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      I glanced down at my notes, taking the briefest of seconds to breathe and focus. This was going to work. It had to. My entire career, my future plans, the goals my parents had decided for me when they spent millions of dollars on my genetic code—all of that hinged on this very moment.

      “Thank you for taking the time to discuss a new opportunity I’ve titled The Borough Project that quite literally fell into my lap a few days ago.” I smiled at the Board of Directors for the hospital I worked at, letting that smile grow, letting my charisma envelop the room as I touched each of their shields with my own. “Though if I’m being transparent, it wasn’t literal, but kismet was on our side.” As one and on cue, they all chuckled, like I’d known they would.

      When Kendle May had come to me three days ago, begging for help for herself and her students, ready to give over anything I asked for, it had felt like an answer to a prayer. Or at least, an answer to some feedback I’d recently received: If I wanted that promotion to vice president, I had to ‘perform at the level expected of me both by my leaders and my pre-determined genetic code.’

      I took a sip of water, letting the anticipation stretch out. “Less than a week ago I acquired four Wilds for a research project, unlike anything we’ve ever done. Unlike anything that anyone has ever done before. I would like to emphasize that point.” I continued to let my charisma envelop the room. “We recognize that Wilds are perceived as unpredictable, and society remains uncertain how to manage their presence, often defaulting to confinement or avoidance. This creates significant barriers to employment, educational attainment, and meaningful participation in society. Additionally, their abilities and Gifts are undefined, and some suspect they may be more powerful than we’ve initially thought.”

      There were murmurs in the room. Not all the Breds present liked this hypothesis.

      Careful, Calder—my boss, and the senior vice president of administration and research, opened a channel to whisper in my mind.

      “While some have attempted studies to understand what Wilds can do,” I continued. “The research and conclusions have been…questionable and frankly biased.”

      More murmurs. That was fine. I knew what I was doing. I continued to let my charisma fill the corners of the room. The board would come around; I just needed a few more minutes. “Additionally, many researchers have approached their assessments of Wilds in stressful environments, which may have tainted the results.” That was an understatement. Much of the research on Wilds had been done in institutions where Wilds went after being arrested or turned in by families, businesses, or friends. Wilds in institutions were often restrained and drugged with questionable practices. Several institutions had recently closed, with horrific conditions including filth, disease, and abuse detailed in the media.

      I paused and looked around the room. The men and women present had their corporate masks on, so I went to their shields, the telepathic barriers that protected telepaths from other telepaths. While most of the shields felt strong—like walls around their thoughts, I sensed a bit of curiosity. But many, including Benjamin Rune, the brother of my ex-boyfriend, seemed bored.

      I focused on him. If I could win him over, I’d win the room.

      “But we now have the opportunity to truly examine four unique Wilds in a natural, homelike environment. A place that is both peaceful and stress-free. A place that allows them to use their Gifts without judgement or condemnation. As you’re all aware, Wilds can get arrested for using their Gifts in public.” There was a snort and a shift in the room, signs that several agreed with that practice. “But that won’t happen at my research facility. Imagine what we’ll learn from simple observations. And that’s where my plan begins—observations using only cameras. We’ll start with the basic question: how often do these Wilds use their Gifts, if at all, and what do they use them for?”

      A hand went up. I nodded at the board member, a Bred donor whose genetic code likely cost nearly as much as mine had. Red hair curled around his ears, and his blue eyes, large and handsome, reminded me of an icy lake. He was beautiful and sexy, with an attractive smirk and a muscular body that promised fun and games for those who wanted to play. He stroked his shields against mine, and I fake-smiled, pumping a little more charisma into the room. I was more than qualified to meet him at his level. “What are the skills of these Wilds?” he asked. “Are we talking about ones with minimal abilities, who can sense emotions and might be able to use their psychokinesis on a piece of paper, or more like Value Breds?”

      “Great question,” I chirped. “These four come from Phillip’s Academy, so we can conclude they’re strong. In fact, the adult, Kendle, who I’ll be speaking about in a bit, instructed Wilds for nearly fifteen years.” I went back to my prepared speech. “Once we establish baselines, we’ll begin field research, with tests similar to what’s done in Seagull’s Landing that we all went through one time or another. Once we have baselines and a way to quantify advancement, we’ll continue with various research assessments focusing on telepathy and psychokinesis and advancing as far as teleportation.”

      Benjamin Rune glanced up at me, his jade eyes bright with interest. Perfect. Benjamin wasn’t in charge of the board, but the board tended to do what he wanted.

      “Yes, I said teleportation,” I continued. I flipped to the next slide in the presentation. “This is Rebecca Nikolaev. Her parents passed away last year, and she became a ward of Phillip’s Academy.” The slide showed a picture of Rebecca, smiling at the camera, her crooked teeth and curly red hair apparent. She was cute, but her unaugmented looks marked her as a Wild or a Reg. “Not only is she deaf, but she is a natural teleporter.” I showed several videos I’d recorded over the last few days of the girl disappearing and reappearing at the research facility the four had dubbed ‘The Borough.’

      Several members of the board’s shields shifted, the Breds themselves leaning in. “Can you play that again?” one of them, a neurosurgeon, asked.

      “Of course.” I obliged, playing the video backwards and then at regular speed.

      The neurosurgeon leaned forward. “And she hasn’t been injured?”

      “Not at all. However,‌” I waited…letting the tension grow. “The girl is a Wild and thus untrained. Her ability to teleport is instinctual and, frankly, unpredictable. Even to her. She appears and disappears often at random. Strong emotional responses appear to result in her need to teleport. Additionally, while she’s never appeared halfway through a wall, she doesn’t always appear where she expected to.”

      Rebecca’s teleportation had been a complete shock to me. She teleported as one would go in and out of rooms, completely fearless. There were hundreds of cases of Breds who had killed or severely injured themselves teleporting, but this Wild did it naturally.

      It was something I’d never risked, though, like most Breds, I had contemplated it. My ex-boyfriend was quite skilled at it, as he’d shown frequently when he’d teleported into my home for some…evening activities.

      “And this isn’t doctored?” the neurosurgeon asked. At some point during the morning, she’d dribbled coffee on herself, based on the damp spot on her blouse across her breasts.

      “There’s no way it can be,” Benjamin murmured. They’re from Phillip’s Academy? he asked me telepathically.

      They are, I confirmed.

      Intriguing. Stephen always said that his students weren’t anything special. The equivalent of Value Breds at best.

      I would agree that the other two are similar to Value Breds. I think this girl is just unique, especially for a Wild.

      Curious. He closed the channel, and I returned to my speech.

      “Is this Wild going to be taught control?” another board member asked.

      “How?” asked a third. “We barely understand teleportation ourselves.”

      Benjamin scoffed and folded his arms across his chest. It’s not difficult, he thought to me. You just have to take a risk. And many Breds just don’t want to.

      I added a slight bit more charisma to the room. If I wasn’t careful, I’d be mobbed after the meeting. Still, getting this presentation right was critical to securing funding for The Borough Project and my next promotion.

      I flipped the next slide over to Kendle. She had not smiled at the camera, but her purple eyes and white hair stood out, her eyes almost glowing. “As you can see, she has some of the odd physical characteristics we sometimes see in Wilds. This former instructor from Phillip’s Academy is a unique and powerful Wild, with a fascinating backstory.” I hit the next button, and a reel highlighting Kendle’s past and her current abilities played. I’d first seen this reel at a fundraiser for Phillip’s Academy for the Advancement of Wilds.

      “Kendle has the specialized skills we need to continue training these Wilds with the added bonus of a unique musical ability, as noted in this video. One objective of The Borough Project might be determining if her musical ability is Gift-based or not.”

      “Meaning she uses her Gift to play musical instruments?” the neurosurgeon asked.

