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Part One

Moonlit Shadows


Moonlight pours around me as

Shadows hold my limbs and

I search.

What beyond the darkness waits?

Light or night or choices I must make?

Slowly slipping through the shadows,

Mist and whispers brush my skin.

Solid milky white and thick it

Swirls and dances, blocking

Sight of night and light alike.

Heavy. Weary. Searching endless.

Hopeless struggle through this

Sea of white and gloom.

Falling, I surrender.

Slowly sinking into silver-white caresses of

Endless empty loss and loneliness.

The sun is gone and won’t return.

The night is long and dark, but holds

Me close as gentle breezes pull

Me from the mist and starlight soothes

my dreams.


Chapter One

Thea hated Market Day.

Her hair stuck to her face, hot and sweaty, as she tugged the deep folds of her dark hood further over her face. Her skin itched with the heat and the urge to run as every muscle in her body coiled tight, ready to spring at the first sign of danger. Every face seemed to hold hidden motives—from the lively faces of the merchants, to those of the men and women who eagerly swarmed from stall to stall, making purchases. How many soldiers, Syndicate members, or bounty hunters were there lurking in the crowd?

She tried to push the anxiety from her mind. She hated Market Day, but coming here was something she had to do. She and Kai needed the supplies, and her brother’s knee injury hadn’t healed enough for him to make the trip. She wouldn’t want him to, even if he could. It was too dangerous.

So even though it scared her to be around so many strangers, she told herself she would be fine. She could outrun just about anyone if she had to.

She took a deep breath and scanned the crowd, forcing herself to see the woman buying vegetables as just that, and the man exiting the clinic as just an ordinary man.

Still, the itching in her legs and the twisting in her stomach wouldn’t go away as her eyes slid across the square toward the fuel merchant. The line was long, as usual. Few villages in the Wilds were connected to the power grid, so recharged fuel cells were something almost everyone needed. The only way to get them was from the merchant who traveled to Karza from the capital each Market Day.

Thea’s shoulders ached and her stomach rumbled as the smell of spices and grilled meat drifted from a nearby food stall. She sighed. She couldn’t afford to waste money on street food, but she could afford a few minutes to sit down and rest until the lines thinned down. The trip home would be long and tiring. Resting when she could was the smart thing to do.

Her gaze wandered toward the tavern. A woman in a crisp uniform stood at the top of the steps. Even though soldiers were a common sight on Market Day, Thea’s breath still caught at the sight of her. She was probably only here to meet an acquaintance, perhaps the dark-haired man she was currently speaking with.

Still, her presence was a reminder to Thea that she didn’t have time to rest. She needed to exchange her fuel cells as quickly as possible and get out of town.

Thea wound her way through the crowd toward the fuel merchant, staying as far from the tavern as possible. She kept her eyes on the soldier. The man she’d been talking with entered the tavern, but she remained on the steps, looking out over the crowd, like she was searching for someone.

She could be looking for me.

Thea felt her channeling jump inside her at the thought. She took a deep breath and tried to force herself to stay calm. Letting herself lose control would only draw attention to herself. She couldn’t let her fears get the best of her. Even if the woman was looking for her, she wouldn’t be easy to find. There were so many people, even Kai would have a hard time pinpointing her energy. She didn’t have to worry. They wouldn’t be able to find her. They wouldn’t be able to take her back.

The line in front of her crawled forward until at last Thea reached the front. She exchanged her empty fuel cells and secured the new ones in her pack. As she moved through the crowd away from the merchant, she glanced back toward the tavern again. The woman was gone, but several other soldiers had taken her place. One of them pointed toward the fuel merchant and then in her direction.

They knew she was there.

Even in the crowded square, under the burning sun, she could easily remember the chill of the research labs. The bitter taste of medicine rose in her throat and her channeling scratched at her insides, trying to tear free. She wrapped her arms around herself as though she could forcibly keep the energy inside. She ran, pushing her way blindly through the crowd, not seeing the offended looks of those around her as she bumped and jostled her way past them.

At last, she broke free from the press of the crowd and turned into a dark alley. She threw a final look over her shoulder but couldn’t tell if the soldiers were following her. There were too many people between her and them.

It didn’t matter. She could run now, escape. She didn’t have to go back.

Thea heard the cry of surprise before she felt the jolt as she crashed into something solid. She lost her balance and fell backward to a seated position on the ground. The impact knocked back her hood, leaving her pale hair clinging to her face from the combination of static and sweat. She looked up to see who she’d bumped into.

A large man smiled down at her and stretched out a hand to help her up.

“Hey, sorry about that. You alright . . .?”

Thea’s own apology caught in her throat, and she froze as the man’s question trailed off unsubtly. She could tell by his expression. He recognized her.

Fresh panic froze her in place.

The man wasn’t wearing a uniform, but the handgun fitted into a well-supplied belt at his hip told her he was no ordinary villager.

“I’m alright,” she mumbled as she slid her heavy pack from her shoulders. It wouldn’t be easy to escape while wearing it, but it could be a useful tool to help her create an opening. She focused her channeling into her arms and legs, the muscles bulging with a dull ache as they expanded.

She struggled to her feet without taking the man’s hand, then took a step back before reaching down for her pack. Using her enhanced strength, she flung the pack toward him. She didn’t wait to see if it hit. Instead, she sprang upward explosively, using the energy she channeled into her leg muscles to increase her jump enough to reach the rooftop above.

Instead of soaring upward she felt a painful jerk on her arm before landing hard on the ground. Her head rang as it smacked against the paving stones beneath her, making her vision blur with pain and tears. She blinked, trying to focus on the second figure looming over her.

The second man’s black hair and clothes almost seemed to blend into the surrounding shadows, making him difficult to see. He took a step back, like he was hesitating. Thea took advantage of that hesitation and quickly channeled as much energy as she could into her limbs before pushing herself up and away from the ground. The sudden burst of wild energy ripped through her body as she shot into the air, higher than she’d intended. Her legs nearly buckled as she landed on the roof above with a crash.

A soft groan escaped her lips, but she pushed more energy into her legs. She had to get away. She couldn’t let them catch her.

She couldn’t go back.

Trying to keep her breathing steady, she ignored the pain and forced herself to sprint across the flat rooftops before the men could follow her from below. After hurdling the outer wall, she finally allowed her pace to slow, but she didn’t stop to catch her breath until Karza had become a smudge behind her.

Her legs wobbled and her stomach heaved with dry retches as she crumbled to her knees. Sharp pain shot through her head as she channeled her energy to enhance her vision and hearing, scanning the open landscape for any sign of pursuers. There was nothing.

Still, there was no doubt now. They knew she was here. It was only a matter of time before they found the village. She needed to get home to Kai.

She only let herself rest for a few minutes before enhancing her legs again. Her muscles burned in protest as she stood and forced herself forward. Keeping her senses alert, she pushed herself into a brisk walk. She had to force herself not to run. It was still a long way home and there was no telling what danger awaited her. She needed to save as much energy and strength as she could.

❖

The small village was quiet as Thea made her way through the dusty streets toward the house she shared with her brother. The stillness only made her more tense. What if something had happened to Kai? What if the soldiers had come? What if they were waiting for her?

She let out a sigh of relief as her house came into view. Kai stood outside, leaning on his cane with a worried expression on his face. She quickened her pace when she saw him, ignoring the sharp pain that accompanied each step.

“Thea!” he called out as he hobbled forward to meet her. He reached one arm behind her back, trying to support her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” she insisted, trying to step out of his reach. She didn’t want him to aggravate his injury while trying to support her. She wobbled, and Kai grabbed her arm to steady her anyway.

“What happened?” he asked as he led her toward the front door.

“There were bounty hunters in town,” she said with an anxious glance over her shoulder, like she expected an assailant to spring up behind her. “They attacked me, but I got away.”

Kai released her arm as they entered the tiny house. He prodded her gently toward the couch, but remained in the doorway, looking outside, his gaze unfocused.

“Were you followed?” he asked.

“I don’t think so.”

Kai frowned. Thea didn’t sit. Instead, she waited, holding her breath and looking up at Kai as the square line of his jaw tensed. At last, he shook his head and turned back to her with a reassuring smile.

