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Chapter 1

The stars twinkled through the wispy clouds. Ellena watched them from her open window and tried to match the obscured constellations to the systems she’d read about. “You’re so lucky. I can’t wait until I’m eighteen.”

Brindal let out the breath he’d been holding as he stared at his sister from her open doorway. She always knew when he was there; he didn’t know why he bothered trying not to disturb her. He walked across her small bedroom and joined her at the window. The warm air was wetter with the window open, explaining the faint sheen of sweat on Ellena’s face that reflected the muted starlight. “I don’t think turning eighteen makes a difference.”

“You can go anywhere and do anything now,” Ellena said with barely a glance his way. “You’re not stuck here on this tloktin planet.”

“Watch your mouth, Elle,” he chastised her. “In either English or Vagnosian.”

She scowled. “Now you sound like Mom and Dad.”

“Well, somebody’s got to keep an eye on you.”

“No, you really don’t,” she muttered. “I’m fine. I can be trusted by myself, you know. Besides, don’t you have friends to hang out with? It’s your birthday, after all.”

“They all left to beat curfew,” he said.

“Oh, right. God, this planet sucks. If we lived on a Terran world, we wouldn’t have to put up with this...this...”

“Crap?”

She snorted. “That wasn’t the word I was looking for.”

Brindal smiled. “I know. I agree, but this is what we’ve got. We have to be careful. You have to be careful.”

“Careful? Of what? I don’t even know what I can do. I have like no control over this!”

“Exactly why you have to be careful. And why we’re all worried about you.”

“So stop worrying! Live your own life and leave me to mine.”

Brindal remained silent, uncertain what to say next. He knew he had to give her some time. She was fired up tonight, more than usual, and that scared his parents. It scared him too, but he didn’t let that get in his way. In the past, when she lost her temper, it had been a childish tantrum. Now her tempers had the power to burn the house down around them.

“I’m not going to do anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said.

“I know,” he said and smiled. “I’m just not sure what to say. I do worry about you. We all do. Mom and Dad love you, Elle. More than you can know. They just don’t know how to deal with...”

“With what’s happening to me,” she finished. “Yeah, well, that makes three of us. I’m surprised they haven’t tried to put me in the Mutation Assistance Program.”

“No way,” Brindal said. “I wouldn’t let them, even if they thought about it.”

She snorted. “Yeah, right. I’ve heard them talking when they think I can’t. It’s come up.”

Brindal’s eyes widened. “It has? They didn’t consider it, did they? They couldn’t! That’s not assistance—that’s bad news. Nobody who goes in there ever comes back.”

Ellena hesitated and shrugged. “It came up because Mom was scared. She didn’t know what to do after...well, after I burned Franny’s hair when he jumped on me and scared me.”

Brindal chuckled as he remembered the incident. “Bitkas may be tamed, but they aren’t very smart. He hasn’t realized he’s not a kitten anymore and he probably weighs half as much as you do.”

“Ha-ha,” she mocked. “He just surprised me, that’s all.”

“So you set him on fire to teach him a lesson.”

“It was an accident.” She pouted. “Besides, I don’t do that anymore. I figured out how not to use it...most of the time.”

“Unless you lose control.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m going to lose control if you keep pushing me!”

“Elle, stop it. I’m not afraid of you.”

“Maybe you should be. Maybe I should walk up to the local MAP office and turn myself in.”

“You’re being a drama queen now,” he teased. “You know Mom didn’t mean it.”

Ellena held her breath a moment and then let it out. She nodded and said, “She told me once how hard it’s been to adapt to how things work here.”

“What do you mean?”

“How she’s suddenly in charge of all decisions for the family. She said she had no clue this place was going to be like that.”

“Well, that’s only on the surface. She and Dad make decisions together.”

“Yeah, privately. In public, what she says goes. Well, at least as far as keetla like us are allowed.”

Brindal sighed.

“Going to yell at me again? You know it’s true. We’re barely second-class citizens here.”

He shook his head. “This is our life.”

“My life,” she corrected. “For three more years. Then I’ll be eighteen and I can get off this miserable piece of comet-shit.”