      “Meaning that she could simply be talented with musical instruments, like many Breds are,” Benjamin interrupted. “The ability to have a musical skill has to be genetic, or we wouldn’t be able to add it to genetic codes.”

      “But you think she may have it as a Gift?” the neurosurgeon kept pressing. “Such as a part of her psychokinesis?”

      “Perhaps,” I said. “We truly don’t understand her.”

      There were no other questions, and I moved on to the other two teenagers. “Cassandra Lopez appears to have a standard Gift, but…” Several Breds angled closer, hanging on my every word. “Kendle states she goes into fugue episodes that can be concerning. Kendle isn’t sure what causes these, but it might be a fascinating area of research.” I flipped past the teenager with freshly dyed-green hair to the pale, acne-scarred boy. “And then there’s Leo Watson. He’ll be our baseline as there doesn’t seem to be anything unique about him.”

      A hand shot up—the donor with the red hair again. I nodded, and he gave me a sultry smile. Heat pooled low in my stomach. He couldn’t help it; his parents had inserted the pheromones into his genetic code. And it had been a long time since I’d had sex. I hated how small the dating pool was for Breds like me. “How did you find these students?”

      I nodded—I’d been expecting this question. Don’t lie, Calder told me in my mind. But perhaps don’t tell the full truth either.

      I knew that. He and I had been over this. Telling the board the three students had been expelled from Phillip’s Academy might worry them, placing more scrutiny on this research project than I wanted.

      “Kendle came to me,” I started. “I’ve donated a great deal of money over the last year to Phillip’s Academy and had told her if she was interested in learning more about what Wilds were capable of, I would be interested in facilitating that for her. She approached me a few weeks later, ready to commit. She is eager and engaged to help Wilds, and knows the need for additional research; that additional information about Wilds is key to better integrating them into society.”

      The next slide came up: a picture of the house the hospital had purchased deep in the mountains of Colorado as a quiet retreat for strategy meetings. Unfortunately, it had been a little too remote for the previous owners and had fallen into disuse. I’d spent the last week having it redecorated into a space of healing, reflection, and peace for my Wilds.

      In addition to being a place of evaluation and observation.

      “As you can see, the plan is to house the Wilds in an isolated, though decadent—to them—environment. My goal is to see what they naturally do when under minimal stress.” I showed a quick video of the downstairs of the Borough, the soft gray, blue, and green color schemes, complete with lots of cozy furniture. My designer had filled the library with books, admittedly at random and perhaps chosen because they matched the color scheme, but I was sure there were adequate stories in there. I’d even added paintings, objet d’arts, and curiosities that I hoped would invite reflection and peace from the Wilds.

      I flipped to the last slide, a financial analysis. “As you can see, while this is an investment of both time and finances, including a salary for Kendle, we continue to be well within our budget, and the research grants we’re already applying for will easily generate several million dollars in profit over the next two to five years.”

      I turned back to the room. “While I’m confident in this project and confident this research will help not only advance the needs of Wilds but also the prestige of our hospital, I’m sure you all have questions. How can I help?”

      But I’d flooded the room with so much charisma, the board members stared at me, adoration on several of their faces. A few asked basic questions, more so their voices would be heard than from any actual need for information. I glanced at Benjamin to see if he had more to add, but his distant look told me he was speaking telepathically to someone.

      My time ended, and the hospital president’s administrative assistant dismissed me from the room. Great job, Calder thought. I feel confident they will support this, and while this is an in-depth project, I’m not anticipating any issues. Fantastic find and marvelous job selling it. I think it’s likely you’ve locked in that promotion to vice president within the next year.

      A glow lit my chest. Finally! Competition for the C-level positions was steep. If all worked out, I was going to be one of the youngest executives ever at our hospital and would cement that position as the future CEO. I resisted the urge to do a little jig, walking serenely back to my office, my heels tapping on the hospital floor.
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      I’d fucked up. Not career-endingly. Not this time. But three days ago, because I said no, I’d ended up here, a lab rat in a Bred mansion where everything felt too clean, too pristine, too perfect. Kind of like a lot of the Breds I knew.

      Brown water spilled out of the coffee maker onto the counter dripping onto the floor, and pooling into a bitter-smelling puddle. The machine, with its odd levers and bean grinder, made gurgling sounds that reminded me of the pipes at the Warehouse—my former home, Phillip’s Academy for the Advancement of Wilds.

      I tried not to groan. I wanted a cup of coffee this afternoon, something warm and highly caffeinated. But apparently, you needed your parents to have spent a million dollars on your genetic code to know how to use the coffee machine in this fancy kitchen full of appliances like a blast chiller and a sous-vide.

      Using my Gift, I transported paper towels to sop up the mess. Well, that didn’t work, I thought to my student/research participant, Becca.

      It’s like the casserole last night, Becca thought.

      Yeah, let’s never bring that up again that, I said telepathically. The teenager smiled, her green eyes lighting up and her apricot shields pinking with humor.

      The casserole I’d tried to make last night had been a sludge of burnt vegetables, blackened cheese and bits of burnt and raw chicken. The mess was thick in places, runny in others, and looked like vomit. So instead of eating deconstructed pot pie like the recipe had said we would, we had frozen pizza. Though it wasn’t like any of us had ever cooked before.

      The house shook like a giant gust of wind had hit it, the farmhouse-esque light over the kitchen island swaying. I glanced outside; we were still getting used to Colorado's bipolar weather, but it was sunny and eighty degrees out. The forest trees I could see through the giant kitchen windows were still.

      Oh fuck. We were only three days into this madhouse, and one of us was already making the walls shake. I knew it wasn’t me, so which of my teenagers had that been? Not Becca; she was staring up at the shifting light, her apricot shields reddening slightly with stress, but not enough to have made the walls shake with her psychokinesis. Not Leo—his purple-tentacled shields were still wrapped around his thoughts, quiet and thick. I reached out to Casi; her charcoal gray shields flowed violently with orange and red lava.

      Not good.

      Casi? You okay?

      The house vibrated again; the windows rattling. No, no, no, not again. We weren’t going to do another implosion; I’d barely survived Leo’s implosion—an explosion of telekinetic energy—that had destroyed the dorms at the Warehouse only four weeks ago.

      Casi? I’m going to need an answer. The reds and oranges in her shields flowed more dramatically.

      I was still getting used to the layout of the Borough, our new home/research facility. This house had so many rooms on the first and second floors with weird purposes and titles like study, library, and billiard room. I didn’t know why we needed separate rooms for different functions, all with a green, gray, and blue decorating scheme, odd knickknacks, and super expensive framed art on the walls. I didn’t even know the difference between the study and the library—wouldn’t they be the same room? But maybe not to rich people.

      I sensed Casi in the billiard room and teleported to the middle of the space, narrowly missing the green-felted table in the middle of the room. The teenager leaned on her elbows against the table, her head bowed, breathing in and out. “…four, three, two, one, one, two, three, four, five, five, four, three…” she whispered, her dyed-green hair flopping over her face. She was fighting not to let a vision of the future overwhelm her in a psychokinetic outburst. Because, naturally, of course, she was a pre-cog, a Gift I’d never even heard of. And I had no idea how to teach her to control or harness that ability.

      The pool balls rolled against each other, clacking in a counterpoint to her counting. She was losing control, her lava-like shields flowing quicker over her thoughts. “Helicopters,” she ground out through gritted teeth. “Circling the⁠—"

      Keep it to yourself, I thought to her. I hadn’t told the researchers about Casi’s precognition gift, merely said that she had odd episodes and couldn’t control her psychokinesis when she had them. I’d explained they were unpredictable and hard for her to manage, which made her dangerous. And that was why Miriam Phillips, the director of the Warehouse, had expelled her. But Miriam hadn’t expelled her for losing control; the teachers at the Warehouse were used to Wild teenagers having psychokinetic outbursts and knew how to handle them. Instead, Miriam had been terrified of a teenager who could see the future. She was scared someone would come for Casi and destroy the Warehouse to get to her. So instead of teaching her to hide her ability and figuring out how she could use it to help others, Miriam had said, ‘not my problem’ and expelled her.