“I don’t sense anyone,” he said.

Thea sank down to the couch with a relieved sigh.

“Where’s your pack?” he asked, looking back outside in confusion.

“I left it,” she admitted as she covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry.”

“We really needed those supplies,” he said. His voice sounded tired.

Thea hunched her shoulders as she peeked through her fingers to see him pinch the bridge of his nose. She covered her face again and let her pale hair curtain around her face, as though hiding her embarrassment could somehow make up for her mistake.

She heard Kai’s shuffling gait, but didn’t look up. He sat down on the low table in front of her and pulled one hand away from her face with another sigh.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I’m not upset.”

His voice was soft and soothing, which only made her feel worse. Once again, he was burying his own worries to prioritize hers. She had to stop making him do that.

“The only thing that matters to me is that you’re safe,” he continued. “I mean it.”

“We can’t afford to buy new fuel cells,” Thea murmured as her hands dropped to her lap, fingers fidgeting together. Her voice wobbled as she tried to keep the lump in her throat from turning to a sob. “The money Dad gave us is almost gone. I should have been more careful. I shouldn’t have left the pack. I was just so scared.”

Once the tears started, she couldn’t stop them. Her pent-up anxiety spilled out like a breaking dam. No matter how much she wanted to bury her emotions, to help Kai focus on solving their predicament, all she could feel was that twisting worry in her stomach as she remembered her encounter in town.

“You’re safe, and that’s what matters,” Kai said as he placed one hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure the rest out.”

When she didn’t respond, Kai began to rub soothing circles into her shoulder.

“It’ll be okay. I promise. We’re together and you’re safe. It’s going to be okay.”

She gave a small nod and finally met his eyes.

“Good,” he said with a warm smile. “Now tell me what happened in town.”

Before she could speak, a hiss followed by a burning smell drew their attention.

“Oh no! My stew!”

Kai jumped up, groaned, and sat back down, his hand over his knee.

“Stupid thing,” he mumbled before standing more carefully.

“Maybe I should—” Thea started to say, but Kai waved her off.

“You rest,” he said. “I could tell before you even got home that you used too much energy today. Your legs are hurting, I bet. I’ll want to put something on them later.”

Thea wiped her eyes and leaned back into the couch.

“What did you make?” she asked, too tired to argue with him.

“Mom’s stew.”

Thea tried to smile, but the expression felt more like a grimace.

For as long as she could remember, their mom had been too weak to cook. Their father was better at cooking anyway, but the vegetable stew she’d often made when Kai was younger was his favorite meal. Their dad had tried to replicate the dish, but Kai always insisted that it wasn’t the same.

Mom’s stew was something Thea had never tasted. Now that their mom was gone, she would never get the chance.

“I hope you didn’t add anything weird to it this time,” she said, trying to hide the emotion in her voice with a forced chuckle.

Kai’s own laugh mingled with the scrape of ceramic and the clang of utensils as he scooped a lumpy, gray-brown paste into two bowls.

When Thea saw it, she added, “I don’t think that’s stew.”

“Just for that, I’m giving you an extra scoop,” Kai retorted with a dramatic flourish of his ladle.

“Wait! I’m sorry! I meant to say it looks delicious and I can’t wait to eat it.”

Thea had spent more time learning to cook from their father than Kai had. She enjoyed the process, and the time spent with him. Kai had always been more interested in meeting new people or listening to stories from travelers at the inn where their father worked. He’d only started cooking by necessity after the two of them went into hiding. Even though Thea had tried to teach him some basics, his cooking hadn’t improved much. He never measured anything, and always added the ingredients all at once, regardless of how long they would each take to cook. The only aspect of cooking he did seem to enjoy was adding different medicinal herbs to their food, a practice that was rarely a benefit to the food’s flavor.

“Too bad,” he sighed as he sat down next to her, a bowl in each hand. “If I hadn’t burned it, this one might not have been half bad.”

Thea eyed the food warily, though she knew she would eat all of it regardless of how unappetizing it looked or smelled. This was what they had, and she couldn’t afford to waste it.

“You’re right,” she said, as she took the first bite. “If it weren’t for the texture, the smell, or the burnt aftertaste, I would say this was actually pretty good. Probably the best you’ve ever made.”

Kai tapped his bowl against hers with a grin.

“Well, thank you. I’ll just ignore the fact that you were actually insulting my cooking, because the secret ingredient is love.”

She snorted and choked on the food in her mouth. Kai set his own bowl down and stood to get her a drink of water. After taking a drink and wiping her eyes, she saw him still standing, staring at nothing with a serious expression.

“Kai?”

He shook his head and smiled, but didn’t look at her as he sat down, like he was distracted.

“Do you sense something?” she asked, her good mood immediately turning to worry.

He shook his head again and turned his attention back to her.

“Why don’t you tell me what happened in town? Sorry, dinner kind of distracted me.”

Thea swallowed and set her food aside, her anxiety returning.

“There were soldiers in Karza,” she said.

“That’s not unusual.”

She nodded. “At first I thought the same thing, and just tried to get my shopping done without drawing attention to myself. I think they sensed me though. They pointed in my direction and started moving toward me.”

Kai frowned. “You said they attacked you?”

“No, I don’t think the ones who attacked me were soldiers, but I could tell they recognized me. I think they might have been bounty hunters.”

She scrunched her face as she tried to remember details. It had happened so fast, and she’d been so panicked.

The man she’d run into wasn’t just big, he was muscular and intimidating. The second man had seemed short by comparison, but she hadn’t been able to get a good look at him.

“One of them was definitely a Macro,” she said, remembering how the second man had seemed to come out of nowhere. “He was really fast. Before I’d even realized he was there, he’d grabbed me.”

Her tone turned to grumbling as she described him. She wasn’t used to losing when it came to speed, and she didn’t like it.

“The other man didn’t do much,” she continued, “so I don’t know. He had a gun, though.”

Kai interlaced his fingers under his chin, his expression serious.

“It’s strange that the soldiers would act just from sensing your energy,” he said. “It’s not like you were the only Macro in Karza, or even the only Manipulator. That’s worrying. It’s like they expected you to be there.”

If Kai was worried too, that meant her fears were justified.

“We can’t stay here, can we?”

Tears burned her eyes, and the words came out in a choked whisper.

Kai wrapped one arm around her shoulder.

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice cracking with the same hopelessness she felt. “Right now, you should just rest. Focus on recovering your energy. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

He squeezed her against him as though his tight hold alone were enough to keep her safe, but the firm weight of his arm around her wasn’t enough to stop her trembling or the fresh tears that slipped down her cheeks.

What could she and Kai do on their own against the whole Military?

What would happen to Kai if he tried to protect her?

Running had only brought them more danger.

Hiding hadn’t worked.

So long as the Military wanted her, she couldn’t see how things could ever be okay.


Weapon

Fighter

Killer

All they ever see in me

All I can ever be

I can’t break free

From this longing, this need

So I let them use me

Failure

Danger

Monster

All they ever see in me

All I can ever be

I can’t break free

From this regret, this pain

So I let it gnaw away inside me

Outcast

Traitor

Villain

All they ever see in me

All I can ever be

I can’t break free

From this darkness, this history

So I let it define me


Chapter Two

“The rumors are true. He’s a monster.”

Nix looked up toward the roof as he wiped a smear of blood from his cheek with the back of his hand. He wasn’t worried about the gun pointed at him. He’d dodged plenty of shots from someone with far better aim than the trembling man pointing his barrel at him now.

The man fired and missed. He was already running before the bullet hit the opposite building. He scrambled down the pile of rubble on the other side of the roof and disappeared into the streets beyond.

Nix let him go. Unlike his partners, who had bounties of their own, he wasn’t worth it. Maybe his story would discourage anyone stupid enough to come after Nix for his bounty in the future. He would take any reprieve he could get, even if it didn’t last long.

Nix was used to being a target. He had been his whole life. Beating up assholes was as second nature to him as breathing. It didn’t matter if they were Military, Syndicate, or just random idiots who didn’t know better. These weren’t the first bounty hunters to come after him, and they wouldn’t be the last.

