instead of a luscious mane, it was covered in a short row of buzzed fur, showing a darker stripe in the grey coat. The horse turned its head with a huff of air, letting me see the profile of its face and the eyes that were replaced with a deep empty socket. It had no eyes. I quickly turned on the saddle I was placed on, my body twisting enough to see the rest of the creature underneath me. It was huge and bulky, a form of pure muscle that trembled underneath me in the anticipation to run.

I had heard stories on the Inside of creatures that were affected on the outside from the radiation of the War. We had very few animals on the Inside, and the ones we did have were artificially turned so no bacteria or anything could come from them. Artificially programmed to produce the best nutrients for us. But these creatures.

I had taken the blue tongue encounter and put it at the back of mind, as if the mutated elk weren’t real anymore. But this horse. This monster was here before me, under me. Like a horse I had seen very few of, but mutated in a way that made it monstrous in size and its horns reaching towards the heavens as if they were begging to be seen. A beast.

There were more around me, all being mounted by members of the Terta tribe, all casting different colors and sizes. The horns on them were different shapes and colors, the herd being domesticated by beasts of their own. Most of the horses had saddle bags attached to them, swords and knives and rations all being stuffed inside of them for the long journey ahead. How far away was home?

The horse jolted forward with a snort as Elbrus flung himself over the side of the saddle behind me, his arms immediately darting forward to clutch the reigns that were attached to its foaming mouth as well as its horns. I felt his chest against my back, the warmth of him beginning to settle my trembling limbs. His arms were on either side of me, trapping me in the close proximity. I wanted to die. If it had been Caspian, I would have loved to be surrounded by him. His smell. His touch. His breath. His everything. But it wasn’t.

He chuckled under his breath, ushering the horse forward to meet up next to Editha and her horse. She sat proudly atop of a black horse, its horns a dark purple that swirled into the air on either side. Behind Editha sat the woman I had seen from the woods when I first came in contact with them, her hands on either side of Editha’s hips, holding her tightly, thighs pressed to hers. She was sitting just as tall as Editha, proudly with her. She was hers.

“We will ride until the sun sets and make camp. Elbrus, she is your responsibility, we must return her in one piece to the Coward Chief, do you understand?” Editha threatened him with a glint in her eyes, her eyes darting only briefly to me before settling on the insane man behind me. Coward Chief. They spoke of Caspian in a manner that made the hair stand on the end of my arms. I gritted my teeth to keep from saying something. Anything to keep them from killing me.

But as Editha passed a look over me once more, I knew she could tell the thoughts swirling in my mind. The small smile played on the corner of her lips and she looked as if she were about to speak again, but the woman behind her squeezed her hips, directing her attention behind her. They looked at each other, the intimate gaze causing me to look away as if I shouldn’t be seeing the fire between their gazes.

She glanced over at her brother, both of them sharing the same gaze before they turned forward on the horses. Editha called out in a foreign language, sweeping off of her tongue and fueling the fire of her people. They shuffled quickly, all mounting their beasts and preparing themselves for the long trek.

Editha clicked her tongue to her teeth. Once. Twice. The sound cascading into the air and tumbling under the horses’ feet as her steed began to walk, kicking up the rocks around it and casting dirt into the air. Even they were under her spell. Mesmerized by the sound of her voice and commands.

Elbrus did the same, his much more chaotic sound clicking off his tongue several times as he kicked his feet into the side of his horse. And the horse surged forward with a quick trot, making me lean forward into the horn of the saddle. The muscles of the beast underneath me rippled, tightening and expanding as it breathed in the air, surging forward and pulling Editha’s horse into a trot beside it, both of them battling to see which one would lead the rest of the herd that followed behind.

I had never felt the power of a horse underneath me. I had never felt the breath and the muscles that seemed to obey every command of its rider. Horses were never a thing among the Inside, only if the rich posed the artificial breeds used for showing. They were unnecessary among the Inside. We had cars, trains, any form of transportation you could think of. But out here. It was so different. These people had to survive on the bare minimum, and part of it was because of people like my father who said the Outsiders were different. There was no equality in his eyes. Yet we were all the same. Just surviving on what little or lot that was given to us at birth.

“Hold on, little bird, the ride will not be a smooth one.” And he was right. I tightened my hold on the saddle, my knuckles turning white as we climbed up a steep path that was carved out on the side of the crater. The dirt around us fogged up the air, dancing around us and catching my skin. Elbrus and Editha seemed to race, their horses almost touching as they climbed the narrow side of the crater. I closed my eyes, the dirt pelting me as they rode faster and faster, unphased by the fog them and their tribe were creating.

I jolted in the saddle, my hand reaching out and grabbing onto whatever I could, which happened to be Elbrus’s arm beside me as he grabbed the reins, but I couldn’t care. Not when my weight was pressed back into his chest as we inclined. I coughed on the dirt that hit my face, my body shaking and sliding, only for Elbrus to grab tightly onto me, pushing me back onto the saddle as we began to slow.

“Open your eyes, little bird,” His breath fanned over my ear and I obeyed, opening my eyes and wiping them down with the back of my sleeve before gasping. The sight was stunning. At the edge of the crater, it overlooked what seemed like the entire Outside.

I could see the trees off in the distance, the same trees I had been dropped in days before. I could see jagged rocks fading into the grass, the sun casting a glow over everything. In the far distance there were clouds forming, a storm in the far far distance. And in the furthest point, far away from everything, was the slightest gleam of blue. The slightest glimmer of hope found among the ocean waves. That was no longer your home. And it wasn’t. It had been destroyed along with the home of the Bahari tribe.

“It’s beautiful.” And it was. From where we were, I could see the future of my tomorrow. The future of the Outside. And it was glorious. It was mine.


Chapter thirty-seven
Caspian


The pain I felt from her was unlike anything I had felt before.

It came in waves. The first moment I felt it, I could have sworn I passed out from it. It was the aching in my neck, the pulling in my bones and seeping into my mind. I felt every turn of her neck and twist and pressure. God, the pressure was intense. Like knives in the back of my skull and ricocheting throughout my body. It burned. Like liquid fire shooting throughout my body and dipping into my bloodstream, poisoning my movements and limiting my functions.

The Inside would pay.

They would pay for every hair on her head that was touched. They would pay for her tears, for her pain, for her scars. They would pay for every single bad thing that crossed her mind. She was hurting. Hurting from a pain I didn’t know had come about. She was hurting from the pain of the Inside that no one had asked for. I wanted to say I was different than that, that I hadn’t caused her such pain and agony throughout her years. But I was just the same.

The same kind of poison, the same kind of hurt, the same kind of agony. But this pain. This pain was different. Like they wanted it to be known what power they had over her. I wanted to know what it was from. All I knew was that I had fallen asleep within the drunken hours of the night with Helios and her father in the war room, and I had woken up with the pain of a thousand scars.

She was alone within the Inside. They had stolen her away for whatever purposes and who knew how long it would be until we were able to bring her home. Until I was able to bring her home. I hated her. But I had never loved someone as much as I loved her. And I had left her.

I had left her. Her father had left her. My tribe had left her. We had all left her. And I hated myself for that. She was everything to me and I had let my guard down. Let everything down and was pulled away from her as soon as we were almost to freedom. As soon as I almost had her in my arms again.

“Caspian?” Scout. His voice pulled me from my thoughts, tearing me away from the spear I had over sharpened. The tip was too thin, it would snap the moment I shoved it into someone’s chest. I cursed, snapping the spear in two before throwing it to the ongoing pile of ruined spears, all made by me. But no one said anything, only spared looks my way as we sat in the middle of their camp.

“Yeah?” The word parted my lips in a sigh and I winced as I turned my head to look up at him. The soreness in my neck made it hard to do anything.

“Wanna come fish for a little bit? I asked Helios and found a little stream about a mile from here,” He looked tired. Heck, we all were. But there was hope in his eyes. Even after everything, Scout always managed to look on the bright side, and I envied him for his innocence. “I hijacked some of their equipment.”

To verify, Scout looked behind him at the fishing net laid on the ground; there were two spears and smaller fish for bait. He was ready, and I hated to say no to him. But I looked around at the tribe, at all of the people working so hard to make spears and weapons and stuff bags full of supplies for the journey to fight the Inside. This was the Rebellion. We were the Rebellion.

I glanced over at Helios who was ordering people around, taking command of his tribe and mine as we worked hand in hand. We had so much to do in so little time. And the Terta tribe would be here soon. After we had sent his messenger, he came back with a knife in his thigh and a limp, but he clarified they would be here in a few days. We had to prepare. What we were preparing for, I wasn’t quite sure.

We had searched hours upon hours through the maps and the plans of the Rebellion, but we weren’t the only ones working. Other tribes had heard of our correspondence with the Terta tribe. They knew what was coming. While others had sent messengers in regards to us saying they wanted to help, others had offered their words of advice saying to stop while we were still ahead. They wanted us dead. Us and the Rebellion, but I was a part of it now. There was no turning back from this. It had been my birthright. I realized that now. My parents had set this up for us, and I would help what they had begun. I would bring down the Inside. And I would bring down whoever had hurt her.

I would bring Nova home.

“Go, Caspian. We have this covered.” Helios shouted over the voices that flooded the camp, nodding me on with a wave of his hand before turning back to his duties.

“Alright, where’s this stream at?” And I smiled at him. The first real smile I had shared with him unless Helios had gotten me drunk on the summer wine. Scout grinned, his dimples popping out along his still hollow cheeks, grabbing my arms and pulling me with him down the grassy slope. He grabbed the net with all of the fishing supplies and I watched him struggle for a moment before I laughed and helped him.

We walked like that, our hands fisted in the fishing nets, my gait a lot slower than it once had as I kept one hand pressed on the back of my neck to not strain the sore any more than it had to be. It wasn’t healing properly. Not like the Inside’s healing. And I knew they were trying to torture her. To let her bathe in her pain and sorrow and feel the ache and pull in her neck until she was ready to speak to them.

The Outside was not against torture themselves. I had done my fair share of torture sessions with Kekoa when we were young adolescents, trying to please our father by being the ones to release the information from intruders with every scream. The Inside had nothing on our methods. They were cruel, unforgiving, and they had Nova at their mercy.

I shook the thought off of me, trying to tune back into Scout’s rambling and cheerful laughter as he spoke about his time here within the Solarian tribe. He enjoyed it. They had more young men his age, and apparently young women as well. And judging by his joyful talk, they were a lot less strict here within Solarian. They rejoiced in the sun. And in turn, got drunk on the heat and him, apparently.

“And then she just kissed me, Caspian. She kissed me. Can you believe that, and then her friend…” I tried to laugh with him, to allow him to be that teenager that still hoped for the best in the world. I tried to smile at him, but I felt as if every movement was forced. I’m sure Scout saw the pain in my eyes from both the place in my neck and the loss of Nova’s presence, but he still talked. He still pretended as if everything was normal. And I cherished him for that.

We walked a little farther, pulling the net out of the grass that seemed to reach out and grab onto it with every step we took. But I heard it. The trickling of water over the rocks and the sound of home among the brush. The sound of water. The sound of life swirling around in a hidden spring over the hill.

We felt the life pick up again in our feet, pulling the net up a little to not catch on the shrubs and the grass that tried to catch it in their grasps. The sound made us both walk a little faster, going up the hill and feeling the burn along our shins and thighs. But it urged us on, whispering into the wind and pulling us towards it with every movement of the air.

As we followed down on the hill, I took in a breath. The stream was beautiful, glistening in the sun and sliding down the hill into multiple sections, rippling over the rocks and dancing down the grass. It wasn’t large, but it was a lot bigger than I had thought when he had called it a hidden stream. Grass on either side reached up towards the sky, cattails following with it and trying to hide it from plain sight. If we weren’t listening to it, if we hadn’t been searching for it, we might have bypassed it. But it was beautiful.

“I call the deep end, you go down by that fall. Bet I can catch more than you by mid sun.” Scout’s laugh bounced off the trees nearby and he dropped the net before yanking out one of the two spears before bouncing off towards the stream. I watched as he jumped down in the water, the droplets cascading over his skin as the grin full of life flooded his face. His eyes captured the sun and the gleeful brother I had once known was back.

We used to fish from sunup to sun down all the time when we were young. Even Kekoa used to love it. Even if he was a traitor, he still loved the water. We used to dance in the ocean until our parents would have to drag us out, our skin pruned and red from the sun. Even if we caught nothing, we enjoyed the process of it. Until our mother died.

She had been found by Scout and I, bleeding out among the banks of the ocean where we had once loved to fish. We had gone to help her with the lines she was hanging, after she had begged us to for days. It was a regret. If I had gone sooner, she wouldn’t have died. The other tribe had killed her; Kekoa had said he saw them flee through the trees but we didn’t have enough time to stop them. We stopped enjoying the days of fishing upon end with one another after her blood stained the rocks red. It took five days of rain to wash it away completely, but the memory still stayed upon them.