      Leaving it up to me to protect the teen. And hiding her ability from the Breds running this ‘madhouse,’ pardon me, ‘research facility’ was the first step.

      Keep breathing, I told Casi. Keep working on your shields. Imagine your Gift safely behind a thick brick wall no one can get through. Tuck your gift deep inside of yourself and your shields. Don’t let it explode out.

      I transported a sedation syringe to my hand, though I didn’t want to use it. I couldn’t sedate her every time she lost control. It already took more than a normal dosage to have any effect. She had to use this time at the Borough to find out what worked and what didn’t. Or she’d end up in an institution—a danger to herself and others. And if she was institutionalized, she’d never leave.

      Casi’s breathing increased until she was panting, barely able to get the numbers out. The pool balls slammed against each other and against the green felted sides of the table. Hardbound books with gold-foil worked into the covers and spines tumbled from shelves, and I winced at the bent pages. Pressure built up around us, the air getting heavy, like before a thunderstorm in Chicago. I imagined the cameras whirring in—the researchers leaning closer, their mouths hanging open with chewed-up food inside.

      I slammed the door on my meandering thoughts. It was time to focus on the right now and not worry about the researchers behind the cameras.

      Casi’s eyes rolled up in her head, the counting running together. “Broken glass,” she whispered through clenched teeth. She tightened her lips, the numbers and other words muffled as she fought to control the vision. I could make out “Guardians,” “tear gas,” and “crowds in the streets.” Fucking-A, I hoped the researchers wouldn’t pick up on what she was saying. The orange and red lava in her shields encircled her thoughts, sparking in places. I used my psychokinesis to lower her to the floor, turning her onto her side, like I would if someone was having a seizure. Her eyes were completely rolled up, nearly white, but she wasn’t unconscious. Not yet. She still fought for control, her shields moving violently.

      Leo ran into the room. “She okay?” His purple-tentacled shields were wrapped tightly around his thoughts, but I could sense whispers of PTSD peeking through. He’d be traumatized from destroying the Warehouse dorms and injuring others for the rest of his life.

      “You’re okay,” I told her. Keep breathing. Keep counting. You’ve got this.

      A pool cue shot off the rack and punched a hole through a fancy leather couch. Leo yelped, his tentacled shields unfurling and heading toward Casi. Fuck, fuck, fuckity-fuck. He was trying to control Casi with his Gift. That was not going to happen today. Or ever. I hoped.

      Leo! Stop it right now or I’ll sedate you.

      His shields retracted, but not fully. Swell—he was fighting for control too. Something in the hallway crashed to the ground, and I heard the tinkling of broken glass. The pressure around us ratcheted up. Leo’s tentacled shields touched Casi’s, and the girl screamed.

      Oh fuck.

      “Leo,” I commanded. “Take Becca and get out of the house. Go to the barn.”

      “But—”

      “Now! Get Becca to safety. You know she teleports when she’s scared, and I don’t want her to end up back in San Francisco.”

      He ran, his shields retracting with him. I rolled up Casi’s sleeve. Blood trickled down her lip from where she’d bitten it, fighting to hold back the words wanting to erupt from her mouth. Sedation couldn’t be the only solution. I had to come up with an outlet for her Gift, because if she fought it, it would force its way out. And I needed to find a solution without the researchers finding out.

      That would be fun.

      “I’m going to sedate you,” I told Casi. One of the pool balls exploded, while another shot straight upward, slamming into the ceiling hard enough to leave a deep dent. I used my Gift to deflect the plaster dust.

      I’m trying hard not to say anything, she thought.

      I know, I told her. But you can only be strong for so long. This will help.

      I stuck the syringe into her arm and pressed the plunger. After a few seconds, Casi went limp and the pressure around us released. My ears popped. The pool balls stopped clacking, and the house relaxed. I breathed out. We’d been minutes away from Casi's psychokinetic energy cracking the windows and blowing out the doors. I was glad I’d sedated her. God knew the damage she would’ve done to this research madhouse.

      Her eyes fluttered. “Better?” I asked.

      “I can control it,” she whispered. The visions are going away.

      I guess that was good.

      “Let’s get you up to your room,” I told her. “Don’t fight taking a long nap.”

      Her eyes closed.

      What happened? A voice with a fake English accent demanded in my mind.

      Didn’t that woman have a life? Couldn’t she leave me alone? It felt like every time someone used their Gift over the last three days, Indira, the director of the hospital running this place, would force herself into my mind, asking questions and demanding answers I didn’t have.

      Casi had one of those episodes I’d told you about, I responded, trying to stay nice. The ones that made Miriam expel her because she loses control. Which was completely true. I was just editing out a few details. Like the precognition.

      And you still have no idea what causes these episodes of hers?

      Nopeity-nope. No clue whatsoever. Casi’s precognition did not save dozens of Wilds, including myself and the other teachers from the Warehouse, from a bomb ‌that a Reg had set at a bar we’d all been hanging out in. Not her. Must have been some other Wild.

      I’m hoping all this research, I very carefully did not use mental air quotes, will help me figure that out. I had no idea what I’d do if they learned Casi was a pre-cog. Governments, CEOs, hell—vigilantes, for all I knew, would want her ability. And organizations like R&E, the designers of the “perfect” genetic code, would pull her apart to find out whatever strand of DNA let her see the future, then package it into billion-dollar Bred babies. The rest of her life would be dim, short, and horrible.

      Why did you sedate the child? Indira asked, a touch of red irritation flooding through her golden, jeweled shields. My researchers say she was muttering—there might have been some clues there as to what’s causing this. We need information in real time in order to understand where Wild abilities come from and why you’re so different from Breds. I’m disappointed our goals don’t seem to be in alignment.

      I took Casi’s pulse. It was slow and steady, her charcoal gray shields shifting sluggishly across her thoughts like they normally would when she was asleep. She was out cold, which was good. I’d keep an eye on her tonight, though. I used my psychokinesis to gather her into my arms.

      Kendle! Indira insisted, making sure my attention was on her and not on the teenager. I understand she was muttering something about a helicopter.

      I didn’t hear that. All I heard was her counting. That’s a technique we teach—taught at the Warehouse. Give the students something to think about so they can maintain control. Casi’s visions were never about puppy dogs and rainbows. They were always dark, often muddled with images she couldn’t interpret. Minutes before Leo’s implosion, she’d told me the walls in the dorm at the Warehouse were the wrong color, which in hindsight, made sense. She was seeing the future dorms, post-implosion damage, and with a new coat of paint. But Casi almost never remembered what she’d seen. There were going to be helicopters and Guardians throwing tear gas at Wilds sometime soon. I just didn’t know when or where.

      Not that anything in our world was stable. We had three groups in our society: Regs with no psychokinesis and telepathy. Breds whose parents paid for a perfect genetic code. Depending on how much you wanted to pay, you could pick every facet of your child’s physical appearance and personality. Intelligence? Check! Empathy? Check! Skilled in math and science? Double check! You could design your kids so that they had the perfect skill set to be entertainers, healers, researchers, or artists. You could refine it even more and tell R&E you wanted them to be lawyers, or doctors, or stockbrokers. And don’t forget about telepathy and psychokinesis—that, of course, was a substantial extra fee, but you couldn’t be a Bred without them.