Nix sighed and rubbed his forehead as he glanced longingly toward the nearby outer wall. It would be so much easier to slip away and return to base than make his way to the crowded town center.

I hate Market Day.

He let out a quiet chuckle in spite of the discomfort that accompanied the unusually distinct thought. Unlike the other thoughts in town, these refused to meld into the rumble of noise that he could almost ignore. They were so clear he could feel the person’s anxiety as though it were his own.

It made his head throb even more than normal.

I hate Market Day, the thoughts continued, but it’s something I have to do. I may as well get it over with.

Nix rubbed his head again and let out a resigned sigh. He supposed he should follow the same logic. He’d much rather leave town now, and head back to the base, but he wasn’t particularly in the mood for a lecture from Gram. Besides, the tavern had good sandwiches, and he was hungry. He might as well get this over with.

❖

A crowd of people bustled from stall to stall in the town’s central square. Their chatter mingled with their thoughts, creating a cacophony of noise that Nix couldn’t shut out, but that one stream of internal narrative continued to rise above the noise.

I don’t stand out. No one will notice me. No one is looking for me. All these people are just ordinary people, too. I just have to get fuel and then I can leave. I just have to stay calm.

Distracted, Nix bumped into someone as he passed by, causing them to drop one of their packages.

“Sorry,” he mumbled with a frown, his voice harsher and more impatient than he intended. He reached to pick up the package, but the other person’s eyes widened, and they scrambled to retrieve it themself before hurrying away. Nix caught only fragments of their thoughts.

Scary. Dangerous.

He sighed and rubbed his cheek, wondering if there was still blood smeared on his face, or maybe the person had simply been frightened by his expression and his dark clothes.

As he turned back toward the tavern, he caught sight of Mel standing on the steps that led up to the entrance. She scanned the crowd with a serious expression, but her eyes lit up when they landed on him. She bounced down the stairs toward him, her buoyant enthusiasm clashing with the stiff neatness of her uniform.

“There you are!” she called. “Where have you been?”

Nix just shrugged in response.

“Gram and the Commander are already inside,” Mel informed him with a wink. “Gram said you’d probably try to sneak off and hide somewhere, but he also ordered that sandwich you like, so I think he knew you’d come.”

“He knows damn well my telepathy range is limited on Market Day,” Nix grumbled. “If he wants me to get any information from the soldiers, of course I’d have to come.”

A lot of good it was going to do with those thoughts drowning out nearly everything else. Even standing next to her, Nix couldn’t pick up a damn thing from Mel, only murky impressions. The only thing he was sure of was that Mel hadn’t been scanning the crowd for him.

She let out a laugh but stopped as Nix hissed and rubbed his forehead.

“Hey, are you okay? What’s wrong?” Mel laid a hand on his arm, her face full of concern.

Those thoughts spiked even louder as their owner spotted Mel near the tavern. Whoever it was, did not want the Military to find them. He raised his channeling slightly, the way he did when he tried to focus his telepathy. He thought maybe he could filter out the thoughts that way. Instead, the pressure in his head only increased, making his ears ring.

“I’m fine,” he said as he turned away and moved toward the tavern door. The sooner he got this over with, the sooner he could leave.

“Hey there handsome, good to see you again.” Kay, the tavern’s owner, stepped closer to him—too close as was their habit. “We’re real crowded today but for you I always have room.”

Nix shot them a glare and stepped away uncomfortably, bumping into a server crossing behind him.

“Gram’s already here,” he growled.

Kay grinned, confirming that they had been teasing him as usual.

“The upper floor is full of soldiers,” Kay said. “If you start a fight and break stuff, don’t think I’ll let you off easy just ‘cause I like you.”

“I’m pretty sure they’re more likely to start a fight than I am.”

Kay laughed as a server handed them a large tray of drinks. Before moving away they said, “Gram ordered that sandwich you like. I just took it up. Better hurry before it gets cold.”

Nix and Gram always sat on the upper floor where it was usually less crowded, and they could watch the room below for signs of trouble. As Kay had said, nearly every table, on the upper floor was full. Most of the occupants were soldiers, glaring at him as he passed.

Gram sat at their usual table near the railing. Nix couldn’t pinpoint his thoughts, but he didn’t need to. The teasing grin on Gram’s face was one he was all too familiar with.

Looks like those punks gave you a hard time, he was sure Gram was thinking.

A slightly older man in a crisp Military suit sat at the table with Gram. Commander Astley of the Military Police. Though the Military had little actual authority in the Wilds, the Commander’s responsibilities also extended to overseeing peacekeeping efforts there. A bounty system was used to keep criminals in the Wilds in check, making peacekeepers like Gram little more than government sanctioned bounty hunters, though the Military didn’t like to admit it.

Besides being Gram’s superior officer, he had also once been Gram’s mentor and close friend.

He’d also been one of the officers most vocally in favor of Nix’s execution.

He jumped to his feet as Nix approached, his usually calm face red with fury.

“What’s he doing here?”

Nix fished two black cards from his pocket and threw them on the table before sitting down in front of his waiting sandwich.

“You’ll find them by the east wall,” he said gesturing to the bounty cards. “There was a third man with them. He didn’t have a bounty, so I let him go.”

The Commander glared at him, making no move to pick up the cards. The nearest soldiers fidgeted in anticipation, but Nix ignored them. He knew the Commander wouldn’t actually start a fight that could risk hurting the civilian patrons of the tavern. Whatever else, he was a man with a moral code.

As he expected, the Commander smoothed the graying sides of his already neat hair before running his hands down the front of his dark jacket. He sat down with a disgruntled huff before picking up the cards and handing them to a wiry looking soldier at the nearest table.

“Barton, take some men to go check it out.” Turning back to Gram he said, “Don’t you think you’re being too careless, openly associating with this criminal. I can’t protect you if someone like Ethan Zane decides to arrest you both.”

Gram let out a long, loud laugh, earning surprised and annoyed looks from the soldiers and patrons at other tables.

“You know, I’d actually love for Zane to try. I owe him some cracked ribs after all.”

The Commander frowned.

“I’m serious Gram. Andrea Stewart isn’t someone to take lightly, and Zane is serving under her new command. Even without a grudge against you both, you know he would jump at the chance to boost his career.”

“Don’t they have more important things to worry about than old grudges?” Gram argued. “Nix isn’t with the Syndicate anymore. Why can’t they just let it go?”

The Commander shot Nix a look of disgust.

“You know Commander Stewart was opposed to allowing you to become a peacekeeper in the first place, Gram,” the Commander said with a shake of his head. “Now she has enough authority to cause problems. I’d rather you stop giving her more reasons to have you tried for treason.”

“Nice to see the Military hasn’t changed at all,” Gram grumbled with an eye roll. “Still wasting time arguing about the things that don’t matter.”

“And you haven’t changed either,” the Commander snapped. “I’ve already done everything I can for you. I can’t keep protecting you if you insist on keeping him around.”

Gram set his drink down on the table with a loud clang before running one large hand through his brown hair.

“That’s not really why you’re here, though, is it?” Gram asked, changing the subject with an accusatory glare. “Iris’s kids. You’re still looking for them.”

The Commander looked away, his face turning pale.

“You know I don’t like it either, Gram. The last thing I want is for Research to make more monsters like him. If I’d had my way, we would have gotten rid of him and been done with all of this.”

“You know that wouldn’t stop them. Now that they know telepathy exists, they won’t stop until they can create the ability themselves,” Gram said coldly. “The last thing they care about is who gets hurt in the process. But this is about more than just Research, Nolan. I don’t understand how you can keep doing this. You know that boy is your—”

“He’s not,” Nolan cut him off, then sighed. He seemed to shrink in his chair as he continued. “Iris made that clear.”

“I know you don’t really believe that,” Gram countered. “Either way, it doesn’t change the fact that this is wrong, and you know it.”

The Commander shook his head.

“What do you want me to do, Gram? Throw away my career like you? What good will that do? Besides, there’s no question, that girl is unstable. She could hurt someone. Reports suggest that she already has. Do you really think it’s better to leave her out there on her own? If we find her, bring her in, maybe we can get her the help that she needs.”