“Enough, okay?” he snapped at her. “I get that females are expected to be the authority here and I know they talk tough at school and everywhere else, but if you hate it so much, why are you acting like they want you to? We have our own culture, our own values.”

“We gave those up when we moved across the galaxy to come here,” she muttered and turned to stare up at the stars again. She pointed at a bright spark in the sky that seemed indifferent to the thin clouds that stretched across the sky. “That one. I want to go there.”

“Why?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I just keep seeing it. It’s calling to me.”

“Calling to you?”

She nodded. “Maybe it’s my lucky star.”

He smirked. “Let’s get you through the next three years and then you can worry about the stars.”

“Like you care. You’re out of here.”

“Says who?”

“Says you! You’ve been talking about striking out on your own and joining the Terran Navy or applying for work scholarships to all sorts of different systems.”

Brindal turned away from his sister and studied the street outside. “Yeah, well, those were just me dreaming.”

Ellena gasped. “You’re staying here?”

Brindal leaned against the wall with his back to the window and asked, “Is that so bad?”

She hesitated. “Maybe? Stupid of you.”

He shrugged. “Somebody’s got to keep you in line. Besides, I haven’t saved up enough yet for a ride off-world.”

“Mom and Dad won’t help?”

“I don’t want them to.”

“You’re acting dumber and dumber by the minute.”

Brindal laughed. “Tell you what: I’ll save up and when you hit eighteen, we’ll both go.”

She stared at him and then nodded. “Deal.”

He smiled and started to walk back across her bedroom toward the door. “All right, you better start working harder at school then. You want a ticket off this rock, you’re going to need to impress somebody out there.”

She turned back to the window and sighed.

He paused in her doorway. “That means get your mind off the stars and back into your studies.”

“No,” she said. “Brin...come here!”

He frowned. “What is it?”

“Look!”

He rolled his eyes and joined her at the window again. He looked up and saw nothing new. “I don’t—”

Brindal’s eyes dropped to the ground and his voice trailed away. Moving down the street were several groups of Vagnosian soldiers. They were moving from building to building, posting guards while the others entered the complexes. Half-tracks, military vehicles with tracks in the rear and tires in the front, prowled down the middle of the street.

“What are they doing?” Brindal whispered.

Ellena didn’t answer. She watched with him as the squads of armed men grew closer. She squinted and then gasped and backed away. “No!” she whispered.

Brindal frowned and lifted his hand so he could bring his personal assistive device to bear. He pointed his wrist toward them before collecting a video. He turned away and saw his sister backed away to the far corner of her room. He ignored her strange behavior and played back the video on his wrist.

A three-dimensional image appeared, displaying a quarter-scale replica of what he’d recorded. Two spectral soldiers stood outside an apartment complex two buildings away from theirs and kept their rifles at the ready. He was no closer to understanding what had his sister freaked out when two more guards entered the picture from the building’s doorway. They were escorting a struggling child out with them. The video ended before he could make any sense of it.

“What the heck?” he wondered.

“MAP,” Ellena whispered. “Look at their uniforms!”

Brindal frowned and replayed the video. He zoomed in on the soldiers this time. The Mutation Assistance Program badge was visible on their shoulders and the right side of their chests.

“What are they doing?”

“Collecting mutations,” Elle breathed. She hugged her arms across her chest and whimpered. “They’re coming for me!”


Chapter 2

Brindal had learned better than to ask his sister how she knew. She picked up on things all the time. Even before she’d started to change, she had a natural talent at figuring things out. He’d called her a human lie detector right up until he began to see how much it hurt her.

“Let’s go,” he said. “Come on.”

Ellena’s eyes widened. “What? Where?”

“Away—it doesn’t matter. We’ll run and hide, then come back later after they leave.”

She looked out the window again and let out a strangled gasp. “They’re almost here.”

He grabbed her arm and gave her a gentle tug to get her moving. “Elle, let’s go. I’m not letting them take you.”

She bit her lip and nodded. It only took two steps before she pulled back. “Wait! I’m in my PJs. I can’t go out like this!”

“You look fine,” he said. “Casual, but fine.”

She looked down and frowned. “Sleep shorts and a cami? I don’t think so. I’m not even wearing a...just give me a minute.”