      Then there were Wilds. No one knew where we’d come from, but we’d showed up in the population a few years behind the Breds. Our parents were Regs, hadn’t paid for our genetic code, and most were really pissed to have a child able to read their mind or blow out all the windows in the house with a thought. We were so hated that we couldn’t find jobs, were expelled from schools, and our families were discriminated against if they didn’t institutionalize us.

      The Warehouse, where the four of us had lived until last week, was the one place where Wilds could go to learn how to control our Gifts, besides learning math and English. Our—their—students graduated with the equivalent of a high school degree and enough control of their Gifts to get a job and/or hide among Regs. Those who couldn’t hide, or were on the registry, either went from job to job or tried to find a job that would hire Wilds. Those jobs were few and far between, generally under the table, and lacked any of the protections normal jobs had.

      Then Miriam, the woman who had saved me from the streets and given me a home and job, had fired me and expelled my trio of kids. So I’d been stuck negotiating with a pompous Quality Bred who wanted to study Wilds and in exchange would give us a comfortable place to live until I could figure out what else to do. Her price was experimentation or, in Indira’s words, “research.” I knew we weren’t safe, not really, but at least we weren’t on the streets at risk of being arrested and institutionalized.

      Next time Cassandra has one of these episodes, please let it go longer before sedating her. We need to collect that data, especially if we think she’s speaking, Indira continued in my mind. We’re trying to help her, and there are clues in her behavior.

      No.

      Excuse me? You can’t just say no without an explanation. This is part of the research you agreed to.

      Okay, that probably was fair, though I didn’t want it to be. I’ll let things go as far as I feel it’s safe. Didn’t you see what she did with the pool cue? She punched a hole in that couch. The last time she had one of these episodes, it took two syringes to calm her down. If she kept losing control, she might have sent a pool ball clear through me or Leo. I will not put myself or the others at risk so you can study us. We’re no good to you if we’re hospitalized or dead.

      More crimsons of irritation leaked across her shields, the jewels within glinting out entirely. First—they’re not pool balls. They’re billiard balls. And billiard cues, not pool. There is a difference. And I’m asking you to wait a few minutes before jumping to sedation, for God’s sake.

      I carried Casi up the stairs and opened the door to her bedroom. She’d be more comfortable in her own bed than on the hardwood floor of the billiard room. Sedation is standard at the Warehouse if we feel like a student is losing control. She was losing control.

      We’re not at the Warehouse.

      For an instant, my chest ached with longing and loss. God, I missed my home desperately. I hadn’t lived anywhere else in over twenty years.

      Next time, please wait longer, Indira continued. For this project to succeed, I need to truly understand what these Wilds can and can’t do. And you’re ruining my ability to do that. We need to record what she’s saying. I’m sure there’s a clue in there about what’s causing her outbursts and what we can do to prevent them.

      For fuck’s sake—now we were just talking in circles.

      I doubt that, I responded. I feel like she’s having waking nightmares, saying nonsense. Her life before coming to the Warehouse was rough, even before her Gift emerged. Her parents turned her in to Sedona’s institution with nothing more than the clothes on her body. I think she was abused. We shouldn’t poke at whatever she’s saying. It might cause trauma. I was on a roll now!

      Setting Casi down onto the criminally soft mattress, I removed her shoes and pulled the luxurious satiny sheets up to her waist. I set the girl’s arms along the sides of her body. Casi muttered slightly and wiggled, getting comfortable. That was a good sign.

      Fair point, Indira thought. Would you recommend the girl see a psychiatrist?

      God knew what Indira would do with the information a psychiatrist would dredge up from Casi’s mind. And I wouldn’t expect anyone Indira hired to keep anything confidential.

      I like that, I lied, letting emotions of appreciation, curiosity, and a hint of awe flicker across my shields. If I told Indira no to what was honestly a good idea, the Bred would want to know why I said no, and suddenly, my trio would have weekly visits with the psychiatrist.

      I brushed Casi’s green hair out of her eyes. Her pulse was slow and steady, her charcoal shields still moving like they did when she slept. The oranges and reds that reminded me of lava had settled down. But I don’t think a psychiatrist is needed yet. Maybe in a few months, once we are all settled.

      I didn’t know what the next few months would bring, but I was hoping we wouldn't be here that long. For right now, we were going to focus on stability and routine for my trio.

      And rest. I was tired. The last year had been one of the hardest of my life.

      Unfortunately, I’m late for a meeting and need to cut this discussion short. I’ll come by the Borough later this evening, around eight, and we can discuss your reflections from today’s event.

      My reflections? Today’s event? Did that mean she wanted to talk about what had happened with Casi? Hadn’t she seen Casi’s episode in the cameras? Not sure what else I had to add to the ‘event,’ but Indira could do whatever she wanted. She was the one in charge. I now worked for her.

      Yay me.

      I closed my telepathic channel with Indira and opened a new one to Becca and Leo. Guys, you can come back in the house, I thought. Everything is fine; I sedated Casi, and she’s in her bedroom. I’m going to stay with her. If you’re hungry, grab whatever you want for dinner. It was only five, but I didn’t want them to wait for me. The lasagna we’d planned for dinner could wait until tomorrow night.

      We came back a few minutes ago. I put the lasagna in the oven for you, Leo responded. Even defrosted it a little in the microwave so it’ll cook faster. I think I can make a salad, and I saw some sourdough bread in the pantry. I can put some garlic butter on it and broil it.

      How do you know how to do that? Becca asked. I didn’t see garlic butter. Or is our pantry like a magic portal? We just ask for it, and it appears? I’d love some jellybeans.

      Below me, I could hear Leo shouting out the request.

      Didn’t work, she thought.

      Give it some time.

      At the Warehouse, figuring out how to get enough food to feed the seventy-ish students and faculty had felt like my primary job. There was never enough money, and I had to stretch it as far as possible, wasting nothing, stocking nutritious items and purchasing foods the students would actually eat and not throw away. But when we’d arrived at the Borough, the pantry, fridge, and freezer had been overflowing with more food than the four of us could eat in two weeks. And it was fancy! There were steaks, salmon, and fresh chicken in the fridge along with bell peppers, arugula, and cheeses with names like Caciocavallo Podolico. There was even moose cheese which, according to the label, was actually made from moose milk. The freezer was stacked with easy to prepare foods, like frozen pizzas and lasagnas, but the pizzas had prosciutto and apples instead of pepperoni and cheap sausage. The pantry had four different kinds of crackers, wheat and sourdough breads, chips made from spinach, and weird baking goods, like oat flour, that I’d never heard of.

      We should do something with the steak and salmon, or it’d go bad. Though I didn’t know what. I knew you cooked them before eating them, but in the oven? In a pan? For how long and how did you know they were done? Or was this another test from Indira—watch the lab rats try to cook something they’d never had in their life using videos from the Network. God, it was only day three, and I was already paranoid.

      Leo snorted across the channel, bringing me back to the conversation. I had to work on focusing. I used to use garlic butter all the time when dad— He cut the thought off, his tentacled shields shifting. Garlic butter is just garlic and butter mixed. And if we don’t have garlic cloves, I’ll use the dried stuff from the herb cabinet.

      We had an herb cabinet?

      I’ll save leftovers for Casi. Want me to bring up a plate for you when it’s done?

      This was a side of Leo I’d never seen. Of my trio, I hadn’t thought he’d be the caretaker.

      Sure. She may wake up by the time it’s done too.

      Casi mumbled slightly and rolled over. I transported a book and a light blanket off my bed, settling into an armchair in Casi’s bedroom and tucking the blanket around me. The rooms at the Borough were certainly nicer than the dorm rooms at the Warehouse. Hell, every room here was nicer than anything at the Warehouse. My trio’s bedrooms were huge, each with a queen-size bed, two bedside tables, and a walk-in closet able to fit more clothes than any of us had. Plus, each room had a little sitting area with a few chairs and a giant desk for their screens and schoolwork. Back at the Warehouse, there were two to three students crammed into rooms that had been intended for one. The students had decorated their rooms with posters, pictures, bright blankets, pillows, stuffed animals, and lights taped or hooked everywhere. It was utter chaos of personality, color, and creativity.