“And then what?” Gram’s voice rose angrily, “Are you going to push for her execution too, like you did with Nix? Or turn her over to the researchers until she’s so sick she dies anyway?”

“We’ve been through this before, Gram,” the Commander said. “This has nothing to do with Iris or Alyssa. You know it’s not my decision to make. I’m just following orders.”

Even with the other thoughts pounding in his head, Gram’s flash of pain was strong and unmistakable. The Commander had gone too far. Nix pushed his plate away angrily and balled his other hand into a fist. Chairs squeaked as the Micros sensed his energy rise and jumped to their feet.

Gram shook his head slightly toward Nix before leaning back into his chair in a sulk, his arms crossed over his chest.

Nix exhaled and relaxed his hand. The Commander stood and waved off the soldiers without looking at Nix.

“Like I told you before, we haven’t seen them,” Gram snapped.

“I know you don’t like it Gram, but it’ll be better if we find them before Commander Stewart or some bounty hunter.” The Commander almost sounded regretful, whether for upsetting Gram or because he didn’t like the assignment he was given, Nix wasn’t sure. “If you really want to help them, this is the best way to do it.”

Gram snorted and the Commander sighed again.

“Think about my offer. The Military needs you. I need you.”

Gram glanced up with a frown.

“Do those idiots in charge really want to start another war?” he asked.

“The war never ended, Gram. You’re naive if you think otherwise.”

Nix didn’t like the Commander any more than the Commander liked him, but he was right about this at least. The two sides had reached a stalemate long before any of them were even alive, but the fighting had never stopped entirely. Each side would do just about anything to undermine the other; and if the right opportunity presented itself, neither would stop short of ripping the territories to shreds if it meant claiming a decisive victory.

“We’ll be returning to the city in a few days. Let me know your answer.”

The Commander threw another disgusted look toward Nix before turning on his heel and marching off. Most of the soldiers rose from their seats at nearby tables to follow after him.

“What did he want?” Nix asked.

“He wants me to come back,” Gram said with a sigh. “He’s being put in charge of an operation to root out Syndicate presence in the Eastern Territory.”

Nix scowled and Gram broke into a grin.

“Don’t worry, just because he wants me to go back, doesn’t mean I plan to accept.”

“Why not?” Nix asked, looking away with a snort. “It’s not like you left the Military by choice. If you have the chance to go back, why not take it?”

Gram let out a sigh. “You really are a dumbass, you know that?”

With that Gram was back to sulking. Nix ignored him. It wasn’t difficult with the pounding in his head and all the thoughts forcibly taking his attention. He dropped his head into his hands with a sigh and squeezed his eyes shut as he rubbed his temples with his fingers.

“Guess those punks gave you a tough time,” Gram teased.

Nix snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. They were nothing. My headache is just worse than usual today.”

“You get anything from Nolan?” Gram asked tentatively, a note of worry in his tone.

Nix shook his head.

Gram stayed silent. Nix didn’t look up, not wanting to see the surprise or worry on his face. Market Day made it harder for him to read specific thoughts, but usually he was still able to get something.

“Maybe you should head back to base,” Gram said softly.

“I’m fine,” Nix snapped. He wanted to return to base, of course, but he didn’t like when Gram treated him like a kid. He didn’t need someone to take care of him or tell him what to do.

Gram stood with a sigh and Nix followed him down the steps and out of the tavern, glares and whispers following them as they went.

Nix squinted and sucked in his breath as he stepped out into the bright sunlight. He held up his hand to shield his eyes as he scanned the crowd with a frown. They were out there in the square somewhere, the owner of those thoughts.

“Let’s get out of the sun,” Gram said, wiping his forehead as he walked toward the shade of a nearby alley. In spite of the heat, Nix hesitated before following him into the dark, narrow space. He ignored the prickling of his skin and took a deep breath as he leaned against the cool stone wall.

“You’re staying in town?” he asked.

“Well, one of us has to do some work,” Gram shot him a mischievous look. Nix just rolled his eyes.

“Normally I’d stay in town until the merchants leave either way, but I want to talk to Mel again and do some asking around, see if I can get any information on those kids.”

Nix shook his head as Gram pulled a bounty card from his pocket and tapped it, bringing up the projection of two faces—a boy and a girl in their late teens who were obviously related. The pictures were several years old, but sufficient to help bounty hunters recognize the siblings. The girl had round brown eyes, a square face, and light blond hair to her shoulders. Her bounty information stated that she was nineteen, an escapee from the Northwarden Research Facility, a Macro and a Manipulator. Her brother, a twenty-four-year-old Micro, had similar features, though his hair was so light it was almost white. As much as he looked like his sister, his resemblance to the Commander, was also obvious. They had the same gray eyes and the same sharp nose.

Nix had recognized her the first time Gram had shown him the bounty information. It hadn’t been his intention to rescue anyone when he’d broken into the Northwarden facility. He’d only wanted to steal the research data. Of course, deactivating the security at the facility meant most of the test subjects were able to break out without further aid from him.

Except her. He’d found that girl unconscious in the hallway and carried her out.

He’d had no idea at the time she would end up being someone Gram would try so hard to find.

“Do you really think they’d come to Karza?” Nix asked, looking away from the image. “If they want to avoid the Military, wouldn’t they go West?”

Gram shook his head and put the card back in his pocket. “Sounds like they tried that. Rumor is they caused some trouble in Senari.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

Nix did his best to keep track of Syndicate activity, but he hadn’t heard or read anything about trouble in Senari outside of the usual clan squabbles.

Gram didn’t answer. He seemed to be concentrating, trying to pick out the Macros in the square. He let out a groan and shook his head.

“You have too much damn energy, you know that?” he grumbled as he ran a hand through his hair. “I can hardly pick up anything else.”

“Or maybe you just suck at sensing,” Nix said with a smirk.

“Well, it definitely doesn’t help that you’re here. And neither does that scary face of yours,” Gram taunted. “I can’t get any work done if you keep starting fights I have to pretend to ignore.”

Gram chuckled at his own joke, but Nix ignored him.

“There’s definitely someone out there who doesn’t want to be found,” he said, steering the conversation back to the siblings. “They’re afraid. Doesn’t mean it’s her. Plenty of people want to avoid the Military.”

“They’re in the square now?”

They know I’m here.

Nix couldn’t answer. His breath stuck in his lungs as the alley seemed to disappear around him, replaced with the memory of the research lab. His stomach churned with a sudden wave of nausea. The panic felt so real, so immediate, like the bodies in the square were actually pressing around him, trapping him, keeping him from running.

The thoughts entered the alley, and he nearly lost his own balance from the sudden jolt of surprise as someone crashed into Gram. The choking fear cleared somewhat, but the thoughts remained just as loud. He looked down at their source, a woman who’d fallen to the ground in front of them.

The dark hood of her jacket had been knocked back, and her pale hair clung to her face. Her small frame and fear-filled eyes made her look younger than she actually was, but she still looked older than the picture Gram had been looking at only moments before.

It was her. The girl the soldiers were looking for.

Gram’s expression made it obvious that he recognized her too. He did a poor job of not showing it as he held out a hand to help her up.

He knows who I am.

She didn’t miss Gram’s size or the gun hanging at his side. The word bounty hunter flashed through her thoughts along with a fresh wave of panic.

I can’t go back.

She didn’t take Gram’s hand, but repositioned herself as though she was going to stand up on her own. She quickly made a plan to throw her heavy pack at him, hoping to knock him off balance so she could escape. She still hadn’t noticed Nix standing in the shadows deeper in the alley.

Nix moved at the same time she did, rushing toward her with a burst of speed. If she fled to the rooftop, she’d only make it easier for the soldiers to find her.

She was fast and he almost missed her, but he was faster. He grabbed her by the arm as she took off from the ground. She fell hard, the air knocked from her lungs. His own head rang with the impact and he staggered back. His vision blurred and it was all he could do to stay on his feet. She didn’t miss his moment of hesitation. Without waiting for her own dizziness to pass, she pushed herself off the ground explosively. Pain ripped through her body, and he thought he might pass out.

He shook his head, swore, and jumped after her.

“Wait dumbass!” Gram shouted after him.