“What are you waiting for, brother?” His smile. Life had come back, and I couldn’t help but meet him with one of my own. I couldn’t help Nova. Not right now, not when so much had to be done by our tribes. So I gave in, if only for a moment to bask in the glory of the sun and the idea that everything was fine. If only for now. If only it were forever.
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“Do you think this is actually going to change everything, Caspian?” Scout’s voice was tired, casting over the water that kept rushing down the hill long after we had gotten out. We laid among the bank, our bodies splayed out along the soft grass and for once, just soaking up the sun.

The sun danced over us and kissed every inch of us, a sun and a fire that I hadn’t felt in quite some time. Among the beaches of Bahari, we felt the sun. But it was cooled by the ocean with every breeze that found the shores. Unlike here. No, this place was for the sun. Even the hills seemed to reach up towards the sky just to meet the sun in a reunion every morning, like every ounce of this place was made to make love to the rays and bask in it for eternity.

But it wasn’t home.

Nothing was home without her.

“I don’t know, Scout. I want to hope it does, but what other choice do we have?” The words came out with a sigh, my hands gripping the grass by my sides and pulling up the blades like I used to when I was a child. It was a nervous habit I hadn’t had the time to find solace in. The blades slid between my calloused fingers and I pulled tightly, feeling the satisfying tug of it releasing in my grasp. I couldn’t remember the last time I laid among the grass and felt nature at my fingertips. When was the last time I had lived?

“Do you think mom…” His voice trailed off, and I finally stole a glance towards him. His head was tilted up towards the sky, his eyes closed, his lips parted and eyebrows drawn tightly together. His own hands were propped underneath his head, his legs outstretched before him and if anyone had walked past, they would have thought he hadn’t a care in the world. And as my little brother, I wish I could take every ounce of his worries so he could stay him. So he could stay pure.

“Mom would have been proud.” I didn’t know if I believed my own words. But it caused him to look at me, all the hope blossoming in his eyes again, a dimple popping out on his cheek as he took in my words with every fiber of his being. He believed me. And I had to believe in myself too.

We stayed like that for what seemed like another eternity. The silence overwhelmed us and pushed us both into our thoughts. I wanted to believe it all. That she would have been proud. That her position in the Rebellion had not gone in vain. That my father and her would have done the same. But I wasn’t quite sure.

I had no motive with the Rebellion. Sure I was interested in freeing our people from the restraints of the Inside society that tried to bury our people in the rubble of the War, but none of this was because of the Rebellion. No. It was all because of her.

Nova. If she had been with us, if she hadn’t been torn apart by my own wound, none of this would have happened. Our tribe’s home was still broken, ravished by the fires they had set upon it. But we would have found a new home. Made a new home. With her. She was my home, and my tribe would follow suit. And yet she was gone.

She was the reason for my own personal Rebellion. She ate me alive and made me want to worship the ground she walked on, and I would forever be fighting a battle in order to see those honey eyes once again.

I sucked in a breath, sitting up quickly, my knees bending as I slumped over. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. As if my lungs were struggling with each piece of me leaving my body. I tightened my hold on my legs as if that would ground me. My skin tingled, the tightness in my neck causing the familiar burn of the Inside upon my skin. I couldn’t breathe without knowing. Without knowing what they were doing to her. Why were they doing that to her. She had nothing. No information of the Rebellion. But I suppose they didn’t need it.

Not when I was planning to run right into their facility just for her. Not when I was handing them over hundreds of Outsiders. All a part of a Rebellion I wasn’t sure about. Not when I wasn’t going to leave her in their grasp one more second. They knew I would come running back to her. They knew I would give them everything they ever asked for if it meant I got to hold her in my arms once more. If it meant I got to find her eyes in the midst of any darkness again.

I would give them everything if it meant they would give me back my everything.


Chapter thirty-eight
Caspian


“They should be here tomorrow if their lazy asses left after our messenger.”

Helios was pacing, his hands working over the pages as he kept going over and over our plans. We hadn’t slept, not when the entire freedom of the Outside rested in our hands. We had tried to come up with the best plans, fighting with one another for days and letting Darren have the final say to see if it would be appropriate against the Inside technology. We were under prepared, and we all knew it. Some of us would die, it was evident, yet our people knew this. They were ready to die if it meant freedom from the grip of the Inside. The injustice we were all feeling. Or at least, what they were feeling. “We shall plan for a few days when they get here. But Darren, are you sure this entrance will be unguarded?”

“As long as we go near sundown, it will be.” Darren spoke without looking up from his map. He was still writing along the edges, still jotting down stuff on spare paper that Helios had given him. We had left the war room, gathering around a table he had placed outside in the grass overlooking his camp. We had been cooped up too long and he claimed that he was missing the heat. Darren and I never argued though. We were going stir crazy.

I glanced over the copy of the map that Darren had drawn up for me, the circles standing out to show the underground entrance. He said it was made for a back up when they first built the Wall, but hadn’t been tended to in decades because of the technology they now had. It was only ever seen when guards passed to do the perimeter check, other than that, it was our only way in.

He said that the last time he had seen it had been five years ago when scientists went Outside to study the biological components of some of the foliage. Whatever the hell that means. But there were bars of steel atop it, locked under sealed measures that you had to have a certain key for, which he did not happen to have. We didn’t have the proper tools out here, and yet he said we would be fine, that we would get in. I don’t know why we decided to trust him, not after all he had done. But it was the only chance we had to raid the Inside. The only chance any of us had to get the world back together again.

“How are our weapons even going to hold up against the guns? We’ll be dead in minutes,” My voice seemed so far away from me, casting away in the sun and sounding foreign upon my lips. My throat was dry and I tried to swallow, only to cough and grab the canteen that was placed before me on the table. After the day spent with Scout, I had been almost rejuvenated, caught in the light of tomorrow and promises that I hoped would be kept.

But it had all vanished in the morning when we started planning once again. The spears had been sharpened, the supplies had been stored in bags for the walk we would have to trek, and the people were ready. It wasn’t just going to be the Bahari, Solarian, and the Terta. The tribes from the East had heard about the Rebellion and wanted to help, but they would meet us at the tunnel. Our messengers were tired, broken, and yet they were all ready to fight. Fight for freedom. And yet even with all our people joining together, we would never have enough to surpass the amounts of the Inside.

I hadn’t assumed the Inside was that big. Not when all we ever saw was the portion of the wall that towered over the world. It was something that had never crossed my mind, not until the day they dragged me Inside. Not until I had seen the view of their land from high above. Moving transportation, white walls, pristine air, endless opportunities. It was nothing like the Outside.

It was everything they could do to make it better than what was out here. My mother had told stories that they destroyed the Outside just for our world to be on the lesser end. That it used to have the technology, and advancements that the Inside had, only more dated. She said it was bad, but it wasn’t because of the environment, no, it was because of the people. She hadn’t been in that time, the Time Before. But she had the research of it, the stories and pictures and history that the Outside had been barred from. She gave us the facts, the stories I never used to take note of until now.

“I have a plan, you just have to trust me,” He spoke with a ferocity as if this was the only option. And in truth, I hated to admit it, but it was. We had to trust Darren no matter what. He was our lifeline here. A way through to the Inside. I wasn’t sure of his intentions, though. If this was just to get Nova back or if he truly wanted to be a part of the Rebellion, but I couldn’t judge him for either reason. Nova was my priority in all of this. “When we get there, we go straight to the research facility. They have the tools for the rest of the city.”

“But it’ll be heavily guarded, won’t it? Wouldn’t it be smart to start on the outside and draw them to us? As a distraction?” Helios stopped his pacing for a moment to look at Darren, gripping the pages tightly in his fists.

“The entire city will be heavily guarded. We left the Inside willingly, no one does that. At least not twice,” Darren’s eyes shifted towards me, holding my gaze before sighing and looking back at the map. “But we have to start there. We’ll dismantle it all from there. Starting with the gene.”

“What gene?” I stopped mindlessly scanning over the map to look at Darren. He avoided my eyes, only scribbling more on the paper. “Darren.” My voice was sharp, catching the air and pulling his head up to finally look at me. Even Helios stopped what he was doing to glance between us both. A fire blazing between us.

“The Inside created the gene-”

“I know that, Scout told us.” He nodded as if he were unphased by my knowledge of it. As if he had expected nothing less.

“It can be turned off, like a switch. We made it as a defense mechanism. To see if we could pull the Outsiders out of hiding with it for an inside scoop. But it’s as simple as turning a switch. It’s more or less technology surging through your veins right now. Like a microchip of some sort,” He was watching me, gauging my reaction, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “And we need to turn it off.”

“No,” There it was. The reaction he wanted, the growl of anger that passed through my lips. If he had told me when I first met Nova that we could turn it off, I would have jumped at the chance to escape the confines of a soulmate. But here now. Now that I had the taste of her plump lips upon mine and seen into those honey eyes of hers- “No. That’s not happening.”

“The gene is what is holding people together. If we got rid of it, then-”

“Then what of Nova? What of your daughter, Darren?” His name came out like a curse upon my tongue, tainted and raw.

“You act like it’s going to kill her, Caspian. The Inside can control you by that. By that bond. And find more Outsiders just like you. It’s for the best.”

I didn’t say anything to him. I didn’t say anything at all. I knew he was right and yet I wanted to fight him on it. Fight him on the truth and prove him wrong. But he was right. I don’t even know why I was so against it. She wouldn’t be able to feel my pain, something I had prayed about. I didn’t wish that upon anyone, let alone her. And I wouldn’t be able to feel hers, including the aching in my neck that was constant for the past few days. That’s all we felt from one another. Each other’s pain. That’s all we ever caused each other. And yet I wanted it all to stay with me.

Maybe I was scared. Scared that if we weren’t bonded by this one thing, that she wouldn’t love me anymore. That all of that heartache was for nothing and she wouldn’t want me. That everything had been for nothing. I was scared to lose her. She was forever mine in a way I could never describe. Mine in a way that I never wanted, but was so grateful I had. She was my love. Forever. Even if that meant not feeling her pain.

I couldn’t admit that. I wouldn’t admit that.

“Caspian,” Helios said my name in concern as I stood. I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t look at Darren. Hell, I couldn’t even look at myself. She was the bane of my existence, yet my reason for being. She was my life. And if we weren’t bonded. If we weren’t… “Caspian, we have a lot of work to-”

“Let him be.”

They didn’t say anything else to me as I left, retreating down the hill to the village that was preparing for a war we may not come out of. I passed by his people, my people, our people. Some spared me a look, some tried to speak with me, but I couldn’t do anything but walk. I didn’t know exactly where I was headed, but I found myself at the stream. The same stream that Scout and I had escaped to a day ago.

I didn’t know why I was there. Maybe it was to escape the truth of what Darren said. Or maybe it was to escape the war of what was happening around me. I didn’t care. Not when my mind was foggy and my tongue felt heavy. I was exhausted. Both mentally and physically and all I needed was her.

Her arms around me. My hand cupped the inside of her elbow where it was meant to me. The softness of her skin. The supple lips touching mine. The anger and haste behind that one kiss. The kiss I dreamed about. The kiss that gave me life. Maybe my hesitation was all because of her. Because she wasn’t with me now.

Because she was what gave me life.
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I didn’t go back that night. I kept to myself at the stream well into the night when the stars were visible everywhere above my head. It wasn’t until the sun rose that I decided to head back to the camp full of bustle, all that I was trying to avoid.

The sun was hot above my head, bouncing across my skin and causing me to squint everywhere I looked. I barely had anything on, and yet I was sweating profusely. The morning had not been kind, the summer heat eating me alive and boiling me from the inside out. Yet his people were joyful.

Some were fully clothed, enjoying the sun that was beaming around us, others were free of their clothing, basking in the sunlight and allowing the sun to kiss their skin. But there was one thing they all had in common, they were all preparing for the war. The old, the young, everyone was preparing for a war we may not come out of. But they had no fear. It was as if this is what this had all been leading up to. The fighting. The bloodshed. The fear. It’s as if they’re entire life was made for this war.

“Helios was asking for you, brother,” Scout found me at the well, my lips on the ladle as I spooned out some cold water. It was refreshing, coating my tongue and sliding down my throat. I took another sip, never looking up to see my brother. I closed my eyes, lifting the label and allowing the cold water to run over my hair and my skin, the cold water soothing the sting on the back of my neck as well as the heat that clung to my skin. “Are you alright?”

I wanted to say I was. That everything was right with the world and I could ignore everything and just lead my tribe like I was meant to. But here, I wasn’t acting like a chief. Maybe I was the Coward Chief. Too afraid of my own being that I couldn’t even lead my tribe properly. But I wasn’t okay. Not in the shortest, yet I nodded. I knew he didn’t believe me by the side eye he gave me, but he accepted it. He knew me better than most. He could read me more than anyone, and yet he wouldn’t pry. That wasn’t Scout.

“Where is he?” I stood up straight, dropping the ladle back in the bucket of water that hung from the well. I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed at the cool relief that went over me as I looked at Scout. He had healed. Was healing. And he was growing stronger. He was no longer weak and frail, his body had grown muscle from training with the Solarian warriors. He was no longer a boy, he had grown so much more than physically.