Brindal ignored her plea. “We don’t have a minute. Either you come with me or I carry your ass out of here. And before you argue, would you rather I carried you out or them?”

“You couldn’t carry Franny a hundred yards,” she said. “I’ll go, but we come straight back as soon as they leave.”

“Of course,” he agreed.

They made it out her door and down the short hallway to where the family room, dining room, and kitchen were connected together. A small island separated the kitchen but allowed complete visibility. Their mom was putting away the last of the food from the small birthday party when they walked through.

“Hey guys, what—where are you going? Elle, you can’t go out like that!”

“Mom, you didn’t see us,” Brindal said. “We’ll be back as soon as they’re gone.”

Their father, Noah, stood up from where he sat in his chair and turned to them. “Whoa, what’s this? As soon as who’s gone?”

Ellena broke down and let out a whimper. “They’re coming for me.”

Madrid put the dish in her hands on the counter. “What? Who’s coming for you?”

“The MAP,” Brindal said. “They’re going from building to building outside.”

“Son of a black hole,” Noah cursed. “There were rumors of something like this happening, but I didn’t think they’d dare...”

“They are,” Brindal said. “They’re almost here—we have to go now! Tell them we’re away. Staying at a friend’s or something. You don’t know who, though.”

“Where are you going to go?” Noah demanded. “You’re more likely to run into trouble out there. You haven’t done anything wrong. Just wait in your rooms and we’ll deal with anyone who comes by.”

“He’s right,” Madrid said. She lifted her head and squared her shoulders like she did every time before she went out. She was the female of the household; she would be the one they listened to. “I’ll take care of this.”

“Mom, they’re dragging kids out. We saw it.”

“Not my kids,” she vowed.

A low warning tone sounded through the residence. Everyone winced and turned around, searching for the source. Within a few seconds, the sound of a bar snapping into place made them look at the door. The control panel above the doorknob flashed an amber warning light.

“Security lockdown,” Noah grumbled. “This is outrageous! What if there is an emergency?”

“I’m sure the locks would release,” Madrid soothed. “Everyone relax. Elle, go to your room and wait. I’ll handle this.”

“Mom, you can’t!” Ellena whispered. “They...they’re taking anyone with a mutation. I know it!”

“You can’t possibly know that,” Madrid said. “You’re harmless, sweetie. Don’t worry.”

“I do,” Ellena insisted. “I know!”

Madrid stared at her for a couple of long seconds, swayed by her conviction. She opened her mouth to say more when the lock on their door snapped open.

“Shit,” Brindal hissed. He grabbed for Elle’s hand and started to pull her back when the door opened up and two armed men wearing MAP uniforms stepped in. Their visors covered their faces all the way to their upper lip, giving them anonymity and the ability to see whatever was on their visors. The top and back of their helmets were inflated enough to allow for the short tendrils on the Vagnosians’ heads.

One of the soldiers opened his mouth to talk but Madrid stepped in front of her children and addressed him before he could. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” she demanded. “I want your name and commanding officer immediately.”

The soldier seemed to shrink back for a moment, but the moment was fleeting. He stiffened and took her aggressive stance in stride. “Miss, we’re conducting door-to-door searches for the safety and security of the planet. This will be quick and harmless. Is this your entire family?”

“Residence four dash C, four occupants registered,” the other guard said, answering for Madrid.

“Good. This should be quick and easy and you can be back to your evening,” the first guard said. “I need to run a scan on each of you. It won’t hurt and it will be over in a second.”

“The kun you are!” Madrid growled. “My family is perfectly fine. You will turn around and leave our residence immediately.”

“There’s only one way we leave, and that’s with complete scans of everybody,” the soldier argued.

The other man raised his rifle and pointed it at Madrid. “If she resists, I’ll stun the stupid keetla.”

Madrid’s nostrils flared at the guard’s use of slang. “If you so much as speak to me again, I will have you out tracking geren in the swamp. This is a mixed world, soldier—you would do well to remember your position.”

The guard’s lips twisted in a snarl. “So should you, keetla tenda.”