      But here at the Borough, Casi’s bedroom was painted a light blue and furnished with matching pale wood furniture. She had a giant window overlooking the forest and mountains surrounding the Borough. Her bedroom, like all the rest, had a fireplace, and Casi had taken advantage by placing candles within. They’d melted into a colored blob of wax, nearly dripping onto the chestnut hardwood floors. She’d have to clean that up; I couldn’t see Indira being pleased we’d damaged the floor. Casi’s suitcase was still half-unpacked; the insides exploded out in dark piles of fabric—sweaters mixed with bras, t-shirts and socks all rolled together. She hadn’t had much, but what she had was scattered throughout the room.

      Other than the blob of wax, Casi hadn’t had time to redecorate; the room still had pastel pillows, watercolors of trees and flowers, and silver touches in the room's hardware. This was a peaceful space, despite the mess, and while it didn’t suit Casi’s chaotic energy, I hoped it would help her be more at peace. But it was likely Casi would pull everything down and redecorate in her own style. Indira had promised my trio an allowance, and I’d added the caveat that they had to do their chores to get it. I knew they all had items saved in various carts on shopping sites on the Network.

      Casi’s shields shifted in a healthy sleep pattern, so I focused on my book, stopping to eat when Leo brought me a tray of salad and lasagna. “She’s okay,” I told him when he glanced at the bed where Casi slept.

      “I know,” he said. I can’t seem to find where the cameras are.

      Me neither, I responded, forking up a bite of lasagna. But we have to assume they’re everywhere. I didn’t tell them that you can control people, and I didn’t tell them about Casi, so please be careful.

      I will.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I said out loud. “I’ll do the dishes tonight. You don’t have to stay here. I think Ms. Dewan will be coming by this evening.” I sensed the transport pad buzz. “Actually,” I corrected. “I think she’s here now.” Must be time for my ‘reflections.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Kendle

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I kept a light touch on Casi’s mind in case the girl woke up, and Leo and I went downstairs just as Indira opened the front door. Guess knocking wasn’t appropriate when we didn’t live in a real house, just a mad scientist’s lair pretending to be one. Ugh—I had to remember that even though the space was ridiculously decadent, it was still a fucked-up lab rat enclosure. And Indira walking in without knocking couldn’t have made that clearer.

      “Hello, my Wilds,” Indira trilled, waggling her fingers at me. Ew. Her shields shimmered, the beautiful jewels inside them shining like diamonds. Glittering charisma misted out from her shields, trying to trap me, trying to make me think she was the most incredible person in the world. I strengthened my own shields; I was in control of my emotions, and she wouldn’t manipulate them, trying to force me to like her.

      Indira wore an ice-blue business suit and navy stilettos with tiny sparkles on the heels and toes. Her shiny hair cascaded down her back in a dark waterfall, and she had blue jewels—probably sapphires—in her ears and on a large pendant around her neck. Her bag matched her shoes, complete with the shining crystals, and when she moved, I saw the glint of a jeweled bracelet. I wore leggings paired with a tank-top that had a coffee stain down the front, and was barefoot, my purple toenail polish chipped. I hadn’t bothered to tame my curly, white hair today and had slid a tie-dyed headband over the mess to keep it out of my eyes.

      “Evening. We just finished dinner,” I said it like she hadn’t seen it in the cameras.

      “I’m going to go clean up,” Leo muttered, escaping into the kitchen.

      I wished I could do that too. “But there’s leftovers if you want.”

      “Oh, goodness—you don’t have to save your food and eat leftovers. We can always get you more; don’t worry about that. I understand food insecurity might have been an issue for all of you, but it’s not something you need to worry about now. Anything you need, just ask for it out loud.”

      “We were saving it for Casi,” I said flatly. “She may wake up hungry in the middle of the night, and heating leftovers is faster than cooking a full meal.”

      “That’s an excellent point,” Indira conceded. Her shields touched mine, reaching closer, trying to tweak my mood in whatever direction she wanted. I added another layer to my shields and a string of superficial thoughts to keep her distracted. And for fuck’s sake; putting aside leftovers for a sedated teenager was common sense.

      “Please tell Leo and Rebecca that my appearance shouldn’t keep them from their coffee and dessert,” she continued with a small chuckle. “And of course, you should enjoy those as well. Though I doubt the students should have espresso—it would keep them up all night.” I came to discuss what happened today and get your thoughts.

      Yep. As expected, since she’d told me she would be coming by. Even my small Wild brain could hold on to information like that. And coffee and dessert? It wasn’t like we had crème brulé lying around to eat with tiny forks. Oh wait—was that why there were tiny forks in the drawers? For coffee and dessert after every dinner? God, that seemed exhausting.

      “We weren’t planning on having dessert,” I said.

      “Wonderful. I imagine you would need to watch your calories without the metabolic advantages of being a Bred. Do you use a calorie-counting app on your screen?”

      Did she just call me fat? I was the complete opposite. Not just from all the running I did to keep my Gift under control, but from all the times I forgot to eat. I’d also spent about a year when I was thirteen malnourished and starving, which meant calories didn’t stick.

      “Uh, no,” I said.

      “Remarkable.” She took a step back, looking me up and down. I resisted the urge to straighten my shoulders. “And yet you’re quite skinny. Perhaps other Wilds would love to know your secrets.”

      “Maybe later,” I said. I couldn’t tell if she was complimenting or insulting me. Or both.

      “Of course,” Indira said with sincerity rippling through her golden shields as she tried to manipulate my emotions. “Business first. Girl talk later. I can’t wait. Shall we discuss today’s events in the study?” she asked.

      “We shall,” I snarked with as much fake enthusiasm as I could muster.

      I followed her into the study. This room was the opposite of Casi’s bedroom—full of heavy, dark-wood furniture, somber upholstery, and prints of forests and stormy oceans. A giant desk sat in the center, a massive leather chair pulled up to it and two uncomfortable, dining-room-style chairs set opposite. The space reminded me of a corporate boardroom you’d see in a movie on the Network: cold and impractical. I’d already riffled through the desk drawers, and they held nothing but pens and blank pads of paper. I didn’t know the purpose of the desk; it had a hook-up to plug your screen into, but it wasn’t like I was going to sit in here and work on…I wasn’t sure what kind of work I’d be doing here. But the most ridiculous thing in this room was the giant stuffed deer’s head behind the desk, directly over the person sitting in the leather chair. I already hated the thing. I had the strongest feeling that an entire deer was behind the wall and would burst through to attack me.

      Though let’s be honest. It probably hid a camera in one of the glass eyes, which is why Indira wanted to use this space.

      What was even weirder than the giant desk and deer’s head were the French doors leading into a tiny, walled garden, separate from the rest of the backyard. This house was insane. Who built a private garden into a backyard that had no neighbors? The garden off the study was a beautiful spot, though, full of flowering bushes, statuary of goddesses, and a soft tinkling fountain in the middle. This morning I’d taken a cup of tea outside with a book and been awed by the hummingbirds and butterflies flitting between the flowers.

      Indira settled behind the desk, her screen appearing in front of her. I sat down in one of the dining room-esque chairs, feeling like a child about to be scolded for stealing a cookie before dinner. God, there was no way to sit in this thing without folding my hands in my lap and tucking my feet behind the legs. This was ridiculous.