“He’s at the border with his commands. Archer and Quillon are there too since he couldn’t find you. But we caught eye of the Terta tribe a few miles out. He’s going to escort them back if you wanna stay here or go, it’s up to you.” His eyes were understanding, but as I glanced around and met the eyes of some of my tribe, I could see they were not. They were judging my chief abilities. I had only been a chief since we arrived on the Outside and I was not proving myself to them. To me.

“Thank you, brother. I’ll stay here to greet them. It’s Helios’ land, he should be one to welcome them here,” I tried to justify my actions, maybe to myself, or maybe to everyone else, I wasn’t quite sure. But Scout spared me a small smile and nod, still watching me as I breathed deeply, glancing over our tribes. “Where’s the Hag?”

“She’s packing supplies with their witch.” He pointed across the field and towards the glass dome I hadn’t been in since we arrived, the sun catching on the suncatchers on the hill and casting glares towards us. I thanked him with a pat on the shoulder before I began to walk again, only to turn back around and catch him watching me with sad eyes.

“Let me know when they arrive.” He saluted me with a grin that didn’t meet his eyes. I wanted to call him out on it, but I didn’t have time. Not when the land would soon be taken over with the ruthless Terta tribe.

I walked slowly, ignoring the eyes of our people, only sparing a nod every once and again so they would know I hadn’t lost myself, not that I believed that as much as they did. I was lost in my thoughts too much these days, all caught up on a woman that would soon have no ties to me if Darren actually meant to sever the bond.

I swallowed tightly, breathing deeply and trying to get every ounce of air into my lungs. It felt like I couldn’t breathe. Like my entire existence was formed around this woman who I had once hated and still stung from her thorny vines, and yet I couldn’t help it. She was mine. Whether or not we had put the past behind us so far, she was all that consumed me. Completely and utterly consumed by her honey eyes.

I continued up the hill until I was standing before the glass dome. Inside, the Hag and their healer were in a lighthearted talk, I could tell by the way they laughed and smiled, their voices muffled by the glass. They were packing items in bags; glass vials, gauze, serums, bandages, etc. Everything we could possibly need to heal in the war.

I took a deep breath before I entered, knocking lightly on the glass door before entering slowly to see both of them look up. The Solarian healer nodded at me in greeting while the Hag only stared, her white eyes barely seeing through the fog as she studied me. She always knew what I needed before I even asked. Yet I doubt I even knew what I needed this time. I was too long gone.

“What do we owe the pleasure, Chief?” The Hag spoke, her voice old and decaying yet there was humor mixed in. The chief title came full circle, trailing on her voice as she held eye contact. Waiting for me to correct her, but I couldn’t. Not anymore.

“Do you know…” My voice trailed off with a heavy sigh, eyes closing and my hand rubbing over my face. I couldn’t do this. None of this. It was too much without her. Without anyone knowing my situation, but I had to try. I had to know. “Do you know anything about the soulmate gene?”

She stared at me for a good moment before she began to focus her attention on packing the supplies again. I wanted to snap at her, to unleash all of my rage onto her even though she didn’t deserve it. So I waited. Standing against the glass door as I watched them work for a few moments.

“I know quite a bit after your parents. What do you want to know?” She didn’t even meet my eyes, her hands still rummaging through the packs they were building. There were at least ten of them already placed against the side in baskets, ready for war.

“Did she ever say if the gene could be…broken?” The word came off slowly as if it was a bad taste in my mouth, traveling from my lips and chipping on the glass around us. The dome would crack, would shatter and fall upon our heads just how the world did.

“She never mentioned that, but if you’re worried it will, remind yourself that the only connection is your pain,” I met her eyes once more, this time there was no humor, only understanding upon her gaze as she took in the worry in my own eyes. “That girl loves you, Chief. And even if the gene was broken, she would continue to love you.”

“I failed her, and if Darren chooses to shut the-”

“If he chooses to turn it off, then it will benefit the both of you. You will be able to love her and tend to her wounds she made on her own. You’ll learn to love each other without that gene, Chief,” Her hands were still, holding onto the supplies as she regarded me. The other healer was still packing supplies, but her attention was towards me. Towards my vulnerability. “Your parents didn’t need the gene to know that they were each other’s mate. Your mother…” She took in a breath and I watched as her eyes began to water. She had loved her like a daughter. “Your mother was his and he was hers. And that wouldn’t have changed. With or without the gene.”

I don’t know why I had come to her. Maybe it was because she knew my parents the best. Maybe it was because she knew certain remedies that I thought could help us in the long run. Or maybe it was because I trusted her. I had hated her the day my mother died, but I knew it hadn’t been her fault. I just needed someone to blame in my time of turmoil. And she had been the easiest target. But now as I stood here, listening to her advice as if she were a grandmother to tend to my heartache. And somehow it worked.

“Thank you…Madera.”

“Of course, Chief.”

I left the dome with a sense of relief. Even though she hadn’t really solved my problem, I could see the hope it had left me with. I left them to continue packing the supplies, and I wanted to go back to my tribe. To find them and help them with everything, but I just stood there. On one of the highest hills surrounding their village. I stared down at everything, watching as the sun danced through the shadows and cascaded through their people as if it made its home among them.

I turned away though, unable to see them, unable to see the dome. I walked a little ways to the back of the dome, only to stop and stare off into the distance. The green hills rolled on forever it seemed, until trees sprouted along them and reached up towards the sun so close I thought it could almost touch it. I watched the area grow larger, towering over the world in a vast forest, so far that I could see nothing but the dark green trees and the blue sky that hugged them back in an eternal embrace.

It was serene. Beautiful. Our world was so much different than the pristine walls of the Inside. I couldn’t imagine not seeing the green trees, the heat fighting with the cold and creating a beautiful storm of mixed emotions in the sky. I couldn’t imagine not feeling the grass, the sand, the ocean. I couldn’t imagine not living. Not in a world that wasn’t designed for me in the first place. I couldn’t imagine a world outside of the Wall and never knowing what the truth felt like.

“Caspian!” It was a shout. A scream that echoed among the hills that made me turn completely around. My eyes darted over our people, over everyone trying to see who had screamed for me. “Caspian!” There it was again. The shrill scream of my brother of all people. I tried to find him among the masses as I began to run down the hill, attempting to gain composure to not fall and stumble down the grass. “Caspian!”

I found him. No, I found them. Scout was standing up on the other hill near the war room, staring down into the valley and looking for me. I ran, my feet pounding against the grass as I found my footing. I breathed deeply, ignoring the burning in my thighs and the stinging of the back of my neck from whipping my head around so quickly as I ascended the hill.

“What is it?” The question came out breathless as I slowed my running, coming to his side, only to follow his gaze to the trees. There. Helios, Archer, Quillon. They were all coming from the trees on foot, but I looked right through them, my eyes entranced on the large beasts behind them.

The horses were giants behind them, their large antlers reaching into the air and the pits they had instead of eyes trancing forward as they snorted and grunted with the roar of beasts, their hooves pounding indentions into the Earth. I didn’t see the riders until they got closer, the way they carried themselves was ethereal, yet the Terta tribe had always been eccentric in their ways. More Insider than Outsider, which made them the ideal allies.

I couldn’t see the faces, couldn’t make them out, but as they came closer, I stilled even more. This was it. The beginning of a Rebellion we may or may not win. I glanced behind me as I heard gasps, meeting the shocked eyes of some of our tribe, all gazing at the beasts and the size of them with terror, fear, admiration. It was a mix of emotions I couldn’t place, simply because I wasn’t sure what I was feeling either.

Helios met us first, the Terta tribe stopping far enough so we couldn’t make out their faces, but close enough that I could smell the must of the beasts. Helios had never been quiet since I met him. But as his commands and mine followed behind him, they were all silent, all looking at me. All watching my every move. I glanced between them and the Terta tribe, confusion on my face as I tried to understand.

“What is it? What’s going on?” My voice was so loud among the quiet clearing, echoing through the trees and bouncing off the hills surrounding us. Shattering my eardrums and causing them to ring.

“Caspian, you have to stay calm, okay?” Helios. His hand found my arm and he blocked my view of the Terta tribe. I was confused, my eyebrows drawing together as I squinted at him.

“What do you-”

“Caspian, promise me. You have to promise me.” He was stern, his joyful energy gone and replaced by a firmness that I only nodded to. He regarded me with careful eyes before he nodded, turning back around and releasing his grip on my shoulder. I glanced at Archer and Quillon and they were staring at me, positioning themselves between me and the Terta tribe as Helios waved them to come closer. And they did.

I watched as the beasts rode closer, their hooves shaking the earth and kicking up dirt to a little mist around us. I watched as their faces came into view. Slowly. Painstakingly slow.

There was Editha, her sharp features and pale skin shining in the sunlight as her horse came first, stopping a few feet from us, her gaze on me with her head cocked. As if she were afraid of what would come. I glanced around Archer and Quillon, watching as another horse came forward. Elbrus’s cunning eyes slid from behind a woman who sat in front of him. But it wasn’t him I was looking at.

Honey eyes met me from around the field as they came closer. Plump parted lips. Slim shoulders. Sun-kissed skin. Freckles. Brown hair. Her face came closer. Her horse stopped. The air stopped. My breath stopped. My heart stopped and started again and again and again. Once. Twice. Two beats. Three.

“Nova?”

“Caspian.”

The air came rushing back. And I began rushing towards her. Back to my heart. Back to my home. Back to the love my heart had been missing.


Chapter thirty-nine
Nova


My entire life I thought I had been living.

Like my entire life was fine and subtle, even with the pain of him upon my skin. I lived through early childhood and awkward adolescence and just went through life. As if that was living. As if the Inside was all that I had ever needed.

But in this moment, as I met oceans across a field of blown up dirt and smelled the moss and grass and flowers and trees and the rain that was coming from miles away. As I felt things I had never felt, I knew I was never living to begin with. I was stuck in a moment of limbo, caught within the confines of the Inside and trying to breathe. Trying to breathe in an artificial cage. But him. Him. He gave me life.

“Caspian!” The scream. It left my lips before I could start, my body twisting, attempting to get off the horse as he surged forward on foot, only to be pushed back by Archer and Quillon. I twisted, only for Elbrus to hold onto me tightly, his hand letting go of the reins just to wrap around me. “Let go of me!” My scream echoed into the air, my head turning only to wince at the pain in my neck. I stared at Caspian instead.

His eyes. His blue eyes. They were longing, like a beacon for me to jump into forever and effortlessly, yet there was rage behind them. He shouted, a growl as he tried to push off his commands, Archer and Quillon doing everything to hold him back. Like they were doing everything to hold us apart.

“Calm down, little bird. Wouldn’t want to lose a finger, would you?” There he was. Elbrus had been silent the entire three day ride, the entire time, only mocking me with his eyes and movements, yet the knife was there. A twisted blade of his pressed into the back of my hand that I had placed on his arm. A failed effort to rip him off me. I stilled. My body running cold, my eyes never leaving the oceans that were raging wars.

“If you lay a finger on her, I swear I will-”

“You will what, Coward Chief? Threaten us and have us leave with your mate?” Editha’s voice was cooling. Her sense of self radiating over the field and casting a coldness among the summer heat. It clung to us, sliding down our skin and giving goosebumps along my arms and neck. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him though. “You fail to realize we could have killed her as soon as we caught wind of her Insider’s blood. Yet we haven’t. Don’t you want to know why?”

He stilled. He quit fighting his advisers, who sighed at the effort as if it was hard for both of them to restrain the warrior of him. I took a deep breath, watching as he straightened himself, tearing his eyes away from me as if it was the hardest thing in the world to do. He stared at Editha with rage on his face, but I couldn’t tear myself away from him.

I traced the side of his jaw, the scruff along his chin and neck that had grown out. The beads were gone. They were no longer a part of him. His hair was growing out, a subtle change and the frizz appearing in the strands from the sun that was casting a warmer tan over his skin. He had dark circles under his eyes, as if he too had been kept awake countless nights because he wasn’t near me.

My eyes trailed down his chest, as if I was questioning whether he was okay, but I knew. We both knew he was fine. There were no known scars of his to account for, only for my own. I took in the sight of him, took in the tattoos that swirled upon his skin and the sun kissed skin I had missed. I never thought I would miss a man that was never mine to begin with, but I was. Missing the touch I had only felt in passing. Missing the skin I had only slept against and never touched out of longing.

“Now that I have your attention,” Editha mocked, her hand running a line down the horse's head before she reached into a saddle bag and pulled out a twisted knife. I watched as she chucked it, and no one moved. No one dared to move. Not when her target was the ground in front of my people and the Solarians. A threat that was heard. “Your little mate has been well taken care of, Caspian.”

“She better have been.” His voice. His voice. His voice. It made my stomach tighten, ignoring the knife that was pressed to my hand. Ignoring the arm that tightened around my waist as Elbrus laughed and sniffed my hair. An act that did not go unnoticed by Caspian who lurched forward with a growl, only for Archer and Quillon to stop him. He looked at me, saw my eyes. The silent plea to stop. And he did. Watching Elbrus’ every move as he locked his arm around me and twirled the knife up my arm to rest warmly against my throat as he kept his nose in my hair.