Madrid took a half step toward him and started to raise her hand. His rifle hummed as it discharged a pulse of energy that struck her full in the chest and stopped her in her tracks. Madrid’s hair stuck out and her entire body jerked in a spasm. The lack of control in her muscles made her crumple to the ground. Her heart stopped and skipped several beats until the worst of the electrical charge passed and her autonomous systems kicked in again.

“Madrid!” Noah shouted. He rushed across the floor, ignoring the threatening soldiers.

“Mom!” Brindal shouted with his dad.

Ellena screamed too, but her outburst was different. She held her hands to her temples and shrieked, sending raw, untrained power with her voice. Brindal was twisted and sent stumbling forward, crashing into Noah and sending them both tumbling to the ground.

When Noah managed to look up and right himself, he looked to see the soldiers, except they weren’t there. He picked his head up and looked around before he found them. They lay slumped, side by side. One of them had his back to the wall beside the door and the other, the soldier with the Stickler taser rifle, had slammed back into the door and shut it behind him. He was resting with his upper body in the other guard’s lap.

“Elle? Ellena? What did you do?” Noah mumbled as he climbed to his feet.

“Mom!” Brindal hissed. He crawled over to Madrid and reached down to touch her face. Her lips moved and he felt her breath, but she smelled a little like smoke. Her hair was curled and wiry from the jolt.

Noah joined Brindal at Madrid’s side. He picked her up and cradled her head against him. “Madrid, are you all right? Talk to me...please.”

She gagged and coughed and then nodded. Her hand went to her throat and she managed to whisper, “Water.”

“Get her some water,” Noah barked at his son.

Brindal nodded and jumped to his feet. He rushed past Ellena and then stopped and backed up. She was staring at the crumpled bodies of the guards. “Elle, are you okay?”

She clamped her mouth shut and nodded. He watched her a second longer, long enough to see the wetness gather in her eyes and then run down her cheeks.

“I’ll be here, hang on,” he said before he rushed to the kitchen and grabbed a cup and filled it with water. He handed it to his dad and then turned back to go to his sister’s side. She was still staring at the guards.

Brindal watched them with her. He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. She let him, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the guards until she saw their chests rise and fall. Their eyes were glazed over, their stares unfocused.

“What happened?” Brindal asked.

She shook her head. “I...I don’t know,” she whispered. “I wanted them to stop. To leave. Then they hurt Mom and I wanted to hurt them back. I couldn’t stop...I couldn’t...”

“Shhh,” he hushed her and hugged her to him. “It’s all right now.”

“All right? How is this all right?” Noah sputtered. “We just assaulted two soldiers. When they come around, they’re going to take you away! Maybe all of us.”

“Maybe they should,” Ellena mumbled. She straightened and pushed herself away from her brother. “Maybe I need to be taken away. I’m a freak! I just...I wanted to hurt them! I can hurt them.”

Noah’s anger broke. He shook his head. “No, no, Elle. I’m sorry. You’re not a freak. You’re beautiful and perfect...those soldiers are the ugly ones.”

“It’s not their fault,” Ellena said. “They’re following orders.”

Madrid picked herself up on a trembling arm and said in a weak voice, “You have to hide. You were right. Run away. Until this blows over. Tell us where you are if you can. But stay safe.”

Ellena gasped. “Run away? But...I can’t. I don’t—where will I go? What will I do?”

Noah nodded at the two soldiers. “Are they going to come to their senses?”

Ellena hesitated and then nodded. “I think so. I...I saw their thoughts. I tried to destroy their memories of us. Make them forget we ever existed.”

“You can do that?” Brindal asked.

His sister shrugged. “I think so...it felt like I could.”

Madrid nodded. “That’s a start. But they’ll know they missed scanning us. They’ll come back.”

“I’m going with her,” Brindal announced.

“Brin, hold on. There’s got to be—”

Brindal shook his head and cut his father off. “No, there’s not. I’m not letting her go by herself. She’s a smart girl, but she’s fifteen.”

“You’re eighteen but you’re not cut out for that kind of life,” Noah said. “Neither of you are, so you have to find a place safe to hide that’s nearby. Safe.”

“There’s nothing safe here,” Ellena said. “They’re sweeping the entire planet, city by city. I have to go. If I stay, it will only put you at risk.”

“Elle—”

The foot of one of the guards twitched.