      “Did you want some water or anything?” I asked, trying to keep my dislike of her off my face and out of my shields. Indira’s parents had paid for her to be beautiful, one of the most beautiful Breds ever, which was saying a lot. She had light brown skin and large brown eyes with the thickest eyelashes humanly possible. Completing the look were high cheekbones and full rosebud lips—everything looking like she belonged in a photograph or on a Network show. The navy blouse she wore under her suit set off her hair and eyes, making her skin glow, and had probably been tailored specially for her hourglass figure. The two open buttons showed the right amount of cleavage to hint at sex but not be blatant about it. I hated her beauty on some elemental, female level. Which wasn’t fair—she, like my…probably boyfriend, Stephen, had no control over their appearances.

      Stephen hated being defined by his looks instead of who he was.

      “No, thank you,” Indira said. She let the silence stretch.

      I wasn’t going to sit before her, my hands folded in my lap, like a student getting a scolding. I transported a cup of tea to myself, using my psychokinesis to heat the water, then blowing on the rising steam. A minute ticked by, Indira shifting her position and making the leather chair creak. I didn’t know why we were playing a game of whoever-speaks-first-loses, but I always won these.

      Her chair creaked again. “Please tell me what happened from your point of view. You were in the kitchen making coffee with the Wild Rebecca when…”

      When I sensed⁠—

      Out loud, please, she thought. We are recording this so we can compare your impressions with the recordings.

      Of course they were. Anger punched through me, making the Tiffany stained-glass lamp on the desk vibrate slightly. I had to take a deep breath and remind myself this was what I’d agreed to. In exchange for a protected place to live, I was allowing her and her hospital to examine us. And I wanted to know how to help my trio and other Wilds. Indira was right that more research was needed, and this was a perfect opportunity.

      “I was in the kitchen with Becca when I sensed the energy in the house change. I’ve been around enough Wilds to know when someone is about to lose control.”

      “What does that feel like?” Indira asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There’s a shift in the energy.”

      Indira’s shields flooded with red, and she folded her hands on top of the desk. God, she made me want to sprawl all over this chair, not that I could in this straight-back nightmare. Maybe I’d do some redecorating later. “I need you to describe it better. What kind of shift in the energy?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. “I don’t know,” I repeated. “It’s like how you feel you’ve forgotten to bring something important in your backpack. It’s a niggle in your mind.”

      She sighed. “Okay, we’ll put that into the parking lot for now, but I’m going to need you to find a better description next time. ‘The energy changes’ isn’t adequate.”

      She used air quotes with her fingers. I didn’t think anyone did that except in books or bad Network shows. And what parking lot? I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been in a car.

      “After you felt the shift in energy, what did you do?” Indira prompted.

      “I reached out for my trio’s shields. I knew it wasn’t Becca, and Leo’s shields felt fine⁠—”

      “Felt fine? Can you describe how shields feel to you?” She leaned forward.

      Uh no, today was not the day I’d explain that I saw shields as moving colors. Even I knew that was weird for both Breds and Wilds. “Do you want to ask questions after each sentence I say?” I snipped. “Or do you want me to explain what happened?”

      Indira tapped her finger against her chin, and I sensed a ripple of telepathy. Oh, that was interesting, in a fucked-up kind of way. Someone was watching us and directing her.

      “Please explain what happened,” Indira said, making a note on her screen. “We can go back another time to dissect how you see the world around you.”

      Oh, I couldn’t wait. Taking a deep breath and pushing my temper down, I told her what had happened, adding a little about how the pressure in the house had shifted and how I’d feared for the safety of the others. This time, Indira didn’t interrupt until I was done.

      “And you didn’t hear Cassandra say ‘helicopter’ or ‘groggy’ or any other words?”

      Groggy was a new one. I hadn’t heard that, and I could truthfully say, “Nope. All I heard was her counting.”

      Disappointment flickered across her shields, licking against mine, trying to get me to tell her more. If I gave her what she wanted, she wouldn’t be disappointed. Good thing I didn’t give a rat’s ass what she thought of me. “Next time she—” A crash sounded from a room on this floor, and I shot out of my chair, using my psychokinesis to catch my mug before it and the liquid inside hit the ground. I heard the quick skitter of paws on the hardwood floor.

      “Sorry,” Leo called out. “But I’m okay.”

      I crossed into the hallway, looking up and down. No sign of my cat, Mr. Sparklebutt, but something had startled him. I went into what Indira had called the entertainment room: a giant room with a large screen, video game consoles, and a table with plenty of chairs I thought might be for crafts or board games. Though the table and beige rug under it looked too fancy for true crafts. Maybe Breds were so perfect, their art projects didn’t make messes either. It had to be a boring way to grow up. This room was bright with pale green walls, thick, comfortable, and brightly colored furniture. At this point, my trio had spent most of their time in this room or their bedrooms, the rest of the house mostly ignored.

      The television screen showed a crack where something had hit it. Irritation rippled through Indira’s shields.

      “What happened?” I asked Leo.

      “Sorry,” Leo muttered. “I was tossing this ball…” he trailed off, pulling it from behind his back. “And I stepped on Mr. Sparklebutt’s tail. I lost my focus.”

      Indira’s irritation worsened, bloody reds flowing across her shields. I had no idea how much that television had cost, but it must have been a bunch. We didn’t even have them in the shared living space of the dorms anymore; they’d gotten broken too often. The kids had to rely on their personal screens for games and shows on the Network.

      “What do you mean you lost your focus?” Indira asked.

      “I was tossing the ball and using my Gift to catch it,” Leo clarified. “I lost focus, and the ball went into the screen.”

      “Why were you using your hands at all?” she asked him.

      “Mr. Kaminski,” he said, naming the psychokinetic teacher from the Warehouse. “Says it’s important not to do everything with our Gifts—we’ll forget how to use our hands and feet for stuff. And we’ll wear out our minds if we’re not careful.”

      Accidents are gonna happen, I told her. He’s still getting used to being here and his Gift. They’re going to break things; their Gifts will ripple out when emotional, or they’ll try to teleport or carry something that’s too much for them. If the television is too expensive to replace, don’t bother. They’ll be fine with their screens.

      A, I’d like to create a space for these students that gives them the ability to relax and enjoy themselves. B, if he wasn’t confident in his Gift, he should’ve been playing with the ball outside. I can’t have everything in this house broken due to carelessness. There’s already damage in the billiard room and a hole in the drywall in Leo’s bedroom.

      A, I repeated, with her stupid little cadence, I thought the idea of the Borough was to watch us using our Gift. He’s learning to use it. Things are going to get broken. B… I couldn’t think of a B. It was an accident, I thought lamely. This shouldn’t be that big of a deal. She’d told me the Borough was lucrative. That there was plenty of money in research. She’d decorated this space with art, fancy china plates, and moose cheese. There had to be enough money to replace the screen.

      I’ll have him pay you back, I told her. He can do extra chores, and I’ll pay him for them out of my checks. It’ll be good for him.

      Then the money is coming from you and not him.

      He has no money.

      I am aware of that. And it’s not about the money. It’s about the lack of consideration. I’d thought a modicum of self-control would exist from this group, especially considering these three were at Phillip’s Academy for several months and not fresh from the streets or some institution.

      He lost focus. That’s it. It takes us years to learn how to use our Gifts. Hell, many of us never learned it well. Accidents happened all the time. If I didn’t pay attention when emotional, my Gift leaked and I’d spin liquids out of drinks. A few months ago, when Stephen and I were fighting, I’d even cracked a window.

      I wish his loss of control didn’t result in breaking things.

      “But you’re right. It could’ve been worse, and a television isn’t that expensive to replace.” She turned to Leo. “I just ask that the three of you be a little more careful going forward.” Her shields glittered. “Though I’m sure the footage is fascinating.”