“Our tribes haven’t seen eye to eye in years,” Editha’s voice boomed over everything. Cold. Callous. Dangerous. “I’m no fool to know what your plan entails, Helios. Neither is my brother,” They all looked between the two. The two who had the upper hand on the beasts hanging over them. Looming statues. “As soon as we help you, we know it won’t be long before your tribes slaughter us, or at least try to.”

“But they can’t, they can’t, my little bird. Do you know why they can’t?”

“Shut up, Elbrus,” She snapped at her brother, her teeth clenched together as her brother shoved me closer to him, his lips now on my ear. Caspian was struggling. I was struggling. But I kept my eyes on him. My ocean. “We’re going to make a deal, do you understand?”

“What deal?” It wasn’t Caspian who spoke, but Helios. Stepping forward with his commands on either side, all watching with weary eyes. Editha glanced at her brother, at me. Before looking back at the tribes awaiting the deal. Awaiting the same thing that could very well kill them.

“If we fight together, then we come back together. And go to the InBetween together. You will not turn on our tribe.” The silence fell over the tribes, everyone awaiting answers. All while Caspian and I stayed locked in a silent monologue of each other. His eyes. His lips. His nose. His-

“There is no such thing as the InBetween. And even if there was, we would never go with you all. That’s a death trap. A sentence I will not put my people through, any of our people.” Helios. He sounded deadly, the words coming from his plump lips. Beneath the frills and shine of his attire, he was deadly. I saw that now. I was a fool to think otherwise.

“The InBetween is real. And you’re a fool for thinking otherwise. But fine. If you don’t want to make a deal, then Elbrus will be more than happy to demonstrate the…confines of our deal.” And that’s when it happened. The slice in my skin. Not deep enough to kill, but deep enough to burn and a liquid fire to burn through my throat as the twisted knife he held in his hand was in my collarbone.

I did not let them hear me scream, but it was hard. I closed my eyes, refusing to meet the oceans as he felt the pain of his own. I bit my lip hard enough for blood to fill my mouth. I winced. My hands grabbed onto Elbrus’ arm, ignoring his tongue that found my ear and twisted patterns along my skin as he tasted the sweat that dripped down my neck.

I took in a harsh breath, ignoring the yells from the tribe, ignoring the shouts from a certain Ocean as he yelled his obscenities. The pain. The pain was twisted and ragged and my blood boiled from the inside out. He would not kill me. Not yet. This wasn’t meant to kill me. This was meant as a warning. A deal.

“Stop!” But it was the one voice that had my eyes open, my head snapping up, the knife digging in just a little deeper. I found his eyes in the crowd as he pushed through and threw himself on the ground before the giant steeds. Darren. My father. “Please, stop!”

And to everyone’s surprise, Elbrus did, all demanded by a wave of Editha’s hand. He dropped the knife in his saddle bag, his one arm still wrapped around me as the other one grabbed my hair and pulled it out of my wound, allowing everyone to see the blood that dripped from it, not that they could miss it as Caspian was bleeding the same. Elbrus let his hot breath fan over my ear and I tried to flinch away, only for his hand to come up and shove into the wound he had caused, a shriek finally flying from my lips as I pushed away from his hand and back into his chest.

“Such pretty screams your little bird makes, Caspian. I bet she makes even prettier screams when my-”

“Stop it,” The vulgar comment was silenced by Editha, moving her horse closer to us who snorted and stomped its hooves. I glanced at my father, at the tears that were shed for me, but I had no intention of giving him the satisfaction of a thank you. Of anything other than a once over before I found Caspian’s eyes once again. “If you don’t make the deal, then Elbrus has a new play toy. It’s that simple. Your choice.”

I knew who she was talking to, even if it was on Helios’ lands, this deal was for Caspian. To make the decision for everyone here, and yet he stayed silent. He looked at me, his own neck leaving a bloody smear down his chest. Archer and Quillon still had their hands on his shoulders, holding him still as if he would attack at any moment. This was an alliance they needed, but I would not beg for him to take that deal. Not when so many lives were at stake and I was unaware of the full potential of the Terta tribe.

Elbrus chuckled against my ear, his hand tracing down my skin to the collar of the sweater, dipping his fingers inside of the fabric to rub against my sternum as his other arm held me close to him. He smeared the blood over my skin, his tongue darting out to trace the lobe of my ear and I flinched, enough to feel the way the blood had made him react.

“Enough!” A growl. Caspian pushed away his commands who moved slowly, as if they were afraid to do much more than that. Caspian was watching Elbrus’ every move. Hell, everyone in the clearing was. Watching everything. Waiting. Even my father, who still knelt on the grass in front of us, was silent.

I watched as Caspian met the gaze of Helios who only nodded, giving his permission. Caspian also glanced back at Scout, Archer, and Quillon, who all nodded. All gave their permission for him to lead at this moment. To lead now that he had been silenced by Kekoa all these years. My love held power here. In his hands. My fate and his fate and all of his people’s fate. He held it all. And I trusted him with every fiber of my being.

“We’ll go with you to the InBetween, but if it is not real, then we part ways. We will not hold alliances with you. You are merely to be escorted to and from with our promise we will not attack after the Rebellion. And he is to never touch her again. Do we have a deal?” He was a leader. Born and bred. And he was mine.

“We have a deal. Now brother, drop the play thing. We have much to discuss.” Editha commanded. Elbrus groaned, looking at his sister with a slight pout that looked humorous among the bulky man’s face. But she shook her head, a firm no.

“Fly little bird, far from here.” He pushed me. A strong hand that prodded my hip and pushed my thigh over the horse’s saddle before tossing me like a toy. I let out a small scream, my body flying, falling towards the ground. But before I could hit it, he was there.

He didn’t have to say anything other than the small whisper of my name that left his lips. A sigh. A sigh that was released in contempt as his body wrapped around mine. His arms felt like home, and as my feet touched the grass, I felt my legs wobble from being on horseback for so long. But he held me. He wouldn’t let me fall. He never had.

I ignored the movement around me, the horses walking past as the tribes dispersed once again, most likely to find boarding and come up with their next plan. I ignored everything as everyone left except my father. I still heard his heavy breathing nearby, but I wouldn’t let him take this away from me. Never again. Never again.

“Nova,” There it was again. The whisper of my name upon his lips. The same lips that I had begged to say my name for what seemed like centuries ago. But he was saying it now. Over and over again like a mantra that I never wanted him to stop. “Nova. Nova. Nova.” It was a sweet symphony. It flooded my senses, overwhelmed in a heart aching need to have him love me. To let him love every piece of me.

I pushed my head into the crook of his neck, ignoring the pain of both of our collarbones. I wrapped my arms tightly around his torso, splaying my fingers across his back, feeling the muscles pull and tighten with each caress he made of my hair, my spine, my hip. He touched me softly and lovingly. As if we had found home in each other’s arms before. As if this was normal. As if this was all the home we had ever needed.

“Nova,” It wasn’t his voice. Not the same mantra. No, it was the sound of a traitor that tore me away from Caspian’s arms. I pulled away. Not willingly, and by the look in Caspian’s eyes, he never wanted me to. “Can we talk?” Darren. His voice was wavering. As if he were talking to a spooked animal afraid to startle me. I had once needed that careful tone. But I had grown a backbone on the Outside. I had grown battle scars of my own.

“What do you want?” I turned away from Caspian. Looking at my father who stood five feet away, his eyes glancing over in concern. Caspian came closer to me, one hand finding its way to my shoulder, holding me steady. Holding me to the ground as if he too were afraid I would fly away at any moment.

“Nova, I’m so sorry. For everything. I didn’t mean for anyone to-”

“Stop. What’s done is done. This isn’t about you anymore. Or that you lied to me. This is about what the Inside is planning,” My voice was raw, coming out stronger than I had thought it would be. I was proud of myself. And by the small squeeze on my shoulder of Caspian, he was proud of me as well. “They’ve done something. And I know you know how to fix it, so don’t lie about it. Not this time.”

“Nova, all I ever wanted to do was to protect you,” His eyes welled with tears, his hand was shaky as he lifted it to touch my cheek, but immediately I stepped back, my back flush to Caspian’s chest. I saw the hurt written on his face, and his hand immediately went to the ring that hung on the chain at his neck. “What have they done? I’ll help in any way I can.”

So I explained it. To both of them. The time on the Inside. The chips they had implanted and how they had removed them. How I had started something they were unsure they could finish. About the chip in my neck and how they were hearing and seeing everything right now. About everything. Everything I could possibly remember. All with Caspian’s hand on my shoulder and my back to his chest. All with the Outside surrounding us. All being in the arms of my home.

My forever.


Chapter forty
Nova


The day had been long.

From the long horse ride this morning, to the ordeal with Elbrus, to the conversation with my father. It had felt like a century had passed and my body was feeling every bit of it. After telling my father and Caspian about the chip in my neck, my father had been stuck in their war room doing research and thinking of a way to get it out. For the time being, we all found it smart for me to not be associating with the Terta, Solarian, and Bahari tribe in case any information was said regarding their plans. So I was left in the dark.

I sat with Caspian far off from their tribe, yet still being able to see the flames licking the air and the people around it. There was life there. There were war cries there. The Terta tribe had loaned one of their canvas tents for us to set up, but Caspian had done all the work. He had made the fire. He had caught the small rabbit that was now roasting. He had done everything, and now was the first time we were alone. Silent and alone as the fire met the sunset that beamed overhead.

It was beautiful. Hypnotic. The colors blended together through the valley. There were oranges and pinks and reds and a soft purple, all mixing together in the soft clouds above as the sun began its descent behind the hills. It was beautiful. It was something I had missed.

The Inside had felt like a home a long time ago, but that was before my feet had touched the soft grass of the Outside world. That was before I had breathed in the smell of rain. That was before I had kissed a man in the sand on an oceanside and heard fire in his veins. That was before. That wasn’t now.

“I’m sorry,” Caspian. His voice shook everything from me. My eyes fluttered as if they couldn’t stay open much longer, darting towards the man who made my knees tremble even from my sitting position on the log. “I’m sorry for leaving you. It was selfish. I should have fought harder. I could have-”

“No,” There was confusion in my tone. Confusion for the man that had given his life to save mine it seemed. The same man who threatened to kill me on the Inside. The same man that had threatened everything for me. The same man who saved my soul every time I looked into his eyes. “You did everything you could. We all did, Caspian. There wasn’t much you could do when he stabbed you…”

My voice trailed off and was eaten by the flames crackling in front of us. It casted a warm glow across his face. He sat so far away. Across the fire and not next to me. Not where he should have been.

“Kekoa, did he say anything?” There was concern. But I could see the reflection of the fire in his eyes. The rage behind them. His brother had been a traitor. He had killed his mother. He had killed his mother. Did he know? Of course he didn’t know.

“Caspian...” I couldn’t say it. It was on my tongue. The truth in his lies. The devastation. I wanted to tell him. To tell him everything. To tell him every single conversation I had with the man he called his brother. How he had a lover. How he was going to the InBetween. How he murdered their own mother. How awful he was. I needed to tell him. I had to tell him. “Can I sit with you?”

I was a coward. I hated myself for it, yet I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t. Not yet at least. Not when I hadn’t seen him in ages. Not when I hadn’t seen him after we both confessed our love for one another through the chip. The same chip that was causing us problems now.

He nodded, scooting over slightly on the log for me. I slowly stood, walking around the fire and watching the smoke follow me, blowing in my eyes and making them water slightly, but I didn’t mind at that moment. Not when he was here. Not when I was here.

I sat beside him, my leg brushing his as I turned to face him, admiring his face, his skin, his eyes. They captured the colors of the fire and the sky all at once, the blue reflecting our life out here. As if it was normal. As if any of this was normal. He should have been with his people discussing the war and what was happening and getting to be acquaintances with the same people we were now in a deal with. But he wasn’t. He wouldn’t leave me. Not now at least. And for that I was grateful.

“I love you,” The words came from my lips slowly, unlike the first time. That coated my tongue and fell from my lips in a serenade of sweet nectar, luring him to me and hoping he would stick. I watched as his face softened, the warrior shield gone and every emotion appearing upon his perfect face. His lips curled up, and he raised one of his calloused hands. “I love you.” I said it again. This time more firmly. Like he had to know again. Just in case the first time was not enough.

His hand came up slowly, his fingers barely even touching my cheek, barely even felt upon my skin. I watched him carefully, savering the touch of the calluses upon my cheek. They were rough, but they were soft all at once. He was my comfort. He stroked his fingers over the matching scar so softly, my eyes fluttering as my cheeks flushed with warmth. He dragged them across my lips, his thumb following. Slowly. It was all so slowly, as if he were savoring the touch. His eyes followed everywhere his fingers trailed over my skin, watching the way my mouth parted and my breathing sped up. I was his.

“I love you.” His was rough, but slow. The words fell from his lips and tumbled together with mine, falling on our laps and pulling up closer like a magnet. We were drawn to each other. I would follow him to the ends of the earth. I didn’t care at the moment what the Inside could see from the chip. And he clearly didn’t either. Not when he was slowly coming closer. Until I could feel his breath upon my lips, mixing with mine in a perfect harmony.