Madrid tried to point at the soldiers but her arm twitched bad enough she had to drop it. “They’re coming out of it!”

“Come on,” Brindal said. He grabbed his sister’s hand again. “I’ve got enough credits saved up we can get by for a little bit.”

“They’ll track you if you use your account,” Noah warned.

“I know. I know how to convert it to a burn chip. That will be anonymous.”

“I don’t want to know where you learned that,” his father said.

Brindal flashed him a quick smile. “Engineering has its perks, Dad.”

“Use those perks to tell us where you are,” Madrid said. “Now hurry. And Noah, help me back to the bedroom. Tell them I’m not feeling well if they ask.”

Both soldiers were twitching and moving a little, but their eyes were still glassy.

“Come on, sis,” Brindal said.

Elle bit her lip and pulled her arm from him. She rushed over to her mom and knelt down to hug her. “I’m so sorry.”

“Me too,” Madrid said in a cracking voice. “I wish you would have knocked them on their asses sooner.”

Elle gasped and stared at her mom. Madrid’s attempt at a twitching smile was painful to watch, but it put a light back in Ellena’s eye. She kissed her mom and embraced her dad before turning to Brindal. “If you’re crazy enough to do this, let’s go.”

Brindal nodded. He gave his parents a quick hug before shoving the more prejudiced soldier out of the way and cracking the door open. There was nobody in the hallway outside. He nodded and turned back to his sister. “It’s clear.”

Elle took in a deep breath and stepped over the recovering soldiers. One of them moaned and shifted. She let out a little yelp and pressed up against Brindal, urging him to move. He slipped through the door and held it open for her.

Once in the hallway, they took each other’s hands again before Brindal led the way down the hall. They were out of their home, but they still had a long ways to go before he’d consider them safe.


Chapter 3

“This is a terrible idea,” Ellena muttered as they stared over the edge of their complex’s roof. “Why didn’t we just go out one of the doors?”

“If they’re guarding the front door, they’re guarding the other ones too,” her brother said. “Or they were secured and there was no way we were getting out.”

“You don’t know that. We didn’t even try!”

Brindal didn’t justify her protest with a comment.

“We’re exposed up here,” she continued.

“Elle, shut up,” he hissed. “Just...stop, okay? I’m trying to keep us safe. Maybe it’s not the best idea but it’s the best one I’ve got. So unless you’ve got something better, lay low and wait for them to move on. Then we can get out of here.”

“We can go back,” she said. “Check on Mom and Dad and—”

Brindal shook his head. “No, we have to go. If we stay with them, we put them in danger.”

“If I stay, you mean.”

“No, we. I’m with you now. Helping you.”

“What if they don’t want to hurt me? What if they just want to help me learn how to deal with what’s happening to me? I mean, we’ve heard about tons of other people with mutations...”

“Yeah, killing people, blowing things up, and causing all sorts of trouble,” he said.

“Everyone can’t be like that,” she mumbled.

“No, you’re not,” he insisted and gave her a smile. “And I’m sure there’s plenty more people with mutations who keep them under wraps too. That’s what we need to find—somebody willing to help us.”

“How do you know the MAP won’t do that?”

He snorted. “Seriously? Look at what you did. You said you changed their memories and you knocked them across the room with a scream.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So the MAP is a branch of the Vagnosian army. Do you really think the army is going to ignore the potential of people like you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “People like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

Brindal sighed. “People with mutations. Powers. Whatever. You can do things, Elle, things that scare most people. Powerful things. From what I’ve read, the mutations vary from one person to the next, but there aren’t many as powerful as you.”

“What you’ve read? What, are you trying to figure out if I should be thrown away and locked up or something?”

“What? No!” Brindal hissed. “I want to help you, Elle.”

“Since when?”

“Since always! Sure, you used to be my bratty little sister I was envious of because you’d be the one people respected and took serious because you were a girl. But I grew out of that.”

“When?”

“When you—it doesn’t matter. I’m worried about you. Not because of you—for you. I want to help. Besides, if I wanted to get rid of you, I just missed a great chance.”

Ellena turned away from him and peered over the edge of the building again. A minute passed and then two before she said in a soft voice, “I’m sorry.”