Nix didn’t wait. She was moving fast. If he didn’t go now, he would lose her.
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Following the girl was easy. Her thoughts invaded his. He could feel her weariness and the dull pain building in her head as she forced herself to take each step.

She reached a small village southwest of Karza and Nix positioned himself on a small hill outside of the town to wait and observe. He knew where the siblings were now, so he could easily leave and report back to Gram, but he couldn’t be sure that no one had followed them. Gram was probably pissed enough that Nix had run off on his own. If he had led the Military right to the girl and then left her undefended, Gram would only be more upset.

The village, like most in the Wilds, bore heavy scars from the war. The outer wall was little more than a pile of rubble, only standing intact in intermittent patches. The most livable houses had cracked walls and missing windowpanes.

The girl met her brother outside of one such house, with a crooked door sitting askew in a cracked frame. In spite of the derelict condition of the house, the surrounding yard was kept neat. Welcoming patches of green sprouted from a variety of boxes and pots, forming a colorful walkway.

The brother was waiting for her outside the house and the girl’s worry for herself quickly turned to worry for him as he hobbled toward her, leaning heavily on a cane. He’d injured his knee, it seemed, in a way that hadn’t healed even after some time. She stepped away as he tried to steady her, which only made her wobble on her aching legs.

The man was tall, much taller than her, and she had to crane her neck to look up at him as she explained, inaccurately, what had happened in town. Nix let out a snort as she called him and Gram bounty hunters. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that their encounter had been pure coincidence, or that they had done nothing to lead her to assume they were after her.

Nix stiffened as the girl waited with bated breath for her brother to sense their surroundings for anyone suspicious. It didn’t take a lot of talent for Micros to sense his large channeling pool. There was no way the brother would miss him.

To his surprise, relief flooded her thoughts as her brother shook his head.

He hadn’t sensed anyone.

Nix tried to focus his telepathy on the man, but the girl’s thoughts only grew louder with the attempt, crashing through his head like a mallet.

He pulled back and rubbed his head, confused and frustrated.

Why were her thoughts so loud, and why hadn’t her brother been able to sense him? Was there something wrong with his abilities?

There was no way for him to know what was going on. Maybe he could ask Lucan later, but at the moment all he could do was observe. He slumped to the ground against a small scrub tree as the girl admitted to leaving her pack behind. Another careless decision. Surviving in the Wilds without adequate resources was only something one could do if they were willing to take what they needed from others. He doubted that was something these siblings were willing to do.

The girl’s thoughts turned to her parents as the brother served her a bowl of sludgy looking stew. Nix recognized the sad ache mixed with warm nostalgia—a longing for a time that would never come again. Nix had felt similar thoughts from Gram whenever he thought back on the past.

Nix had never understood it. Remembering the past only made him want to forget.

Thoughts of any imminent danger seemed to be forgotten as the siblings ate their meal. They laughed and made jokes about the brother’s cooking and the girl settled into a comfortable contentment. Her brother’s presence had a calming influence on her. Maybe it was his easy and relaxed demeanor, or maybe she simply trusted his abilities enough to believe no one had followed her.

After they’d finished their meal, the brother became quiet and distant, something that must have been unusual for him as his behavior triggered the girl’s anxiety again. Nix tensed along with her as she wondered if he did sense someone after all. Once again, he simply shook his head.

After that, the girl recounted the events in town. Nix huffed at the sense of wounded pride she felt that he’d managed to match her speed when no one else had before. He was the one who should feel disgraced. She was fast, but nowhere near as fast as him. There was no reason she should have gotten away from him in the first place. He should have been able to stop her.

It seemed likely the siblings would decide to leave their village in order to avoid being discovered by the Military, who now knew for certain they were in the area. Where would they go? Neither one seemed capable of traveling far. The girl was exhausted and hurting after her trip home. The brother’s old injury seemed to limit his ability to travel.

Nix wanted to return to base, but he was still wary about leaving them undefended. He decided to wait out the night. If the soldiers hadn’t made a move by morning, they were unlikely to do so before he or Gram could return.

He reached into his jacket and pulled out an old radio and screwdriver, something he’d shoved into his pocket that morning so he could keep his hands busy while waiting in town. He loosened the screws and pulled off the back of the radio, trying to distract himself from the girl’s thoughts pouring through his head.


A shadow, a wraith, a ghost

Reality a blur as dark descends

A cage of loneliness and endless wanting

Solitude’s embrace the only touch I feel

Injection of rejection

Their animosity becoming my addiction

A burning need, an aching hole

I crave their hate while longing for redemption


Chapter Three

Nix woke feeling the disorientation of having fallen asleep unintentionally in an unfamiliar place. Why was he outside? Why did it feel like he was still dreaming? Why did his head hurt so much?

His breath caught as he realized the dream filling his thoughts wasn’t his, but the girl’s. The familiarity of it was chilling, so similar to the dream he’d only just woken from, a swirl of memories he’d rather keep buried.

Maybe the experiments done to her had been successful in creating some kind of pseudo-telepathy? It was the only explanation that made sense to him. Maybe that was the reason her thoughts were so clear. Maybe she was transmitting them without realizing it.

Nix took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to clear his head.

He needed to get back to base.

His stomach rumbled.

Maybe Gram would at least let him eat before shooting at him.
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He didn’t.

Gram fired from around the opening of the gate as Nix neared the walls. Nix dodged the first two shots, but the third caught him in the shoulder. Once Gram started firing multiple rapid shots, it was hard to tell where they would go. There was almost no avoiding taking at least one hit, especially with the dull ache in his head and the heavy exhaustion in his body making him feel slow and sluggish.

The bullets were blanks, of course, and therefore not dangerous, but even through the heavy fabric of his jacket, they still stung. Nix let out a frustrated grunt as Gram fired the next series of shots. His foot slipped on the loose gravel as he tried to move in close. Gram closed the short remaining distance himself and knocked Nix off his feet. Nix landed hard on the ground, the jolt sending spikes of pain through his already throbbing head. He didn’t bother to get up. He was too tired and Gram was too angry. One shot usually meant he was joking. Three meant he was annoyed. More than that? He was definitely pissed off.

“You look like hell,” Gram said with a frown as he stood over him.

“Being shot at and knocked on your ass will do that to a person.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t deserve it, running off like a dumbass.” Gram’s face broke into its usual grin, and he reached down to help Nix up. “But I guess I’ll call us even for now. Let’s get some food.”

Gram usually heated food as soon as he sensed Nix returning. It never saved Nix from whatever lecture Gram had on his mind, though. That day was no exception. He’d run off on his own, again, with no plan and no backup. Half the Wilds were trying to get their hands on him, not to mention the soldiers.

The usual.

Nix finished two trays of food before Gram finally leaned back in his chair with a sigh. Fortunately, Gram was pretty quick to let things go, once he’d picked a fight and had his say.

“Well, you learn anything last night?”

Nix reached for a third meal and answered Gram’s question telepathically so he could continue eating.

“It’s possible the telepathy experiments were at least partially successful.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Her thoughts are…distinct. Maybe she’s projecting them without knowing it?”

He met Gram’s narrowed eyes, then shrugged uncomfortably before returning to his food.

“Is that what was going on with you yesterday?” Gram grumbled.

Nix shrugged again. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

Gram suspected Nix wasn’t telling him everything, but he didn’t push it. He shook his head and rubbed his hand over his face.

“I better let Luc know. You, sleep.”

“Tell me what happened after I left,” Nix said, pushing his last empty food tray away. “No one followed us, but I’m sure the soldiers noticed.”

“It can wait. You look like you could pass out any minute, and I’m not about to carry your sorry ass to bed.”

Gram was right. He was exhausted. Lack of sleep was something he was used to. Staying awake for most of the night was normal for him. It shouldn’t have been a big deal, but the intensity of the girl’s thoughts, and his futile attempts to dampen them, had left him drained.

Nix made his way down the hall to the sparsely furnished bedroom that was supposed to be his. He spent little time in the main house, preferring the openness of the rear vehicle bay he used as a workshop. Today he was too tired to drag himself all the way there.

He slung his jacket over the empty chair in the corner and pulled off his boots before flopping onto the bed.