His lips met mine and the world disappeared. Lost in the background of tomorrows and yesterdays and forevers, it was only now. The only one I would ever need. My eyes closed, fluttering from the movement. His lips. God, his lips. This wasn’t like the kiss on the beach. It was not filled with rage and hate. It was gentle. Gentleness mixed with a passion I had never believed in until today. Until now.

His hand stayed on my cheek, his thumb moving slowly over the scar. Back and forth. Back and forth. His lips moving slightly against mine, moving so slowly. To savor the feeling I suppose.

Kissing him was like falling in love with the sunsets for the first time. It was like stepping foot on soft grass and wedging my toes into the soil for the first time all over again. Kissing him was like breathing. It came naturally and effortlessly. Like the way we were meant to be. Forever lost in one another. Made for one another. Forever.

I moved a hand over his chest, stopping as I felt his heart racing, thudding against his skin and aching to be wrapped in eternal bliss with mine. His other hand found my arm, gripping slightly, moving me towards him. Into him. I moved both arms against his skin, sliding over his shoulders and his hands found my hips, picking me up and lowering me onto his lap. It was a dance.

He moved me so I was straddling him, both arms around his neck and toying with his hair gently. Not like before. This wasn’t hungry. This wasn’t desperate. No, it was love. In its purest of forms. Dancing in between the crevices of his heart and mine, our lips moving together so seamlessly. He kissed me for the first time like I was me. Like I wasn’t Fern. Like I wasn’t another woman he had loved before. He kissed me like I was simply me and he gave himself to me in every way. His hands stroked down my spine, up my neck, through my hair. Over and over again. He was kissing me like he loved me for me.

And I kissed him back just the same.

“I love you,” He broke the kiss for a moment, just to stare into my eyes and into my soul. His hand came back to my cheek, cupping the skin and sliding across my lips that were still parted, my chest falling rapidly as I tried to catch my breath. He leaned in and kissed my cheek. My nose. My forehead. My collarbone. He peppered me with a thousand kisses before pulling away again just to press his forehead against mine, his own eyes closing. “I waited a lifetime for you and I was a fool not to see it sooner. You will forever be my ocean tide to bring me home.”

His words. They were breathless, casting a spell upon me. Floating me into the fading sunlight, dancing among the flames that burned the forgotten rabbit, fading along the valley. I was high on his touch, his skin, his voice, his love. I was his. And he was mine. We were forever.
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I awoke alone. The sun streamed through a slit in the canvas that was used for the door, the morning sun being ruthless upon my eyelids. He had whispered to me last night that he had to go to meetings in the morning with the chief leaders, but I still had been surprised to not find him wrapped up with me under the thin sheet.

We had done nothing after the kiss. We had discarded the burnt rabbit, put out the fire, and we had gone to bed. We had both been utterly exhausted from the day and it had hit us both hard. But not hard enough for us to whisper our ‘I love you’s’ to one another before we curled up together and slept. Sleeping next to him was soundless. The best sleep I had gotten in ages, all because of his arms wrapped around me and his breath fanning over my forehead. We hadn’t even minded the heat that had casted around us and made our skin sticky. We didn’t mind it, not when we were exhausted and missed each other dearly.

I slid out from under the covers, peeling them off my sweaty skin and wincing as I sat up, stretching my hands far above my head. The aching in my neck was still there, but it was much more bearable than it had been. I peeled off the sweater as well, revealing a tank top. I had to remember to ask Caspian for better clothes. The temperatures were getting to me and I couldn’t keep up. But I wouldn’t mind asking him. Not when he gave me the entire world without question.

I took my time folding up the blanket as if it mattered, but maybe it was because I had nothing else to do today. I was unable to see the tribes today, not with the Inside spying through my eyes. I was a liability no one could have around, not when they were probably lurking behind every word that was said or I said. I was free in the Outside world, yet I was a prisoner all the same.

I exited the tent slowly, waving a hand over my eyes as they adjusted to the blinding sun that illuminated everything. The morning dew was sticking to my feet, but I didn’t mind it. Not when it was a reminder that this was real. That the Outside was finally at my fingertips again. The sun here was much fiercer than the Bahari tribe had been. Among the sea, the cool mist dulled it down, but this was full force. Nothing but the rolling hills to catch it and throw it back up into the air again and again.

I stopped as soon as my eyes adjusted, standing at the opening of the tent and staring at my father who sat on the same log Caspian and I had occupied last night. When we had let each other in for once.

“Good morning, Nova. I brought you some breakfast. Caspian said you didn’t eat last night,” There he was. The same father that had once tended to my wounds on the Inside. But he was a liar. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. Yet I followed his eyes to the wooden bowl full of fruit and my stomach betrayed me. “Come, eat. We have a lot to discuss.”

I said nothing, only picking up the bowl from the log and making my way to the log across from him, a fire pit separating us. I wouldn’t allow myself to give in to his comfort. Not when he had deceived us all.

He watched me with sad eyes, yet I ignored it. I took no time digging into the fruit bowl. My fingers were sticky with the juices as I plunged what seemed to be a raspberry into my mouth. But their fruit was even different from the Inside. The flavors bounced around my mouth and coated my tongue, exploding in a million flavors I never thought were possible. I closed my eyes, letting the juices coat my tongue and flood my senses before I stuffed my mouth with more. My stomach growled, my fingers trembled. I didn’t realize how hungry I actually was until now. Until I had a taste of something.

“How’d you sleep?” He asked softly, as if he was afraid he would startle me. I only glanced at him, stuffing another berry in my mouth. I glanced behind me, turning my head towards where the rest of the tribe resided. There was bustle in the heart of it, people moving about and running to get supplies together. I immediately looked away, sighing deeply, trying not to give the Inside anything they could use against us.

“Did you figure out a way to get the chip out?” Automatically, my hand lifted to the back of my neck, rubbing the tender raised flesh. I flinched, my stomach suddenly feeling queasy as I sat the bowl down by my feet. I finally looked at my father. His clean shaven face was growing scruff, his eyes had bags underneath them, and he was stressed. I could tell as he kept moving the ring hanging from his neck.

“That’s what I came to talk to you about,” He sat up, sighing deeply and rubbing a hand over his head as he straightened his back. “I won’t be able to fully tell until I look at it. Their healers are prepared to help us, but we don’t have the proper surgical tools here. So there’s a chance-”

“There’s a chance it won’t work. I know,” I used to not cut off my father, too naive to know the truth. But I wasn’t the same girl I once was. My father stared at me for a good moment before nodding. “When are we going to do it? It needs to be soon if I’m going to be able to help.”

“We can do it right now if you want. Caspian will need to be there, in case we need to help him from the…the blood loss.” He was hesitant, watching my reaction, seeing what I would think of the possibility that this could go badly. But I didn’t care. Not when I needed to help our people. Not when I needed to be by Caspian’s side to help him fight the evil of what the Inside beheld. It was my fault. All of it. And I wouldn’t sit by and let them destroy everything. Every peace they ever wanted. That’s all the Rebellion was about. Or so it seemed. That and something about the InBetween. I wouldn’t know until this chip was out.

My father mentioned something about leaving to find Caspian, but I didn’t acknowledge him. I sat on the log, looking out towards the hills, the hills that rolled on and on forever. There was a feeling of dread that circled around the pit of my stomach.

It wasn’t the dread of my father attempting to take out the chip without knowing how deep it actually was. It wasn’t even the dread of the war that was bound to happen. It was the dread of what would come of us. No matter how selfish it was. At the moment, the Bahari tribe had no home. I had no home. Caspian was a man who I had wanted since the very beginning. He was my soulmate. My mate. I had even claimed him as such to the Terta tribe. But after this. After the passion of the war, the Rebellion, everything, what would come of us? Would we still feel that passion? That love? That fire? I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

“Nova,” His voice. I glanced away from the hills, meeting the ocean breeze that radiated from him. I glanced down, cocking an eyebrow at the pants that he sported, the tan shorts holding a belt that had knives in them. “The other chiefs thought it would be appropriate.” I glanced back at his face to see him smiling at me, his eyes gleaming with mischief. He looked carefree. As if there wasn’t a war going on. As if there wasn’t a Rebellion happening just a hundred feet from us.

He offered a hand to me and I greedily took it, sliding my palm into his and allowing him to pull me up until we were standing a few inches from one another. I had to bring my chin up to look him in the eyes, so close to him. I felt the heat radiating off of him. I could fall for him a hundred times and still never lose the butterflies that erupted inside, the goosebumps that arose in the morning heat, the flush that coated my skin. I would never get tired of it.

It wasn’t until then that I noticed my father, watching every move from a few feet away. I pulled away from Caspian just enough so I didn’t feel his heat, but still smelt the forest along his skin, the smell of the ocean along his skin.

“Are you ready?” My father spoke softly, but I had never been more ready. I needed to get the Inside out of me. Out of my head. Out of my blood. Out of my thoughts. I had to get them out of me. So I nodded.

Caspian squeezed my hand before he came in front of me, blocking the view of my father. I watched him, every move the man made. The sun caught his features so beautifully, sliding across his cheekbones and threading into the scruff along his chin, his strong nose, his ocean eyes. He was beautiful. And he ripped a tear in my tank top.

I gasped, looking down, frowning as his strong, scarred hands worked away at the fabric as if it were nothing. He tore with one strong tear, leaving a slither of skin at my belly button exposed, the strip of fabric hanging from his hands. I looked back up at him, only for him to be staring at the skin as if it were everything he had dreamed about.

Butterflies erupted in my stomach, my heart pounded faster, and my hair stood up on my arms. I couldn’t breathe. I took in a breath as his fingers darted out, one hand holding the fabric, the other finding its way across my stomach. Slowly, deliberately. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his beautiful face. His lips parted, his thumb stroking my skin before running it under my tank top just barely. Just enough for me to step closer to him. Just enough for me to fall deeper into him.

“Do you trust me?” My tongue was heavy as he spoke. Watching his face as he still stroked my stomach before finally, his hand slowly left the skin as if it was the hardest thing he was able to do. He finally met my eyes, my flushed cheeks, my parted lips, and he smiled. The smallest of smiles to distract himself from the fire blazing in his own eyes. “Do you?” It took me a moment to remember the question, but when I did, he was only met with a nod.

He looked at me. This time, he really looked. His oceans captured mine in an endless gaze that I would swim through for eternity. He held it. Held everything about me in the palm of his hand. In those ocean blues. He stared at me before he lifted the fabric, moving it so slowly over my eyes until his oceans disappeared behind it. The fabric was white, soft, and the sun made it blinding over my eyes. I couldn’t see much, only the shadowed figures through the makeshift blindfold.

“We’re headed to the healer’s dome, but we can’t have them-”

“I know, Caspian, I know.” I reached out my hand blindly and his warm one found mine. His hand wrapped around mine so tenderly, so careful, and his other found my waist. I could see only the shadow of him, enough to hide the Inside from seeing him. From seeing anything. It was for the tribes’ protection. For everyone’s safety.

I breathed him in as he pulled me to him, one hand holding onto mine, the other wrapping around my waist and allowing us to be flesh to flesh, heart to heart, breath to breath. He smelt of the ocean. Even when he was caught on the land, he had never smelt more like home. The forest mixing in with the waves, an endless symphony of smells that I never wanted to leave me. He pressed his lips to my forehead and I felt the scratchiness of his beard, but the warmth of his lips against me made my stomach turn once again.

“Are you ready?” I nodded again, my hand gripping his tightly. He let go of my waist, his hand just keeping hold of my hand. I felt a slight tug and the blindfold shifted slightly, tightening around my head before he pulled me steadily. I walked slowly, my feet shuffling across the grass as I heard my father beginning walking next to us.

I was nervous. Without my vision, I couldn’t tell where exactly I was stepping, but I trusted him with my entire being. So I gave in. His hand was warm in mine, taking his time to lead me through my hesitations. My knees bent slightly as we began to descend a small hill. I heard the shuffling and chatter of people becoming closer, becoming clearer, but as soon as I heard them, they fell silent. I suppose they mentioned for the tribe to become silent about the plans of the Rebellion, which was smart. But I wanted to hear the life of the tribe. I had missed it. Missed everything about it.

I felt Caspian’s shoulder push me slightly to the left, guiding me through the camp. He was so careful with me, always planning ahead. If he had known we were soulmates years ago, would he have been safer? Would he have been careful to not let me feel his pain through our bond? I wasn’t sure it would have stopped him, but maybe it would have urged him to care for me after. Bloodied and bruised and still caring for my well being.

I walked on, my fingers grasping around Caspian’s hand, palm to palm. He led me carefully through the heart of the tribe and it wasn’t long before my hand was released. I took in a breath, my fingers splaying out, reaching for him. For someone. But then the fingers were there again, on my face, removing the blindfold to reveal the blinding light. I blinked away the white spots before staring at Caspian. He smiled softly, stroking the skin as he removed the blindfold fully before he stepped aside revealing the glass healer’s dome.