      Leo’s shields shifted; discomfort at knowing he was being recorded mixed with relief that Indira wasn’t mad at him. He shrugged. “I’ll give Mr. Sparklebutt some treats,” he told me. “I don’t want him to be mad at me for stepping on his tail.”

      “Wise,” I said with a grin. I was glad I’d brought the gray tabby with me, though he’d already dug through Becca’s sock drawer, scattering her socks over the stairs, much to the girl’s embarrassment.

      “Let’s return to the study,” Indira said. “I’ll have a new television delivered tomorrow.”

      I gave Leo a wink. All is fine, I told him. Just be more careful in the future.

      I’m trying. But this place is so fancy.

      I know. Just try not to break things.

      An hour later, Indira had dissected every possibility of what had happened with Casi, asking the same questions over and over, but in different ways. I kept dancing around why I thought she had these strange episodes. By the time Indira stood from her chair, rolling her shoulders back and forth to release tension, I was so brain-tired I was tempted to tell her the truth to get her to go away. This must be why interrogations worked. People would confess anything to get the interrogators to shut up. “If you think of anything else, please let me know,” she said.

      “I will,” I lied. I was dying for some tea with a smidgen of gin in it, along with the book I’d been reading in Casi’s room about a plant masquerading as a human as part of an invasion. Checking on Casi and doing the dinner dishes were going to be the highlight of my evening, though I sensed the teenager was in a peaceful sleep. There was nothing else I had to do. God, I was bored.

      I followed Indira out to the transport pad set up in the backyard. It felt like the transport pad was a recent addition to the house; the grass surrounding it fresh and green. A white stone path led from it to the front porch, and a waist-high wrought-iron fence separated it from the rest of the backyard. Tiny little bushes with blue flowers were set on the outside of the fence. It would be nice in a year or two. I stepped back and stared up at the Borough. From this perspective, the house looked massive, three stories tall, complete with a porch that fully wrapped around it. It was painted a soft gray, its creamy yellow trim a shadow in the night.

      A sliver of a moon shone in the east, lighting up the grassy area in the backyard that extended all the way to the forest. I could see the shadow of the old barn in the distance and remembered Indira’s plan to add barn animals; see what we might be able to do with them, see if being around them changed our Gifts. There was still time, though. Tonight, the stars seemed to shed more light than the moon; I’d never seen so many until I’d come here. Maybe Jupiter was out. I should ask Stephen.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      “Next?”

      “Are there going to be any…experiments or anything? What should I be preparing the kids for?”

      “Research Kendle, research. I need you to get the lingo correct. Experiments sound like I’m running some sort of an illegal lab with human test subjects under microscope slides.”

      I thought that’s kind of what was happening, but whatever. “Okay, so is there going to be research…things?”

      “I’d planned to give you all a few days to get situated and comfortable. Get unpacked and explore the house.” There are board games and arts and crafts available for the students. And then there’s every video game system I could purchase, complete with plenty of games available for streaming. Anything you all need, just ask. Books, sports equipment, clothes. I turned one bedroom into a yoga and meditation space, but as meditation is so personal, if there're any supplies or ritual items needed, please let us know.

      Aha. I’d been so confused by that room. It was beautiful with soft grayish/lavender walls, and gentle prints of splashes of paint. There were floor pillows and cozy chairs with firm back support, along with shelves full of yoga mats, small bells, and candles. There was even a three-foot waterfall in the corner, tinkling softly when I’d popped my head in. I’d assumed the room was a yoga room on steroids, but a meditation room made more sense.

      My goal is to make this house comfortable and peaceful. I’m excited to see what you’re all capable of if we eliminate stress.

      We can’t go completely stress-free. I do need to restart classes in a day or two for them. I don’t want them to lose too much knowledge and fall behind.

      Indira flicked fuzz off her sleeve and switched to verbal. “That’s an excellent point. Though it is nearly summer. Did you want your students to attend classes during the summer months?”

      “Absolutely. Casi and Becca are behind where they should be for their age, and frankly, it’ll keep them busy. I don’t want them to spend their summer sleeping and playing video games, as relaxing as that sounds.”

      Indira toggled her head back and forth before finally nodding. “I see your point. What would you need to begin your classes?”

      “They have screens, so I’ll choose an online curriculum for them, and then I’ll teach psychokinesis and telepathy.”

      She opened the wrought-iron gate to the transport pad and paused, her hand on the metal. She turned, the starlight bringing out the auburn in her hair. It was mesmerizing. Her parents must be super proud of the geneticists. “If you think routines and classes are important, then go ahead and start that,” Indira said, tossing her hair over her shoulders like she knew what the starlight was doing. Let’s be honest—she probably did. “We’ll take it into account when getting the baselines. But I truly want it to be relaxing for the students. I’m hypothesizing we’ll see tremendous gains in their abilities in a peaceful environment.”

      I actually felt like Wilds grew the most during stressful situations. I’d been amazed at how the Wilds at the Warehouse could maintain physical barriers, talk to multiple people telepathically, and extend psychokinetically during a crisis. I mean, Becca had been able to teleport multiple people during Leo’s implosion when he’d destroyed the dorms.

      “Sounds good,” I said. “But I want to know what to expect when it comes to the exp—research. Is there going to be a certain day or time I need to plan for? Is there any prep work I need to do?”

      We’re establishing baselines. Watching to understand what you and the students are capable of. Once we establish that, we’ll begin some field testing.

      Was field testing experiments? Or research? I was going to have to look this up. “When will that start?” I asked.

      “When it’s time,” she responded. Indira’s thoughts weren’t on this conversation; she was thinking about a place. I tried to see through to her shields; it was on the surface of her thoughts…it was a bar…Oh. Mt. Olympus. She was planning to head to the exclusive Bred-only bar in San Francisco for a “quick” drink and a conversation she needed to have.

      Enjoy the rest of your evening. And with that, she stepped onto the pad, pressed a button, and disappeared.

      I turned away and went into the house, closing the door behind me. A crash echoed from the kitchen. “Damn it,” Leo said. “Those were the last of the chocolate chips.”

      I sensed ripples of telepathy—Becca arguing with him, though not the exact words.

      Relaxing and peaceful. Totally possible.
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      I paused in the doorway to Mt. Olympus, seeking and sensing which of my friends and acquaintances might have come tonight. Male and female Breds sashayed around the room, most in either real or reproductions of 1920s couture. The men wore zoot suits, with fedoras, suspenders, and thick ties. The women sparkled in beaded and fringed dresses, complete with long necklaces and gloves.

      Every time the owner of Mt. Olympus redecorated, he spawned fashion trends that could last for years, especially amongst Breds. This new 1920s style was less than a year old, and I had to admit, it was one of my favorites. The bar dominated the space, stretching across an entire wall, its dark, polished surface carved with intricate details I could barely make out through the crush of bodies pressed around it. Behind it, a massive, wavy mirror, flecked with gold and silver, reflected rows of expensive liquor bottles. Chandeliers trimmed with fringe and red shades over electric candles cast a warm, flickering glow across marble floors and mahogany tables and chairs. The navy-blue walls were crowded with framed newspaper clippings and photographs of famous figures from the 1920s, capped by a hammered-tin ceiling that anchored the room in another era.

      I put a hand on a hip and lifted my chin, showing off my new black and beige dress. It was hand-beaded by Maelin Cross; the beads designed to glisten in the flickering candlelight and create more of an hourglass figure than I possessed. Hand-held screens came out, and I sensed pictures being taken of me. I took a second to pose, with a slight smile on my face, looking into the bar’s mirror, like it hid all the secrets of the universe. I truly looked divine tonight, and it would be a waste not to have pictures of me and my dress on social media.