He didn’t know how long he slept, but he woke gasping for air, his heart racing. Beads of sweat ran down his face and neck. His shirt clung to him, hot and sticky.

The room was hot, too hot, too stagnant.

Air.

He hadn’t opened the window and he couldn’t breathe.

His legs wobbled as he stumbled to the window and fumbled to open the shutters.

They wouldn’t open.

His fingers scrambled frantically until finally, the latch released. Bright light filled the room as he threw the shutters back, but he hardly paused to cringe at the sudden brightness. He slid open the windowpane and sucked in several breaths of fresh air, relief filling his lungs until his breathing began to slow.

He moved away from the window and sank to the bed, his head dropping into his trembling hands. It had been his second nightmare in less than a day, and he knew the trigger. It was the girl and her suffocating thoughts. Her fear, her memories—they stirred up too many things that he’d rather forget but never could. The black nothingness, the faces that haunted him, the deaths, the labs. He rubbed his face and concentrated on keeping his breathing steady, on the light shining on the floor, on the rough calluses on his hands from a decade of sword training.

Once his breathing returned to normal, he peeled off his sweaty shirt and turned his neck stiffly from side to side. He rolled his shoulders with a sudden longing for a hot shower.

Nix had been living at the base with Gram for years now, but it still felt new to him. Even after all this time he still ate every meal like he didn’t know when the next would come. He relished regular showers like a luxury. He expected it to end at any moment, for Gram to realize, like everyone else, that Nix really was just a monster.

Until then, it was nice to be able to take advantage of the comforts he wouldn’t have on his own.
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After showering and putting on fresh clothes, Nix made his way to the kitchen. Gram entered as he was heating up a meal.

“Didn’t expect you to be up already,” Gram said.

Nix shrugged. “I need to get back out there.”

“I don’t like the idea of you going out there alone again. Not with the Military on the move,” Gram said with a sigh.

“That’s exactly why I need to go. Unless you want the Military to find them.”

“Yeah, and what about when they find you?” Gram countered. “I don’t know what was up with you yesterday. You said the girl’s thoughts are clearer than others? Seems like that was throwing you off quite a bit.”

“I said I can handle it,” Nix spat. “It just surprised me yesterday. That’s all. Anyway, I thought you were planning to stay in town. Why did you even come back?”

“How else was I supposed to find out if you were still alive, dumbass?” He sighed and shook his head before continuing. “I talked to Mel after you ran off like an idiot. They got a tip that the girl’s been seen in town on Market Day, figured she might show up again. Their Micro sensed someone besides you with a lot of energy, but when she ran into us in that alley, they lost her. Nolan thinks we had a hand in helping her escape, so they’ll be searching in the direction you both went. Which means it’s only a matter of time until they find her.”

“So what’s your plan?” Nix asked, though he already knew. “Bring them here?

Gram frowned and gave a slight nod. “Sounds like the Military is serious. I’d rather we not leave them to fend for themselves anymore.”

Nix didn’t know why that confirmation bothered him. He tried to push the feeling away as he pulled his phone from his pocket and moved his empty food tray to one side so he could project a map onto the table in front of them.

“Their village is here,” he pointed out the location on the map. “They talked like they were planning to leave, but I doubt they’ll do anything for a day or two at least.”

“Any idea where they plan to go?”

Nix shook his head.

“They didn’t talk about it while I was there. I doubt they would travel back towards Karza. And they probably wouldn’t go east either.”

Gram nodded. “There isn’t much that’s habitable further south. It’s hard to imagine they’d go that way. There aren’t even any roads. That just leaves the west.”

“Didn’t you say they caused some kind of trouble in Senari?”

Gram nodded. “Mel says the Syndicate has been looking for them, too. Word is the girl got into it with some guys in Senari. Injured two of them. Seems a little far-fetched to me. What do you think?”

Nix shrugged. She was no fighter, that much was obvious from her movements and poor decision making, but he hadn’t been able to stop her in the alley. He could claim he had been distracted by her thoughts, but he knew that wasn’t the only reason. She was fast, and she had a lot of channeling, but she lacked control. That could be a dangerous combination.

“The Commander said she’s unstable. I don’t know if it’s because of the experiments or just because she doesn’t know how to control her abilities. Maybe it’s both. Either way, I think she could hurt someone. More likely, she’ll just get herself hurt if something doesn’t change.”

Gram’s frown deepened.

“So what’s your plan?” Nix asked again, his tone reflecting the irritation he felt at the thought of the siblings coming to the base.

“I don’t want to raise a ruckus around their village. The less attention we draw the better,” Gram mused, mentally noting Nix’s irritation but choosing to ignore it. He figured Nix was usually irritated about something, and he’d been around him long enough to know that prodding would only make it worse. He continued, “I don’t want to scare them either, but it seems there’s no avoiding that. The girl, Thea, seems pretty high-strung.”

Nix scoffed. That was putting it mildly.

“She thinks we’re bounty hunters,” he said. “No matter what we do, she’s going to think we’re trying to turn her in.”

“Either way, we ought to bring Luc in on this. If something is wrong with Thea because of the experiments, then he’ll be the best person to help her. Besides, he’ll want to meet them too.”

Gram was already referring to the siblings by name as if he’d known them for years.

“Then I should get back out there,” Nix grumbled, as he stood and returned his phone to his pocket. If Gram was right and they were going south, having it wouldn’t do much good. He wouldn’t have a signal. “I’ll take a radio and contact you with any changes.”

“I still don’t like the thought of you going alone,” Gram insisted. “Besides, Kai’s a Micro, isn’t he? Won’t he sense you?”

Nix shrugged.

“He didn’t last night. In any case, I can track them easier than you can if they decide to leave.”

“Your energy sensing sucks,” he added mentally.

“Asshole,” Gram thought before speaking out loud. “Fine. You keep an eye on them. I’ll contact Luc and we’ll join you once he’s able to get away from the clinic. Maybe my energy sensing sucks, but it’s enough to track your crazy ass channeling all over the Wilds.”

Nix scowled as he turned to leave.

“Be careful out there,” Gram told him. “I’ve gotten kind of used to having your dumb ass around so try not to do anything too stupid.”

Nix rolled his eyes, but his mouth pulled up into a crooked smirk.

“No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”


I see the world

through my own eyes but

only hear my voice

inside my head

like someone else

is speaking.

My body does

not feel like

it belongs to me

but instead

like something far away.

It feels like

being watched.


Chapter Four

Thea and Kai had left their village early that morning. They traveled south at first, hoping to avoid any typical routes, but they planned to loop back toward another village to the west. Thea didn’t like the idea of traveling west again, but they didn’t have much choice. Traveling east or north would only put them in danger of having the Military find them. She only hoped they would be far enough south to be beyond the notice of the Syndicate. Her encounter with them in Senari had only proved to her that everything she’d been taught as a child was true. They were dangerous.

It had been during her first trip to Karza for Market Day that she had learned the Syndicate was looking for her. She’d made the mistake of entering the tavern to rest. The room itself had seemed ready to pounce on her, but fortunately one of the servers had ushered her out a side door. They’d told her then that it wasn’t just the Military who were looking for her, but the Syndicate, too.

It had surprised her. Whether they simply wanted revenge for their injured men, or if they had another purpose in mind, Thea didn’t know. She didn’t want to find out. She did everything she could to avoid being recognized after that, including wearing a hood as well as avoiding the tavern.

One of the two bounty hunters she’d run into had been dressed in black, the way many of the Syndicate dressed. Was it possible they were more than mere bounty hunters? It didn’t matter. The Syndicate was just as bad. The only option was to make sure neither group found her. That was why she and Kai had to leave.

Their pace was slow as they travelled. Thea worried about Kai’s knee. She knew that walking long distances was still difficult for him. That was why she always made the trip to Karza alone.

“How’s your leg?” she asked. “Maybe we should stop soon?”

It hadn’t been that long since their last break, but Thea had noticed a change in his walk. He was favoring his injured knee more.

Kai tried to smile, but the expression looked more like a grimace.

“I was hoping to make it to those rocks,” he said. “We should be able to find a more secluded place to make camp.”