My father was entering, leaving the door open behind him. I stared in, seeing the healer from the Solarian tribe, the same healer I had seen from Caspian’s eyes. I also saw Madera, the Hag, her feeble hands smoothing out a cloth along the ground, setting up vials beside the sheet. My medical table.

“It’ll be okay,” He whispered next to me, running a soothing hand over my feverish arm. I knew it would be. Yet I still hesitated, still felt my stomach drop as I remembered the tear in my own arm from the glass of a coffee mug. “I’ll be okay.”

“I know.” I spared him a smile before walking in, Caspian following close behind me and closing the glass door to the outside world.

They all looked at me with kind eyes, Madera holding out her hand to me. I smiled at the woman who had only given me kindness, gripping her cold hand and allowing her to help me lay down on the white cloth. I smoothed my hair off my neck, bringing it all to one side as I tilted my face to the side, pushing my cheek into the sheet. I watched as Caspian walked around me to kneel by my face, reaching forward and smoothing the strand out of my face.

“Caspian, it’s best if you sit back and lay down as well. I’m not sure how deep they implanted it, and we’ll need to stop your bleeding as well,” My father spoke quietly as he began washing his hands in a bucket of hot water they had boiled. Caspian glared at my father only briefly before he sat back, leaning his back against the glass dome in front of me. It wasn’t lying down, but it was better than staying right here with me so they could heal him as well. “The technological advancements won’t be able to stop your pain or anything, Nova. Are you sure-”

“What choice do we have?” It was a bite of my tongue and I immediately regretted it, especially by the way he swallowed and looked away. He was trying to help me, trying to help us all. “I’m sorry.” It was a quiet apology, one that I wasn’t sure he had heard. But it was up in the air anyways.

“Open,” Madera demanded, pushing a piece of leather against my lips. I reached up, tried to lean up slightly, but she pushed me back down, smoothing my hair back over my shoulder. “It will help.” I wanted to protest more, but I willingly opened my mouth, allowing her to push the leather between my teeth so I could bite down instead of scream. I looked over at Caspian to see him taking a piece of it as well, his was willingly. He didn’t put it in his mouth just yet though, only held it in his hand as the Solarian healer came to his side with bandages ready.

“Alright, are you ready?” My father was beside me, his hand brushing more unruly hair off my neck. I felt a warm rag run over my neck a few times, the ache of the chip pushing against my skin with every stretch of my skin. I only sighed and nodded, my eyes meeting Caspian’s.

As I looked at him, he gave me comfort. Comfort in the blue eyes and the way he stared into my soul. He nodded at the question as well, placing the leather between his lips and biting down hard. I did the same, my fingers clutching onto the sheet below me tightly as I angled my head down for easier access, leaving Caspian’s gaze and closing my eyes.

“Just breathe.” And I did. A deep breath and then the knife he had sterilized with the warm water was against my skin, digging in. I grunted, the pain being eaten up by the leather between my teeth. I felt my entire body stiffen, the knife still in his hand once before he sliced a little harder, a little deeper.

The tears left my closed eyes without my consent, sliding down my cheeks at the burning sensation of his knife in my tender flesh. It was aching, boiling below. The soreness of it didn’t help anything. And by the way my father didn’t let up, I knew he wanted it to be over quickly for me as well.

I heard a grunt from Caspian, and the Solarian healer trying to soothe him. Something I should have been doing in any normal circumstance not between soulmates. My body broke out in a cold sweat, the droplets sliding over my forehead and down my spine, all being wiped up by Madera with a cold rag. My stomach turned and I flinched, my head turning, only for my father to curse, demanding someone to hold me still.

I felt like I was going to throw up, my body trembling, the knife digging deeper. I could feel it slicing through the layers of flesh, the droplets of blood clinging onto everything before sliding down my neck. I could feel the tendrils of the chip cling harder to my nerves, my body trying to reject the sensation of the knife. I was going to be sick.

I bit down on the leather piece harder and harder until I felt like my teeth were about to break, until I was certain that would shatter with the force of my bite. I cried, my body flinching as my father dug the knife deeper, sliced further. My body went from hot to freezing all in a matter of seconds, spots flooding behind my closed eyelids. I knew I was going to pass out soon. I couldn’t stop that from happening.

But I opened my eyes for one last glance at those oceans. He was staring right at me, laying down on his stomach beside me, his head a few inches from mine as his body trembled as well. There was pain on his face, mirroring my own, but even through the pain, he reached forward, grabbing hold of my clenched fist. He gave me comfort. He was my comfort. He was my everything. Even as the world shifted, my vision darted black, and my body fell still.


Chapter forty-one
Nova


“So how long will it actually last?”

My voice was hoarse, my eyes fluttering with every movement as I tried to get my bearings. He hadn’t been able to remove the chip. He said it had gone too far in, the wires entwined deep within the nerve ending around my spinal cord, enough so that if they were removed, it would kill me. At least out here with no supplies to properly remove it. But he had dismantled it, if only for now.

He said he was able to tear a few wires that were familiar in transmitting the images and sound. But it was enough. For now, until we could get Inside. Until we could fight our fight again.

“I’m not sure, just until they realize their transmission is down and are able to restore it through its connection.” He was quiet, his voice sounding far away, or maybe it was me. Maybe the blood loss was causing my vision to blur again. I wasn’t sure. It had only been a few hours of me being awake, and I was struggling to do it. But I had to. I had to stay up for the fact that the Rebellion was just a few days away.

“Are you okay?” A gentle hand was pressed upon my temple and my eyes fluttered open quickly, I hadn’t even realized I had closed them. I was met with the tired eyes of Caspian. He had dark circles under his eyes and his tanned face seemed almost pale. My father had done a number on us. He had kept the wound open for far too long, poking and proding to try and find the source of the problem, removing it completely. But all that wasted time had exhausted us both. He was right. We didn’t have the right surgical tools for this, for any of it, which had made us weak.

I nodded, blinking heavily, my eyes fluttering to my father and back to Caspian. They had moved us to another tent while we were unconscious, putting us closer to the tribe so they were all able to check on us as we rose. But my father hadn’t left. He had been monitoring our every move, which was probably for the best considering how unsteady we were.

“We’re leaving in the morning, to go towards the Wall,” Caspian spoke softly, moving closer to me and sitting down beside me, back up against the same post I was leaning against. My neck was screaming and my head was pounding so hard that I saw white spots, and I knew he had to be the same. But he said nothing, never complained. He was much stronger than I was. In every sense. “Darren says we’ll get most of our strength back tomorrow probably.” I glanced over at my father who sat in silence, watching us with careful eyes. As if he was afraid to say anything other than what we asked of him. But I didn’t blame him. I didn’t trust him. Much less want to hear him.

I stared at my father, at the worry in his eyes, his shaking hands, his tired face. He cared. As much as I hated to admit it, he was still my father. Still the man that cared for every fiber of my being through thick and thin. But he had lied. Given me up to the Outside as an offering, only for it to trap Caspian and his people. It was a murder sentence. That he had orchestrated.

He tried to offer a smile to me, but I just stared. I bottled everything up inside until it was boiling and ready to simmer over and catch the world aflame. It was my fault. It’s what I had always done, always kept things at bay until I no longer could. And he knew that. I saw that as his smile dropped, his eyes meeting everything but me. Before he stood up.

I watched as he left the tent, closing the canvas flap of the small opening, letting it blow back to shield the harshness of the sun. I didn’t have to say it, he knew I didn’t need him to comfort me from his own wrong doings. Not anymore.

“How are you feeling?” Caspian’s fingers touched my cheek, so gently that I barely felt them from the tingling throughout my body. I sluggishly turned my head, wincing at the pull of the stitches my father had made. He winced as well as we met eyes, sitting side by side with our heads leaned against the pole of the tent. He was a breath away from me, his nose almost touching mine as he stared at me. Our eyes were fluttering, our faces pale, our skin sticky with cold sweat. It had been worse than the glass gouging in my arm. Because the Inside had healed me. Nothing could heal us but time out here.

“You already know.” The words came out in one breath, a sigh as my shoulders slumped. I lifted my hand, us both ignoring how much it was shaking as I cupped his hand to my cheek. It was warmth, it was comfort. And I felt as if I could seep into his touch completely and effortlessly, let my heart go into his and think nothing of it. But it wasn’t the time. Even he knew that. “What did I miss?”

A smile pulled at the corner of his lips as if that was the last question he expected me to ask right now. But he knew we only had a limited amount of time to catch me up on everything before the Inside hacked into the chip again. His hand dropped from my cheek, and I let it, letting my hand fall on my lap as I let my eyes close once again.

“Your father found the underground tunnel to go under the wall. We’re going to take that to go into the research facility; he says we can stop everything through there,” He was quiet, listing off details as if he talked too loud, the Inside could still hear him. But as soon as he mentioned it, my eyes opened, staring into the oceans that were tracing my face. “He said-”

“He’s lying,” It came out with no effort, my eyes narrowing on his as I tried to take in his information. The research facility was part of it, sure, but what about the security station? Without taking down the main cameras that were installed within the Inside, watching our every move, what good would it do to go underground and bypass the security features of the research facility. “Did he mention the guard towers? The radio transmissions throughout the city? The cameras they had installed on every corner to cut down on the amount of actual officers stationed throughout the Inside?”

His eyes widened in understanding before he turned his head, cursing under his breath as he brushed a hand over his face. My father had clearly left out some important information, information that was programmed into us since we were in primary school. Just as the soulmate gene had been a deterrent, the security features and technological advances had been shared to cut down on the lack of crime within the city. It had helped, or at least the ones who did the crime were never shown.

The Inside was meant to be pristine, clean, a picture of everything that War had brought us. Everything the war did to help our people for the best. The war was the cause of disputes and territories that the world couldn’t decide upon, blowing everything to pieces in the meantime. The Inside was the goal. The ending goal in their minds, to come together as a community and build it up into something great. But what they made was a living hell. A place that was just a pen to keep us in until we rotted under their laws and became guinea pigs for their own agenda. Another kind of sick experiment.

“We’ll get it covered. Me, you, and Scout. We’ll do it,” He spoke firmly, meeting my eyes again as he registered the thoughts. My father wasn’t to be trusted. I loved him. But I hated him. I hated him. “I’ll let Helios know in case he wants to send more with us. Where is the security station located?” It was like a surge of energy had flowed through us, freeing us of the exhaustion that came with the surgery we had gone through.

“It’s off the main gate of the Wall when you go Inside. They haven’t opened the main gate in years, but it was for when the War was still going on and they were in the middle of building it, to bring in supplies. But it’s there for clearance.” I was struggling to visualize it. I passed by it every day when I lived there, but it seemed so far away now. Like I hadn’t lived twenty years of my life on the Inside.

“Could you find it on a map?” He was urgent, watching me with careful eyes. I immediately nodded. They would be watching us. As soon as we stepped out of that tunnel and into the streets or into the building, they would see everything. They had eyes everywhere, and it would be alerted. Just how it was when we were fleeing from the facility through the stairwells and the guards had been there. They were prepared. And now that the chip was dismantled for the time being, I knew the Inside would be preparing for the war that was bound to happen.

We didn’t say much else, only began to shuffle and stand up. It was a slow process, one that made my legs wobble and my vision blur and the world spin, but we did it. Caspian wrapped his arm around my waist, his fingers curling against the bare skin that was revealed by the end of my tank top.

We leaned against each other, ignoring the aching in our necks and the soreness we were feeling. We had to fix the map, we had to show the plans to Helios, let him know the truth. My father had deceived them all, even if it was the partial truth.

A lot could be accomplished by the research facility, but without dismantling the signals and cameras, there was nothing we could do while the entire Inside was lit aflame with the knowledge of what they were planning.

Caspian took his time, holding on to me as we left the canvas tent and began to walk. We walked through the life of the tribe, and this time, no one was silent. They nodded our way, some speaking their approval from Caspian being chief, some sharing insights to the Rebellion that was commencing tomorrow. They respected him. And in turn, they were trying to respect me.

As we walked, Caspian told me of the Rebellion, of the plans Helios, him, and my father had come up with. I wasn’t even sure what they were fighting for, not until he explained it. Not until every detail was shared as he whispered in my ear as we made our way through the village.

They were planning to hijack the systems that broadcast to the entire Inside so most of the Inside would be unknown to the attack. Our city was the main pipeline for information, the beginning of the Inside and otherwise known as our captain. They were planning to shut it down, to overpower the Inside. They wanted to break down the wall. Break down the wall. Break down the only thing that had separated the two over the years. They wanted to tear it and everything else down so that the Inside could be one with the Outside. So they could feel the pain and sorrow they had felt for years. So they would know.

But I knew as much as any of them, once they tore down the Wall and artificial dome above it, it would tear apart the world again. They would fight for what they had known. They would fight for their home. And I wouldn’t blame them. Without Caspian, I would still be there caught within the confusion of what was happening and would potentially fight against them as well. This was everything they had known. And the Rebellion would take that all from them.

“Ah, here’s the infamous Nova. A pleasure to meet you, dove,” I was greeted with a bow as we entered the war room. Helios. I had seen him in passing through Caspian’s eyes, but he was stunning in person. An ethereal being of sorts. He stood up straight, flashing pearly whites towards me, his eyes twinkling with mischief. Even in the middle of war, he still managed to smile. Something I envied from him. “How are you fairing?”