Brindal felt the tension in his neck drain away. He smiled. “It’s okay. As crazy as all this is for me, I can’t imagine what it’s like for you.”

“Yeah...crazy,” she agreed. “I’ll be fine one minute and then when something happens, I have this pressure in my head. It grows and grows as I get upset and it wants me to let it out, but I don’t know how. Not until...”

“Until what?”

“Until it’s too late. Until I lose control and just let go.”

“Scary,” he said.

“You have no idea.”

“You’re right, I don’t. But I’m here for you. We’ll get somewhere safe and then I’ll help you figure out how to handle it.”

Ellena gasped. “Brin! Look! They’ve got Mom and Dad!”

Brindal stuck his head over the side. The lights from the building cast a stark black-and-white picture. The soldiers led two people out at gunpoint. In spite of the height of the six-story building, Brindal knew the way his parents moved and had no doubt that’s who the two prisoners were. A moment later, more soldiers walked out of the building. They assisted two of their rank who were stumbling and disoriented.

Brindal and Ellena’s parents were moved to the center of the street and kept under armed guard. More soldiers gathered from their building and, after a few moments, more filed out of the other buildings, followed by the residents of the buildings.

“What are they doing?” Ellena asked. “They’re not going to hurt them, are they?”

Brindal hesitated and shook his head. “No. No, I don’t think so. It’s a meeting or something.”

One of the armored personnel carriers stopped near their parents. The door opened and a Vagnosian woman stepped out. She walked up to Noah and Madrid and spoke to the soldier standing guard over them. The officer turned to the captives and then took a few steps away.

The female Vagnosian tapped a few buttons on the control panel on her wrist before speaking in an amplified voice. “Attention, residents! We are conducting a sweep for people who have suffered mutations. Those suffering from these effects will be handled with care and compassion, but they must be handled. They represent a threat to the well-being of our city and her people. Even this world.

“If you know someone who has suffered a mutation, notify us immediately. Come forth and help us to help them. We have experts who will treat them and help them adapt to the changes they are undergoing. Your compliance is required.”

She turned back to look at Noah and Madrid. “Harboring or aiding someone with a mutation, whether they are family or friends, is a crime. This may be difficult for many of you to understand, what with the latest predictions showing that upwards of ten percent of any given population may be affected, but it is required by law. We have to ensure the safety of our people—you. We will do that, but I ask all of you to embrace your loyalty to Marloon and the Vagnosian Assembly. Does anyone have anything to say? Turn to the nearest representative of the Mutations Assistance Program if you do.”

She paused before adding, “If you do not, we will find out and you will atone for your betrayal of the people of Marloon.”

When Noah and Madrid did nothing, she gestured at them. Two guards stepped forward and guided them into the open rear doors of the APC. The speaker tapped the control panel on her arm and stopped the broadcast of her voice to the speakers built into the streetlights and nearby buildings.

Her eyes swept over the crowd and then she spun and climbed back into the passenger seat of the APC.

“Brin!” Ellena whimpered. “We have to help them! I...I have to turn myself in.”

“No!”

“They took Mom and Dad! They’re going to...to...”

Brindal shook his head. “To what? Put them in jail? Ask them where we went? They don’t know. They can’t tell them what they don’t know.”

“What if they hurt them?”

He hesitated before answering. “I don’t think...no. No, they won’t do that. There are rules and laws against that sort of thing.”

“There are?”

“Yeah,” Brindal said. “Intra-galactic stuff. I remember seeing some shows about that sort of thing and what they do to people who violate them.”

“Oh. Okay.” She seemed mollified for a moment. “But they’re still being taken somewhere!”

“They told us what to do,” Brindal reminded her. “If you turn yourself in, do you think they will go easy on our parents? Just like that? Or do you think they’ll make it easy on you?”

“That woman said—”

“She said you were a danger and a menace to our way of lives. A threat. Helping you means containing you. Maybe experimenting on you. Maybe killing you. Elle, we have to get away, that’s all there is to it. We have to get away from here and find a way off this planet.”

She spun around and stared at him. “Off...the planet?”

He nodded.

She swallowed and let out a shuddering breath. “How?”

“I’m not sure yet. First we have to wait.”

“Wait? For what?”