The rock formation Kai pointed to was still pretty far away. Thea looked around, hoping to find some other shelter where they could make camp, but the surrounding area was too flat and open.

“We should at least take a short break,” Thea insisted.

Kai shook his head.

“I’m okay, I promise. I’d like to keep going.”

Thea shifted the heavy pack on her back and tried to focus on the weariness in her legs and the aching in her shoulders. Kai always knew what she was feeling, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t still trick him.

“Actually, I think I could use a break,” she said, trying to sound guilty.

“Ok, let’s take a short break, then.” Kai gave her a half-hearted smile that told her he wasn’t fooled by her act.

Thea smiled in relief anyway.

Take care of your sister.

She’d heard their parents tell Kai the same phrase for as long as she could remember, but she was an adult now and their parents weren’t there. It was time she started taking care of herself, and maybe sometimes, she could take care of Kai, too.
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The rock formation turned out to be much larger than Thea had guessed while viewing it from a distance. It rose from the ground taller than a city tower and covered as much ground—if not more—than the entire town of Karza. One side was sheer rock, another was jagged spires. Boulders taller than Kai littered the ground around the base of the rock formation, creating an eerie maze of stone. They set up their camp in a smooth recess that had been worn away by wind and rain. Between the boulders and the surrounding scrub trees, they were well hidden from view. Even a fire wouldn’t be easily noticeable by any observers.

Of course, no one would try to track them using their physical senses alone.

Thea shivered. Worrying about Kai had been a decent distraction while they’d been traveling, but now that they had set up camp, she felt jittery. Little noises made her jump, and she found herself straining to listen for sounds that weren’t there.

She was so distracted the pot she’d been stirring boiled over, its liquid sizzling in the fire below, sending up a puff of smoke. She coughed and fanned the smoke away from her face.

“That isn’t like you,” Kai said as he ground herbs into a bowl, his voice muffled by the mask he wore over his mouth and nose.

“I was just distracted, I guess,” she said. “What are you making?”

Kai only wore a mask while grinding herbs if he was worried about breathing them in.

Thea froze.

“Are you making those herb bombs?”

He’d been quiet all day. She’d thought his leg had been bothering him, but she realized now it was more than that. He hadn’t just been quiet. He’d been distracted and tense.

“Kai, what aren’t you telling me?”

Kai sighed and set down the bowl. Instead of answering her, he turned toward the darkness beyond their small camp, his brow furrowed in concentration, his eyes unfocused.

He sensed someone.

“We’re being followed,” he told her at last, turning back to face her.

The words felt like a blow to her chest, stealing her breath away.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asked quietly.

“I didn’t want to say anything to make you worry until I was sure. Whoever it is has kept their distance, but they never get too close or too far away. They stopped whenever we did. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

Thea felt her cheeks burn. She’d thought she’d been taking care of him, but all along he’d been protecting her from the truth, keeping her from doing something reckless. She felt foolish for not realizing what was going on sooner.

“How many are there?”

“I…” Kai paused, doubt clouding his expression. “I’m not sure. There’s a Macro with a lot of energy, of that I’m certain. Sometimes I think I’m picking up others, but it could just be my nervousness playing tricks on me.”

“It’s probably that bounty hunter from Karza,” Thea squeaked. “Which means his partner must be a Micro after all. How else could he track us?”

“Maybe.” Kai sounded uncertain. “You should eat while I finish this.”

Kai picked up his bowl again. Thea’s stomach felt heavy. After only a few bites of food, it began to ache. She set aside a bowl for Kai and began cleaning up. After packing up what she could, she began levitating small rocks and shooting them at the nearby wall, trying to hit the same spot with each rock.

“That’s not resting,” Kai said without looking up.

“How can I rest?” Thea asked in frustration. “We could be attacked at any moment. I can’t just sit here.”

“That’s exactly why you shouldn’t be wasting your energy,” he countered patiently.

He’d begun scooping the crushed herbs into small envelopes of waxed paper. The envelopes were made for storing herbs, to keep them fresh, but Kai had realized the thin paper was also fragile enough to break easily when thrown or manipulated, making an ideal container for his invention. Once the paper was broken the powder would fill the air like dust, spreading its disorienting effect to potential attackers. As a Manipulator, Thea could launch the packages at an enemy while maintaining a safe distance.

Not that they’d ever tested them against real opponents.

“I’ll know if anyone gets close enough to attack. That Macro is still keeping their distance.”

“What if it’s a trick?” she asked. “What if that Macro is trying to confuse your senses? You said it was hard to tell if anyone else was following us. Maybe his job is to let someone else sneak in closer.”

Kai frowned as he thought about her words, then shrugged. She thought the movement seemed stiff, like he was trying too hard to appear unconcerned.

“That’s good thinking,” he said. “I would still sense anyone close enough to make an attack though. That Macro has a lot of energy, but like I said, they’re keeping their distance. If anyone were closer I would know it. After all, I can still sense people when you’re around.”

In spite of his assurances, Kai seemed more on edge after that. It made Thea feel more anxious every time his hands stopped working. He was right, though. She shouldn’t waste her channeling on throwing rocks. Instead, she paced back and forth until he’d finally sealed the last envelope and pulled the mask away from his face.

“What now?” she asked as she moved to his side.

“Why don’t you hide some of these around the outside of the camp so you can use them on anyone who gets close,” he told her, holding up one of the herb-filled envelopes. “We can keep a few with us just in case, but it would be better not to use them here where it’s enclosed. We’d end up breathing in the herbs too.”

Thea nodded and gathered up the envelopes, careful not to rip the fragile paper. She shivered as she moved away from the warm glow of the fire toward the darkness that lay beyond their camp.

The surrounding boulders cast long dark shadows in the moonlight. The vision was eerie. The deepness of the shadows tugged at the back of her mind—something like a memory she couldn’t quite recall. Her heart pounded with more than just anxiety for their current situation. She froze, clinging the envelopes too tight in her arms. She wanted to turn back, stay close to the warmth of the fire and the comfort of Kai’s presence. She wanted him to put one arm around her and tell her everything was going to be okay.

But it wasn’t. Someone was after her and she needed to do whatever she could to keep herself and Kai safe. She wasn’t a child anymore. She didn’t need Kai to lie to her.

She took a deep breath and stepped into the shadows, enhancing her vision and hearing to scan the darkness for the slightest movement.

As she placed the envelopes, she infused a small amount of her own energy into each one. It would make them easier to control later, so long as that energy didn’t dissipate before she needed it.

Once she’d finished, she returned to sit close to Kai as he ate the dinner she’d left out for him. She felt a lonely ache she couldn’t explain, like he would disappear if she looked away from him. She leaned her head against his shoulder, appreciating his warmth and the reassuring comfort of being near him.

Kai stiffened.

“Someone’s coming. It’s not the Macro. You were right. There are others. They’re close. I couldn’t sense them before.”

Thea stood, her adrenaline already pounding in her ears. She moved toward the rocks, but Kai grabbed her arm.

“Thea, wait.”

“I’ll hide among the rocks,” she told him. “And use the envelopes on anyone who gets close.”

Kai hesitated, but after a moment, he let go.

“Try to stay hidden,” he said. “If the envelopes don’t work, come back here and we’ll think of something else.”

Thea looked around, wishing there was some place Kai could hide.

“What about you?”

“They aren’t here for me,” he said sadly, then held up one of the envelopes he’d kept for himself. “And I have these.”

Thea turned back toward the cold darkness beyond their camp. The best way to keep him safe was to stop anyone from getting to their camp in the first place.

❖

“You know I should be happy that you listened to me for a change,” Gram said as he and Lucan climbed off his bike, “but I did bet Luc you’d do something stupid, so I’m honestly a little disappointed.”

Nix rolled his eyes and pointed toward the rock formation.

“They’re camped on the far side of those rocks.”

“I know I said to keep your distance, but aren’t you a little far away?” Gram asked as he adjusted his night-vision eyepiece.

“I didn’t want the brother to sense me,” Nix said, not wanting to voice the real reason he kept his distance.

Before Gram could reply, the girl’s thoughts changed from a distant whisper to a drumming rumble. Something had made her channeling spike.

“Wait.” Nix held up his hand to cut off Gram’s response.