“I’m fine,” But he knew it was a lie. He didn’t say anything, though. He only nodded, glancing between Caspian and I before turning back to the maps he had splayed on the table. Along with Helios, Archer, Quillon, and two of Helios’ advisors. They were all in here. All sitting around the grand table and searching through miles of maps, jotting down items they needed or were going to be using. They were constant, never stopping. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Ah, I see who has the manners between the two lovebirds,” He was charming. In more than one way, but the way his eyes held the predatory glint, made me realize that this was his ruse. The jokes and gestures were all made to bring us in, gain his trust, so he could get the information he needed. He was a snake. Shining with his pretty scales before snapping us in two, or any other awaiting visitors. “Have a seat.”

He didn’t have to tell us twice. Caspian and I sat down, him at the head of the table, me to his right, between him and Archer. Archer gave me a once over, his eyes narrowing on my hands that I was trying to still. My nerves were getting the better of me. Especially in a room full of men who could easily shoot an arrow and have me killed in a second.

But I had to remember where I had come from. I was so timid when I arrived. Scared of the rain, scared of the trees, scared of everything, even his blue eyes. But I was strong now. I could hold my own now. But even then, I had no kind of brute force. No aim with an arrow or a spear. And they knew that. I could only rely on Caspian in here. In a den of warriors.

“So what do I owe the pleasure?” Helios leaned on the table from his seat, glancing between Caspian and I with a grin, a dimple popping out along his cheek.

“Nova,” Caspian prodded, his hand darting out to still my twiddling hands. I glanced at him before looking down the table, at all the men who stared at me, waiting for me to speak. Waiting for me to break the silence. “Go ahead.”

And so I did. I repeated everything I had told Caspian, my voice wavering at their eyes that had turned cold. But not towards me, it was all directed toward my father we had let get the upper hand once again. But it was nonetheless unnerving, enough so that my eyes were staying on my hands.

I finished quietly, my words trailing off as I looked up, immediately seeing as Quillon was rifling through maps with Archer’s help, both of them darting around the maps to find what I was talking about.

“It won’t be on the map,” Their heads lifted to look at me in confusion, glancing between me and the map. I stood, my vision blurring for only a moment before I swallowed down the nausea and pain pounding in the back of my neck. “May I?”

They handed it to me with no question. The paper was textured in my hands, brittle and old. It was an old factory map that had been laid out during the first renditions of the Inside. It looked as if it had been buried for a time being, the tears in the paper being taped together as best as it could to reveal the truth of what the Inside was.

“They wouldn’t put the security on the map, it’s against protocol,” I muttered, laying the map down before me. Everyone was watching, and I didn’t even hesitate as I grabbed the pencil off of the table. Another item that they had made because they didn’t have the technology of the Inside. “This isn’t updated, did he mention that?”

I glanced up at the silence, looking at Caspian and he immediately shook his head. I sighed deeply before looking back down at the map. I traced the lines in it, the paper smoothing under my touch as I saw the familiarities and differences of what was there now. There weren't many differences, but they were important ones. The facility on this map was a lot closer than what it was now, something that would be important when the tunnel connected. I drew quietly, letting the pencil on the paper be the only noise as I worked in the room. They only watched carefully.

“The security station is located here,” I was quiet, trying to think of exactly where it was before I found it. Just past the main entrance, about two blocks from the tunnel entrance ended. “In order for us to get in there, we have to bypass the guard tower. There’s at least four in there at all times who watch the exterior.” My words were being etched down by Quillon, not a single word escaping his pencil. They trusted me. I realized that as I looked up at them. Even Helios was nodding, jotting only the most important details down. They all trusted me, as if I was no longer an Insider anymore. I was as much an Outsider as they were.

And we were all ready for a war.


Chapter forty-two
Nova


“Are you sure you do not want to ride with me, little bird?”

Elbrus’ voice hit me from across the clearing as Caspian helped me up on the large beast he was given. I ignored him, my body crawling with the feeling of him pressed against my spine for hours on end. The man hadn’t hurt me, not until the threat was clear, but his touch had sent shocks throughout my spine. He was a character I never wished to come in contact with again after this.

We were in the same clearing I had been reunited with my family, up the hill from the tribe. The supplies, it had all been prepared. Knives, spears, weapons of all kinds I never knew were possible with the lack of technology on the Outside. They were prepared for bloodshed. The healers were coming, ready to heal along a battlefield I never thought was going to happen.

They were ready to die.

Caspian felt around the horse I was sitting on and I watched him with careful eyes. My father had been right about our energy coming back in the morning. It hadn’t been long before we were feeling ourselves, other than the small tinge of pain when I turned my head too fast because of the thread that was holding my skin together.

I watched as he traveled around the horse, making sure the weapons that were tied to it were secure, making sure we had supplies and our ration of food along the saddlebags. I glanced around the clearing, seeing people painting their bodies in war paint, seeing men giving a last kiss to their loves that were unable to come. The only ones that were staying back were children, mothers, and any elderly unfit to fight other than Madera. Everyone else was ready to give their soul to the ground if it was foreseen. They had no fear. There were no tears that were shed. Only war cries of a battle that was bound to come. They were all ready.

But I didn’t know if I was or not.

“Nova, are you okay?” I twisted my body towards the voice, in turn making the horse snort and move with it. Caspian pushed on its shoulder, steadying it as his eyes found mine. But I couldn’t look at him, not when my father stood a few feet away, looking up at me.

“I’m fine,” The answer was short and callous, the coldness dripping from my voice and forcing him a few steps back. He nodded, his eyes sad, his hand still working away at the ring tied to his neck. A constant memory of my mother. “You should go get mounted, you’re riding with Scout halfway and the Solarian healer, the rest.” It was a deal that we had in mind, to distract him from our obvious deviation in plans. We didn’t want him finding out the truth of his lies.

I looked away from him, silently dismissing him and I didn’t look back until Caspian patted my leg. My father was walking across the field to Scout, who welcomed him with his constant smile. I envied the way he could forgive so easily. I envied his innocence and love of life and the smile that never left his lips.

I grabbed the horn of the saddle tightly, my nails digging in as the horse moved and huffed, moving as Caspian grabbed hold of one of the twisted horns and slung himself up on the horse behind me. The air left my lungs as his chest was pressed against my back, his legs on either side of mine. There was no room between us, nothing but the feeling of our hearts speeding up in the process.

The world disappeared. I was no longer in the clearing, there were no longer noises echoing around me as people prepared for war, there was no war. Not now. Not when my eyes were closed and all I was focused on was the man behind me.

His breath fanned over my ear, brushing my hair back and sending cold chills throughout my body with a single touch. His arms came around me, grabbing onto the reins from the horses’ horns. My hands tightened on the horn of the saddle and for a moment, we were both still. I couldn’t even open my eyes, they were too heavy. Too contempt with where we were now. I gasped quietly as one of his arms circled my waist, his fingers curling against the skin that was still shown from the torn tank top. Unlike the home of my elbow, this place was foreign to be touched. But he found comfort in it. I could feel that, as he stroked his thumb along the skin, under the fabric just a corner of an inch more. He found home in that sliver of skin the same way I found home in him.

He had tried to kill me. More than once, it seemed. But in the time of death looming over our heads and the way his skin was mirroring mine, I knew it wasn’t true. He cared so much. His heart was not only mine but his people were also in control of it and he would do anything to keep them safe. To keep his loved ones safe, even if it meant threats. I forgave him. I hadn’t wanted to.

I had spent every moment of my being wanting to hate him. Ever since he kissed me with her on his mind. But we couldn’t deny our beings. We had grown. By ourselves and with one another in the time of me knowing him. We were different people now. And I couldn’t not forgive him. Not when his skin was touching mine and how my body decided to react to him. In every way, it was consumed by his touch. By his being. By his presence. By his everything.

“Nova,” He whispered my name and I felt my heart leap. If I could fly, I’d be soaring by now, my body lifting out of the saddle and finding myself among the clouds. I gasped, my eyes opening as his thumb shifted over my skin once again, his mouth pressed to my ear. I glanced around the busy clearing. No one was watching us, no one knew the intimacy we were sharing by being so close. No one knew of his affect over me. “Nova.”

My name had never sounded so good.

“Caspian,” I whispered back towards him, my head turning so I could look in his eyes, nose to nose, breath to breath. There was fire along his face, eyes sparking and catching me aflame. I was going to burn from his touch and I would strike flames upon the entire Earth with his fire. “Are you okay?” My voice was carried away by the wind, but I knew he had heard the whisper.

He leaned in, his nose brushing against my cheek as he took in a deep breath, taking me in. He breathed deeper, leaning into me, his fingers squeezing against my skin that he had found home in. I closed my eyes again, took a deep breath, my lips parting as I breathed deeply. He pressed his lips against my cheek, softly, yet still, never leaving my skin.

“I’ve never been better.” The words were stuck to my skin, sliding through my veins. I opened my eyes as he pulled away, staring at those familiar oceans. His eyes darted between mine and my lips. Over and over again, as if he were struggling to hold himself together in front of his people. But I would crumble us all with the taste of his lips.

I leaned forward, my lips a few inches from his, my eyes still on his as he breathed out, I breathed in, I breathed out, he breathed in. We were constant. Breathing in every taste of one another. I leaned forward, barely brushing his lips with mine-

“You ready, chief?” The connection was lost. Caspian’s hands left mine, pulling his head away from me as he straightened and turned to look at Helios. My cheeks were flushed, my body in an eruption of chills, all because of a man who held my soul in his heart.

I looked over at Helios. He was mounted on his horse and spouting a grin as he looked over at us. His body had gold handprints upon his dark skin, glimmering with the light of the sun. His people had painted him as a god, and he fully sported the meaning of it and the impending war.

“We’re ready,” Caspian’s voice was strong, as if he hadn’t even been affected by the small moment we had shared. I squirmed in the saddle and I immediately stilled as his grip tightened across my skin. I wouldn’t have guessed anything had affected him if it hadn’t been for me being pressed up against him. He hid his expressions much easier than me, but sitting this close, it was hard to hide anything, especially his affection for me. He held me close, adjusting in the saddle. I watched as his knuckles turned white as he gripped the reigns of the horse, and I held my breath.

He was controlling himself. From what exactly? I wasn’t entirely sure. All I knew was that in this moment, mounted upon a horse prepared for a war, I had never been more distracted. Never wanted to feel his skin upon mine more than now. “Come.” His breath fanned over my cheek as he ordered the horse, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth and making cold chills spread over my body. If only he would order me around like that.

We were silent and breathless as we rode across the clearing towards Helios. I wanted to ask him to turn around. To go back to the camp and the tent we had shared so I could find comfort in his touch. His lips. His skin. But now wasn’t the time and we both knew that. But it didn’t stop me from hoping. For imagining his body pressed against mine with the heat of a thousand flames scorching our bodies and roasting away the worries and heartache. It didn’t stop me from dreaming of something much different than a bloodshed won war or the fact that we could both possibly die from this. It didn’t stop me from dreaming.

“Are you done behaving like a frisky youth now, or should I tell the Inside we’re postponing a war so you can ravage each other,” Helios laughed loudly as we came to a stop in front of him and his horse, yet I didn’t laugh. Not even as Caspian cursed him for his words. I was seriously contemplating the offer. “Anyhow, we decided that Elbrus and Editha will bring up the back with their tribe while we lead. That way once we hit the Wall, we can choose where exactly we’re going first. I don’t know about you, but I sure don’t want our hands in the palms of those cannibals.”

Cannibals. Of course they were cannibals. It made perfect sense now, and I felt like I was going to puke. That explained the sharpened teeth, the bloodlust of Elbrus, the tent I was in that had the remains of dead bodies hiding within. If I hadn’t told them about Caspian. If they hadn't seen my chief mark. I would have met the same fate as the people whose bones were resting upon Elbrus’ neck. I’m going to be sick.

“Nova?”

“Yeah?” I was torn from my existential crisis by Caspian, his fingers striking a match along the sliver of skin he was so fond of. I glanced back at him and looked at Helios; both of them were staring at me with such intent and I realized finally that they were talking to me. “I’m-I’m sorry, what’d you say?”

“When we get closer to the Wall, the last night, we’re going to need you to distract your father so we can talk with the tribes about the security facility. Is that okay?” Helios asked, his eyes darting behind me to glance at Caspian as if they were both afraid of my answer.

“That’s fine.” I had nothing else to say. Even as they looked at me as if expecting more, I just kept it at those two words. Whether or not I meant them or not.

“Okay, good. We’re ready to head out, are you?” Helios questioned Caspian, yet Caspian’s attention was on me, his lips near my ear. He was waiting for me to give the okay. And Helios soon realized that, so his attention was on me. I glanced around, my eyes taking in the tribes that had merged together for a war we probably wouldn’t win. All of this started because I was here. If I hadn’t been insistent on finding my soulmate, if I hadn’t been so selfish, maybe we wouldn’t be here right now. Maybe in another life, I’d be still on the Inside trying to find love among people who only craved their soulmate. Maybe I would have still been pining over him but too afraid of the Outside to care. Maybe in another life, all of this would have never happened and these people wouldn’t be about to lose their lives.