“For the soldiers to move on. Then we get down and get out of here.”

Ellena watched him without saying a word. Finally she reached up to wipe the tears from her eyes. “All right. But what about our mom and dad?”

“I don’t know. I’ll figure that out later, okay?”

She nodded. “I’m scared.”

He reached over and grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I got your back, sis. Don’t worry.”


Chapter 4

Brindal searched through his sister’s drawers, trying to guess what she’d need. Her clothes were all either shorts or pants, after the fashion of Vagnosian girls. She’d worn a dress a few times when she was younger, but not since she’d been laughed at in school four years ago.

He grabbed a couple pairs of pants and shoved them in the pack, and then added some shirts from another drawer. He started to turn away when he realized she’d want other clothes too. Underwear and such. He grimaced as he searched through her other drawers and found her underclothing. He picked them up between his fingertips and stuffed them in the bag, grabbing several of each to be sure.

Finished with his sister’s clothes, he rushed through the small residence back to his room. The card he’d been burning was finished so he slotted a second card and called up the home account his parents had given him access to. All the credits they had marked for utilities and bills were stored there for recurring payments or necessary expenses.

“Sorry,” he muttered as he transferred the contents of the account to the new card. They’d given him access to it for emergencies. This definitely qualified. Besides, if they were being held by the army, they wouldn’t need it anyhow. “I’ll pay you back, I promise.”

He turned and poked through his clothes. There was nothing he needed that he didn’t already have. He’d only grabbed a couple of outfits for Elle because he didn’t know what she’d like. It wasn’t like they had to worry about the weather; it was early summer on Marloon and that meant it was either muggy and warm or muggy and hot. Whereas in the winter it was muggy and less warm, with a lot of rain.

Brindal turned back and watched as the bar crawled across the screen. He drummed his fingers against his desk, impatient at the delay. “Hurry up,” he muttered as the bar seemed to get stuck.

Elle was waiting for him. She was probably terrified, crouching in the dark between buildings where he’d left her. He didn’t have to come back to their apartment, but this was the easiest. Getting his hands on the parts he needed to build a new card burner and some blank cards would be hard, especially without any credits he could safely access.

The progress indicator jumped ahead, earning a grunt of relief. He smiled at his nervous behavior and then forced the smile away. This was real, not some stupid trick he was pulling just to see if he could pull it off. His sister’s life was in danger—his life was in danger—and the odds were very much against them.

He had some ideas, but they were barely that. Ideas dreamed up by a kid who had no clue what he was getting himself into. Sure, he talked a good talk and his sister bought it, which was either an amazing lie or she was so desperate she’d believe anything. The truth was he knew a couple of shadowy people he could reach out to from his contacts in the robotics and mechanics field, but that was it. Odds were they wouldn’t help him either. They had their machines and robots and that’s all they cared about. Sure, they didn’t care much about the law, but that was as long as there was no real risk or danger to what they did. Helping a couple of people wanted by the army? That was high risk.

He pulled the card out of the burner and disconnected his portable computer. It went into the small bag, filling the last of the empty space. There was no room for any of the projects he’d built up over the years—small robots he’d build from kits or from scratch, modifying them as he learned more and came up with new things he wanted to try. He spared a longing glance at the memories of his childhood and then let them go. He was an adult now; it was time to act like it. Brindal sealed his bag on his way out of his bedroom.

Brindal paused at the door and checked the display to make sure no one was outside. The last thing he needed was a nosy neighbor trying to check things out or see if they could help themselves to his parents’ things. The hallway was empty outside their door. Either the scavengers were still busy or they were holed up in their own rooms still.

He cracked the door open and stuck his head out to look up and down the hallway. It was empty. So far, so good! His heart stopped threatening to leap out of his chest as he started toward the lift that would take him to the ground floor. He had less than a dozen meters to go when he noticed the light on the panel indicated it was moving up from the first floor.

“Tlokt,” Brindal said, using the Vagnosian curse out of habit. Someone on the lift meant they’d see him if he summoned the lift to his level. He could either duck back in his residence and wait or take the stairs. His home was behind him; the stairs were ahead. He clutched his bag to his side and ran ahead to the stairs.