      Especially since Stephen continued to refuse to join me here. I knew he was busy, trying to save Wilds in his own way. I knew his job as the telepathy teacher at Phillip’s Academy was exhausting. And frankly, if he hadn’t transferred to that school, I wouldn’t have met Kendle and had the opportunity of The Borough Project presented. Without that, I would not be looking at a Vice President position so early in my career. But I missed him. And while we weren’t currently dating, he truly was exceptional in bed—romantic and focused on my pleasure over his own. I knew we’d grown beyond each other, but I missed what could’ve been.

      Perhaps if I could convince him of my plan, we’d circle back to each other one day. We were a perfect couple on paper and genetically engineered to be so.

      Of course, to convince him, I needed to speak with him, in person. And so far…he’d refused.

      I nodded at one of the waitresses wearing a black flapper dress with a tiny fringe skirt and fishnets and hoped she’d sense my drink order for a Black Manhattan with Michter’s bourbon. It was crowded tonight, and I took my time greeting other Breds that I knew from work or events I’d gone to. The Bred community was small, and we all knew each other.

      Over the next thirty minutes, I gradually made my way to the spiral staircase that led to the VIP area I shared with Quality Breds like the Rune family, laughing, giving air kisses and catching up on the lives of others. Eventually, I breathed a sigh of relief when I sat down in a green suede chair; my shoes were surprisingly uncomfortable. I touched my shields against Benjamin and Roberta Rune’s, setting my empty glass down on a side table. My gloves were damp from the condensation of the drink, and I sent a thought for another cocktail. I saw a Wild-pretty redhead wearing an emerald jacket nod at our waitress.

      How are the two of you this evening? I asked. My next drink appeared at my elbow, and I took a sip. Perfect—a boulevardier with William Larue Weller bourbon. I was glad the quality of the Wild servers had gotten better. I’d had some misses with my drinks over the years at Mt. Olympus.

      Long day, Roberta thought, stretching elegantly, the Breds eyeing her and her violet and silver dress from below. But I think I made progress on a bill that’s near and dear to my heart. Roberta and Benjamin had the coveted and exclusive Rune eyes, pale jade that almost glowed, and blue-black hair so thick and dark it seemed to absorb the light. Roberta’s skin tone was a soft peaches and cream whereas Benjamin’s had a more Mediterranean tone. Stephen was the perfect mix between the two of them, and in my opinion, the most attractive of the siblings, muscled in a way Benjamin could never achieve.

      I’m excited to hear more, I told Roberta. She worked in the Senate to push bills forward that ensured Breds maintained our place in society. The anti-Gifted sentiment was growing, with increasingly numerous calls to remove—not only Wilds—but all Gifted from the United States. They wanted us placed in our own country or in our own state—which naturally—would never work. The Regs didn’t realize how important we were to the functioning of the economy, leading and growing companies that employed thousands of people. We were creatives, artists, and chefs. We were the visionaries, the people in power, those who controlled the media, the banking, the stock market, making the decisions that affected them as well as us. We set the trends that Regs followed, and we wouldn’t be removed from society because Regs were uncomfortable we could read their minds.

      How are you? I asked Benjamin. His shields felt light and exuberant, though like with most Breds, I had no idea what he was thinking.

      Quite well. He waved his drink around. I’m celebrating yet another extremely profitable quarter with all my friends. Champagne will be here momentarily. R&E continues to refine the genetic code our customers purchase. And the next generation of Breds will have abilities previous generations didn’t have access to.

      The three of us clinked our glasses together. All of our lives were falling into place.

      Congratulations, I thought. I was so glad I’d waited an extra couple of years before putting in my order for a Bred baby. I couldn’t wait to hear about these extra abilities.

      Speaking of interesting Gifts, Benjamin thought just to me. How is The Borough Project going? Have you learned anything yet? The girl who teleports, for example—have you figured out how she’s doing it? I’d love to understand more. I know for me, it’s just a matter of trying, but our customers would feel better if there was a genetic component my scientists can add to genetic codes.

      We’re not even a week in, I thought. We’re still establishing baselines and the like. Research, done properly, can be quite tedious. And it’s important that this be done right. We are dealing with people, not rabbits and mice.

      He frowned. Sometimes advancement happens by pushing boundaries. A Wild server popped a cork on champagne to cheers. Take champagne, for example. He passed me a glass, and we tinked. We wouldn’t have it if not for a fortuitous accident by someone pushing boundaries. He held his pale jade eyes on mine as I sipped. Wilds could be the fortuitous answer to many questions. Though I must admit, I haven’t been able to get much from Stephen about what his little Wilds can do. His shields pressed in closer. When will you start analyzing blood and brain samples? I’m most fascinated in that information.

      Likely not for quite some time. I set the champagne flute down after the obligatory cheers. I was feeling a little floaty and wasn’t sure it was wise to be too tipsy.

      Why would you delay something like that? I’m sure the board would be fascinated with learning about your Wilds on the cellular level.

      I understand, however⁠—

      I have received blood and hair samples from various institutions, Benjamin continued. But the results from the DNA analysis we’ve done have been confusing and inconclusive. I’d love to find out more from Wilds who are not institutionalized, who have been observed and their Gifts understood and categorized.

      And while I⁠—

      Benjamin suddenly stood up, his hands extended to two women climbing the spiral staircase into the VIP area. Both were blonde, though one had a slender athletic build and the other was more hourglass-shaped. They both wore the most recent 1920s fashion from Virelle Knox, dripping with shining beadwork, the fabric and beads brushing the floor. I raised an eyebrow. Those dresses were expensive and exclusive. One dress even had a little train that I imagined would need special repairs at the end of the night. And yet, I didn’t recognize these women. I touched their shields; oh no. I forced my face to stay blank and open. Luminara. What was Benjamin doing inviting these two into our area?

      Luminara were relatively new on the Bred scene and still in their first generation. I was surprised the former CEO of R&E before Benjamin took over had even allowed them to be created—it just seemed wrong to spend that much money on someone designed to be little more than decorations. Luminaras weren’t Quality Breds, or even Standard or Value; they were a class by themselves, though they cost their parents the same as high-end Standard Breds. Luminaras were similar to geishas or courtesans of history. Some were prostitutes, but most weren’t, or weren’t in the typical sense. They were empathetic and skilled at reading a room, intelligent enough to learn about a variety of topics and regurgitate the information as necessary. They were beautiful or handsome, of course, but lacked the…initiative to start a business or help others. Their entire purpose, their entire breeding, was to provide entertainment with their presence. And like the geishas or courtesans, their families or personal managers managed their money, schedules, and collected payment for their time. Many made their livings as influencers on social media. But unlike many geishas or courtesans, because the Luminara were genetically predetermined to be decorations who spoke, they legitimately enjoyed their lives.

      Roberta touched her shields to mine. I take it you don’t approve of the Luminara.

      I shrugged and took another sip of champagne. To each their own.

      They fulfill a necessary purpose; there’s nothing worse than being stuck at a party without someone fascinating to talk to.

      An excellent point, I thought.

      Roberta blinked, her face going blank. She glanced down at the mob below us and lifted her hand at a Bred below us.

      I’m so sorry, darling, but I must go speak to someone.

      We stood and embraced, giving each other little air kisses. I glanced at Benjamin, who was still chatting with the Luminaras. The two of them giggled, and his smile widened. They turned my stomach.

      I should go too, I told her. It’s getting late. The Borough Project is fascinating, but it’s going to be a great deal of work. I do need to pace myself. We descended the staircase arm-in-arm.

      It was good to see you, Roberta thought with a final hug. Please try to convince my brother to join us one night. I miss him.

      I do too. She worked her way toward a man wearing a navy zoot suit, complete with a matching fedora. I frowned; I didn’t recognize him. He was good looking, in a Quality-Bred way with blonde hair and blue eyes. Perhaps he was from another country, one of the ones who accepted Breds.
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