“We’re ready.” And in truth, I was. I was ready for a war that I didn’t know the outcome of. It wasn’t because of Helios. Or my father. Or these Outsiders. Or even Caspian. It wasn’t because of any of them. It was because of me. For me. Because if I hadn’t known, hadn’t been given the chance to find my love and truth of what the Inside and Outside actually was, I would still be stuck in a lie. I wouldn’t give the Insiders another moment to live in that blissful lie. Not when there was an entire world that was broken because of that lie. An entire culture shocked into the primitive state because of a War we won years ago. That wasn’t a War I wanted to be stuck in our history anymore.

We would pave the future. We would show the truth.
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Prologue


She was dead.

I couldn’t glance away from her palling body, entirely focused on her eyes that stared straight at me. Through me. Blue. An everlasting blue. A blue that had awoken me many nights in my dreams. She sang of warmth and happiness and love. It had been a welcoming blue. But this was different. Everything was different. There was no warmth within her eyes. There was no comfort. There was only the stare of clear blue. A lifeless blue. A blank stare staring back at me. 

It was the stare of my dead mother, staring straight back at me with nothing else to give me. 

“Caspian, what do we do? Caspian, please. Help me,” Scout’s voice was trembling just as much as my hands were. Pleading for something I couldn’t give him. He was slouched over her corpse, hands pressed to her stomach. It was gouged open. Blood spilling from the wound. His hands were staining red with her blood. His tears were falling down onto her. A flood of salt along with the ocean tide that was trying to pull her away. To make her home within the water. Taking her from us just as much as she was already gone. “Caspian!”

He was screaming, the tears shaking his voice and making the world tremble with him. Cry with him. Or was I the one crying? He was losing his youth right in front of me. But all I could do was stare. Stare as my youngest brother tried to breathe life back into our mother, trying to save a dead woman as if he could. As if he could bring her back from the dead. As if she wasn’t already gone. I couldn’t help him. 

Nobody could. 

“She’s gone Scout.” I didn’t sound like myself. My voice came out avoid of all feelings, contrary to the storm that was raging inside of my mind. Tearing my life into shreds right in front of me. My voice was cold, callous, a lot harsher than it should have been and I immediately regretted it.

Scout’s screams filled the air, taken up by the storm clouds above us and answered in the rain drops that followed. They were heavy, taking any ounce of energy I had left and bringing it in the sand under my feet, washing me away with the rising tide. 

“Caspian, please,” I didn’t know what Scout was begging for, and I wasn’t entirely sure that he knew. Begging for the life of my mother to be given back, maybe. Pleading for an entirely different scenario to play out, maybe. Maybe he was pleading for death himself, I wasn’t quite sure. But I came to him. My footsteps were heavy, my feet dragging the ground and pulling the wet sand with it. It stayed with me until I got to the rocks where my mother laid. I stilled, swallowing the thick lump in my throat. My cheeks were wet. With either my tears or the rain, I wasn’t quite sure. But I felt them. If only an ounce of emotion. 

I was a step away from them when her blood found my feet. A puddle of it seeping between the rocks and finding home along my skin. It was warm. The red immediately stained my skin just as Scout’s had been. I was going to be sick. 

I had never realized just how red blood was. I had grown to be a hunter, a warrior, and blood had coated nearly every inch of my body at one time or another. But this. This was different. There was so much of it. It slid slowly along the rocks, coasting down the sand and coaxing the tide to run red with each pull of it and its foamy water. Everything was running red. Thick. It was so thick, moving like lava and giving me time to step out of the way of its patch of destruction, but I didn’t. I allowed her blood to find home between my toes. Why didn’t I move? Why didn’t I move? Why didn’t I move? 

“Cas,” His whimper brought me back to the world as if I had been lost. I glanced at him, to the young boy I was meant to be protecting him from things like this. To the boy my own mother had made me sweat to protect. To the boy that still held a childhood in his life. To my blood. And I was already failing them all. “Cas?”

“I’m here,” And in truth, I was now. I walked over the rocks, coming to stand still beside my brother, staring down at my mother. She almost looked peaceful, her body lying along the rocks and sand and the pull of the tide. It was almost like a halo around her, lapping up her skin and stroking her hair with the waves. Her hands were open, no tension appearing along her body as she laid there. Her stomach was gouged and filled with stab wounds. There had been anger along the knife that had killed her. Aggression. Anguish. Pain. There had been malice in their touch. Who could do such a thing? To her. To my own mother. “I’m here.”

I fell to my knees beside him, my hands wrapping around his sobbing body and holding him to me. I pulled him to my chest, allowing him to cry. Allowing him to feel the things I wasn’t sure I could anymore. His arms came up and wrapped around my neck, pushing his face into me and allowing me to comfort him the same way our mother had. The same way she still would if she was alive. His tears flooded my skin, washing away the emptiness I was trying so desperately to hold onto and replacing it with a set of my own tears. They came without me wanting them to, sliding down my cheeks and stinging my skin with a million different emotions. Sorrow. Rage. Lost. Love. Pain. Pain. Pain. So much pain. I tried to swallow them down, to erase any kind of emotion that was daring to bypass my wall I had put up. But it was useless. The tears fell freely, coating my cheeks with the pain I had tried so long to bottle up. 

I forgot the last time I had let myself cry. Let myself feel anything other than the harshness a future chief should be feeling. My mother would have consoled me though. Even with the disappointment of my father, the path he had carved for me was tarnished. My mother would have held me the same way I was holding onto Scout. Our hearts beating together in the coldness of the rain. 

“I’m here, Scout. I’m here,” I wasn’t sure if it was a mantra for him or rather for me, but it kept from my lips with every tear that left my aching eyes. A mantra that was trying to help us both, to help us find the love we lost with our dead mother by our knees. “I’m here.”

I pulled away from my brother, my arms still around him as he cried, but enough for me to look over at our mother. 

“Caspian?” I pushed away from my brother, the air leaving my body, my heart stopping. No longer was my mother’s lifeless body staring back at me. No longer was her blue eyes lifeless. No longer was it my mother.

“Nova?” Her heavy eyes found mine, but they were dull, the color fading, the light fading from them. They were nothing like the light of a thousand honey bees, nothing like the crystal clear warmth that I had let myself dive into. She laid in the same spot my mother had, her body spread out along the rocks, the tide pulling away with the red waves. Her body was trembling, her hands clutching at a knife with a familiar twisted hilt embedded in her stomach. There was blood everywhere. So much blood. My stomach turned, my shoulders suddenly alluding as I felt the weight of the world upon them. I couldn’t breathe. 

“Caspian, help me.” Her voice quivered, her hand yanking at the blade. With a bloodcurdling scream, the blade left her skin. I hesitated, my eyes following the path of the knife as it clashed into the ocean, the waves swallowing it up. Red. All I could see was red. My eyes darted back to her, watching as she pressed down on the open wound, blood squirting from her stomach and shooting out between her fingers. So much blood. 

I finally found my bearings, freeing myself from my racing thoughts. I shuffled across the rocks, reaching out and pressing my hands tightly on top of hers. Trying to stop the blood that was racing out far faster than I could comprehend. I gazed down at her as the Earth spun, my eyes finding hers as tears seeped through them. I watched as the tears slid down her cheeks, crashing along the sea that had turned fully red. The waves foamed up and created crashing waves that tried to pull us under, yet I didn’t let go. Thunder boomed overhead. The Earth shook. Lighting flashed in her eyes. I pressed harder on her wound, trying to stop the blood. Trying to save her. Trying to save myself. 

“Who did this to you?” My voice came out shaking, crashing down into the water along with her blood. I stared at her, her body still, her breathing shallow, but her face was calm. Too calm. Her hand left from underneath my own, falling to her sides as I kept the pressure on the wound. She smiled at me. A calm smile. An unnerving smile. Her eyes found a shimmer of light that peaked out of the clouds above us, the smile finally meeting her eyes. 

She pulled one of her hands up, finding my cheek and staining it red with her touch. But I would forever let her. Forever savor anything that woman gave me. I would give myself if it meant saving her. If it meant she got to live. If it meant giving her the world. If it meant-

“You did.”

Everything shattered. The rain that fell from the sky changed to thick, warm blood, filling the ocean that had turned angry. Lighting struck the ground near us. Once. Twice. Three times. All in the same spot. Thunder shook the world. Yet I only stared at her. Watching her eyes. Watching her smile. Watching the blood that still shot from the wound. I hadn’t done this. I couldn’t have done this. I loved her. I loved her. I loved her.

Her hand left my cheek and her hand fell to the side. In one moment, it was all gone. She was gone. Lifeless. Still. Dead. I fell back, my hands grabbing at the rocks and cutting itself along the pebbles before falling onto the sand, my feet kicking up sand as I scooted back quickly away from her. Away from the love of my life. Away from my soulmate. Away from the woman that claimed I had killed her. 

Another life I couldn’t save. Another life lost. Another life taken from me that I could no longer control. It was another broken piece, the sky crumbling and falling onto me, my world crashing. My life being swallowed up by the same waves that had come to take them home. Home to the sea where they belonged. That had given them life. That came and gave them something I could never give them. At least I had Scout. Scout-

My head turned towards the rocks where I had left him. He was no longer there. Gone from the world just like everyone else. Lost. 

“Caspian!” It was a scream that pulled my attention towards the water. Pulling me up from the ground. I stood quickly, running through the thickening rain and finding myself knee deep in the water. It was as thick as my mother’s blood. Just as thick as Nova’s blood. Just as thick as the blood that poured from the sky. “Caspian!” There it was again. The scream. The familiar voice. I squinted through the blood that was sliding down my face, only to surge forward as I saw Scout’s head bobbing among the waves. 

He was thrashing in the water as the large waves kept pushing him deeper and deeper, a constant fight for his life. I swam as fast as I could, my arms and legs kicking through the thick blood that was sliding into my eyes. I coughed on it as it fell deeper, sinking into my lungs as I tried to keep my head above water to see him. To save him. But as I swam, it seemed as if he got pushed back further and further, back into the unforgiving sea. 

“Scout!” I yelled as loud as I could over the storm and the crashing of the waves. My throat burned from the blood coating my mouth, my lungs, everywhere it could seep into. I watched as his head bobbed in the distance. Up.  Down. Up. Down. Up. And when he went down again, he disappeared completely under the water. I froze in the sea, my body being rocked by the waves as I tried to pinpoint where exactly he was. Where he had gone under water. As I tried to find him coming up along the waves. As I stood there, I begged him to keep fighting. To keep swimming towards me. To keep living. 

I blinked and I was standing upon the bank again, my feet planted in the sand and a knife within my hand. I glanced down, the twisted blood and the matching hilt shining with blood sliding down it. The same knife that had been sticking out of Nova’s chest mere seconds ago. I was standing facing the blood sea, Scout nowhere to be seen as the waves calmed down. I jumped as a hand was clapped onto my shoulder, my body instantly turning and raising the knife by my side, pressing it against the throat of Kekoa.

“Might as well kill me too since you’ve killed everyone else,” He smiled, his teeth ending at points and sliding into a sinister grin. I immediately pulled the knife off of his neck, but I stayed staring at him. The knife still clutched tightly in my fist. The blood from the rain was sliding down his face, plastering his hair to his forehand, staining his grin red. “What have you done brother?”

“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t-”

“You did though. Look what you’ve done,” He grabbed onto the back of my neck with one hand and made a wide gesture with the other, twisting my body around so we were facing away from the sea and towards the sand. Towards the pile of bodies who all stared back with empty eyes. “You killed them, brother. You killed them all.”

“No, I didn’t. It wasn’t me. They-they-”

“They died because of you.” Kekoa grabbed the back of my neck harder, tightening his hold on me, his nails digging into my skin as he made me stare at them. My mother. Nova. Scout. Archer. Quillon. Helios. Madera. Elbrus. Editha. My father. My tribe. Every single member of my tribe. They were all being coated by the red rain, all lying on top of one another. All dead. All the same wounds. All caused by the twisted knife in my hand. 

I glanced down at my hand, the hilt of the knife being coated in the thick blood. I took my other hand and smeared the blood off, bringing the blade up to look at it closely. It was familiar. And I soon recognized the intricate designs woven into the hilt that my father had made. He made one for all of us. Mine with a ‘C’ at the top, Scout’s with a ‘S,’ and Kekoa with a-

“You killed them,” It was a whisper, rubbing my thumb over the ‘K’ on the knife before turning towards my brother. “You killed all of them.” I turned towards him, lifting the knife, but he never once glanced at me. He only stared at the pile of bodies, his attention consumed by them. His grin still planted on his face as he stared at the mangled bodies of our family, friends, loved ones. His sharpened teeth gleaming in the wake of the blood sliding down his face.

“No, Caspian. You killed them.” And I plunged the knife into his side. Over and over again, his blood spilling out and staining my chest. Staining the entire world red. 

“You killed them! You killed them! You-”
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