He misjudged his speed and hit the door hard enough to bounce back a step. He cried out from the bruise in his shoulder and arm but didn’t waste any time checking it out. He twisted the recessed handle and pulled it open. He heard the chime of the elevator stopping at his level just before the door clicked shut. He’d made it! Barely.

Brindal hurried down the stairs and stopped at the first-floor doorway. He hesitated and listened, but heard nothing. He even tried putting his ear against the door, but there was nothing to be heard. Another myth busted from one of his favorite shows, Space Bounty.

He leaned against the striker bar on the door and pushed it open slowly, praying that it didn’t squeal. The door opened without noise far enough that he could stick his head into the crack and peer out toward the front of the building.

“Hope Ansh and Rand catch those tloktin kids.”

Brindal sucked in a breath and froze. He saw one soldier step into view, nearly causing him to leap back and yank the door shut. His terror left him frozen in place, which served him well. The soldier’s attention was on the person who had spoken, just out of Brindal’s line of sight.

“Me too. I can’t wait to go home. I’ve got a pack of Kless waiting for me,” the man Brindal was spying on said.

“Need any help drinking it?”

“Ha! It’s been awhile since I’ve had a drink. I’ll probably pass out after two.”

The unseen Vagnosian laughed and said, “That’s why I’m offering.”

Brindal backed up slowly and pulled the door shut even slower. He let his breath out and backed up on his tiptoes. He turned and looked at the stairs. He could go back up, where it sounded like there were more soldiers searching his house, or he could go down. The only thing down was the basement of the complex, but that was off-limits to the residents.

Brindal hesitated a moment longer and then started down the stairs. He was already breaking the law—what was one more charge?

He stopped at the door at the bottom of the stairs and tried the latch. The control panel flashed, and displayed a sign that read Authorized Access Only. The problem was he wasn’t authorized.

Brin ground his teeth and turned around. He stared up and wondered: could he hide out until they left? He just had to stay out of sight. Maybe head to the roof again. He made it to the first step when he wondered why the soldiers had come back. They’d said they hoped their friends would catch those kids. Did that mean they knew that Brindal had come back?

He pulled his foot back from the step. They must have known. It made sense; he used his biometrics to unlock the door to the building and the door to his home. Then he’d accessed his account and his family’s account. For somebody who knew anything about security systems, it was probably pretty easy to trace it back and alert the MAP.

He cursed under his breath and turned back to the door. He had to get it open. If he could get in there, he could hide. They’d never look for him there; he wasn’t authorized. Except how could he do it?

Brindal pulled his portable computer out of his pack and looked for an interface on the control panel. He picked at the edges of the display and the buttons, trying to pry something up. He failed. There was no easy way to get to the internals of the panel, at least not without the proper tools.

He glared at the panel and then hung his head in defeat. Like it would have done him any good. He could build simple robots, not hack into security systems. It was probably encrypted and secured and filled full of alarms if he tampered with it. He had no chance.

Brindal turned away from the door and started to shove his computer back in the bag when he felt the urge to glare at the door one final time. He craned his neck back around, a snarl twisting his lips, and focused on the door beside the panel. Sure, the door was locked, but that was just a simple circuit he understood. Send a charge down it and it activates. Send a different charge, he imagined, and it deactivated.

He spun around a final time and faced the door. He didn’t need to hack it; he needed to bypass it. Sure, he still didn’t have access to the inner workings, but that problem was one he thought he could solve. Brindal lifted his foot and tried to kick the panel. His toes and the ball of his feet smacked against it and the door around it, causing no damage. He tried twice more before he reached out and steadied himself against the wall with one hand. His next kick was higher, but he drove his heel into the panel. This time it cracked.

Brindal let out a triumphant, “Yes!” and kicked it again. The crack turned into a break. He panted through grinning lips and reached out to try to wiggle the broken panel free. His fingers were raw and aching by the time he managed to open it enough that he could see inside.

He stuck his fingers in and yanked the small components out, bringing the wires with them. Brindal’s teeth were bared in a feral grin as he fumbled to unwrap the wires from his robotics kit that he left always attached to his computer. The only problem was the universal connectors on the end wouldn’t mate with the terminal that plugged into the adapters on the panel’s broken components.
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