Someone was approaching their camp.

Nix swore under his breath and started to run.

“Wait, dumbass!” Gram called, but Nix didn’t stop.

“Someone else is there,” he transmitted. They didn’t have time to sit around hatching plans. They had to act now.

Running closer to the siblings’ camp meant Nix couldn’t use his telepathy to locate the intruders. Instead, he enhanced his other senses. He knew it would only make his growing headache worse, but he didn’t have a choice.

He heard movement in the scrub trees to one side of the rocks and turned toward the sound. Maybe it was stupid to rush ahead on his own, when he didn’t know who was waiting or how many there were. Gram wouldn’t be far behind, though. In the unlikely event that he couldn’t handle things on his own, he could count on Gram and Lucan to back him up.

Shadows moved among the trees. He counted at least five, but there could be more that he couldn’t see. He approached warily, weaving between the trees while listening for any signs of an attack. As the trees opened up into a small clearing, a familiar figure stepped out from the shadows.

“Well, well, long time no see, Ghost.”

Nix swore silently. He’d let his guard down and walked right into a trap.

Since he couldn’t rely on his telepathy, Nix stepped forward into the clearing in order to give himself as clear a view as possible. He moved casually, as though the Syndicate members were just his old comrades instead of a group of people who hated him and wanted him dead.

The nearest figure stepped back as Nix moved forward. At least his reputation was still intact. That alone might be enough to stall their attack until Gram arrived.

“What are you doing here, Kuda?”

“What does it matter to a traitor like you?” Kuda spat.

Nix let out a snort.

“Drop the act, Kuda,” he growled. “You aren’t any more loyal to the Syndicate than I am. You’re just too much of a coward to leave it behind.”

“At least I’m not some peacekeeper’s pet,” Kuda snarled, drawing his sword.

Ah. At least one thing made sense.

“Kaori sent you,” he said. It wasn’t a question. Though why she’d have sent Kuda here, Nix couldn’t begin to guess. “I know she didn’t send you to capture me. So, what does she want with those two?”

Nix gestured toward the rock formation where the siblings had set up their camp. He shook his head. He didn’t really expect an answer.

“It doesn’t matter,” he continued as he shifted his stance and drew his sword. The nearest figures shrank back a step. “Because the result will end up the same. You’re going back empty-handed.”

Kuda laughed.

“I guess you haven’t changed, Ghost. You still like to talk big, but there are ten of us and only one of you.”

Nix snorted again, though he scanned the clearing in surprise. He still couldn’t see them all. He was definitely at a disadvantage without his telepathy. Where the hell was Gram?

“Then I guess you haven’t changed either if you still think you have even the slightest chance against me. If you were smart, and let’s be honest, we both know that’s not the case. If you were smart, you’d take your squad and go.”

Nix didn’t wait for the others to make the first move. He pushed more channeling into his senses while trying to ignore the pounding in his head. The girl had heard them and was foolishly running toward them. He had to end this. He rushed toward the nearest fighter, hurling them into a tree. He heard the scrape of footsteps behind him and the sound of metal slicing through the air. He pivoted to the side, just barely avoiding the attacker’s blade. He swung his own sword in a low arc, slicing the other man across the chest before he could parry.

“You idiots!” Kuda whined angrily. “What are you doing? I told you, you all need to attack him at once!”

“Go ahead,” Nix said mockingly. “Come at me if you want to end up like your friend here.”

He let the word friend drip from his lips with all the disdain he could muster. There were no friends in the Syndicate. No one would come to the fallen man’s rescue. The only question was whether their hatred would outweigh their fear. He had to do whatever he could to make them feel the latter. With a tinge of regret, he stabbed his sword down into the man’s abdomen. Gram wouldn’t approve, but at the moment he didn’t have much choice. Nix knew the other man would have gladly killed him if he had the chance.

No one moved to challenge him. No one wanted to die.

Nix rushed toward Kuda, whose enhancement was only mediocre. He could hardly even react against Nix’s superior speed. Nix grabbed his sword hand, crunching it painfully with his own enhanced strength until Kuda was forced to drop his sword. Nix let go and grabbed him by the collar, holding his sword against the other man’s neck.

“Tell Kaori the girl is mine,” Nix growled. If he let them think he was simply after the bounty, they’d be less eager to come after her again. “The next time anyone interferes, they won’t be lucky enough to leave alive.”

❖

Thea clutched the small envelope in her hand as she slunk carefully through the shadows, straining her hearing to pick up any sounds. The sound of voices rose from a small copse of scrub trees. She knew she should stay near the camp and the hidden envelopes, but she had to know who had come for them. She had to see how many there were. After that, she would return to Kai. He would know what to do.

A shout filled the quiet night, and she started to run, her channeling scratching beneath the surface, clawing to get out. Her muscles felt stretched to bursting as they struggled to contain the flowing energy, propelling her faster. She was breathless when she skidded to a noisy halt at the edge of the scraggly trees. She ducked low behind a large bush, peering into the shadows.

A group of people stood in a ring just inside the clearing, dressed in black, with swords in hand. Some wore jackets, but several wore short-sleeved shirts, revealing the distinctive tattoo on their arm. They were from the Syndicate.

Thea recoiled. How had they found her?

There, in the center, stood one of her attackers from Karza, the Macro. He was holding another man by the collar, a sword to his throat.

“Tell Kaori the girl is mine,” he snarled. “The next time anyone interferes, they won’t be lucky enough to leave alive.”

Her skin burned as her energy rose and overflowed from her body. Dust swirled around her as her out-of-control channeling pulled at anything it could latch onto. The fabric of her cloak ruffled as though caught in a breeze. Two of the figures turned in her direction.

They sensed her.

She wouldn’t be able to sneak quietly back to Kai now.

She infused the envelope she was holding with energy and let it hover above her hands momentarily before using her energy to launch it toward the center of the clearing. The paper ripped as it shot from her hand, leaving a trail of powder as it flew. Thea jumped away, her eyes stinging. Two of the men were already running toward her when she landed, seemingly unaffected by the herbs. Because the envelope had broken too soon, it’s trail had been easy to avoid.

She reached into her pocket for another envelope, strengthening it with a slight amount of her own energy. This time she threw it toward her attackers, then used her ability to rip the paper.

Too much energy made the packet explode in a larger cloud than she’d anticipated. This time, she couldn’t avoid it. She could feel the powder burning in her nose and throat as she tried to stumble away.

Her head swam as she ran from a third attacker. She had to get back to the rocks where she’d hidden the rest of the envelopes. She heard a grunt behind her and turned back. The Macro from Karza was there. He’d knocked her pursuer to the ground.

The girl is mine, he’d said.

He was removing the competition so he could take her bounty for himself. She pushed herself faster, trying not to stumble as the needle pricks of energy in her legs turned to searing pain.

The sound of his footsteps was getting closer. He was gaining on her. She ground her teeth and pushed more energy into her speed, sure she could outrun him. He’d surprised her in Karza, but she’d managed to get away from him then and she would again.

She channeled her energy toward the ground, pulling at the rocks and dust beneath her. She launched the swirl of dust and stone back toward him. She heard the scrape of his footsteps as he moved to dodge, followed by a slight hiss. Had she hit him?

Her vision blurred. The dizzying effect of the herbs was sinking in, and she could no longer ignore it. His hand caught her arm, and she swung her free elbow back on a wild instinct. Her elbow tingled from the impact of connecting with his cheekbone. He let go with a grunt and she stumbled forward, her feet scrambling for purchase.

She was close enough. She reached out her hands, the movement helping her focus, and pulled down. Three of the hidden envelopes shot toward them, along with another spray of rocks and dust. Thea tried to jump out of the way, but instead fell awkwardly, her head smacking against the sharp corner of a boulder. The envelopes exploded above them. She heard the soft thud and could just make out the man’s shape falling to his knees behind her.

It wasn’t enough. She had to get back to Kai.

She’d failed to keep him safe. She’d failed to protect herself. They were going to take her. She couldn’t go back.

She tried to pull herself up, but her limbs had no strength. Tears stung her burning eyes as she collapsed again, before darkness filled her vision and she sank into unconsciousness.
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