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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      One thing I’ve learned while writing the last two books: Mysteries are, of necessity, slower than what I’m used to. This is because you have to delay the reveal of key pieces of information to your characters and, by extension, to your readers. Some of you mentioned that The Carlson Girls had kind of a slow build up only for things to go crazy toward the end. That was because the bulk of the story had to be about solving the mystery and then dealing with the political ramifications afterward.

      This one will be similar, but I’ve made a few tweaks to sprinkle a little more action throughout the narrative. You’ll see.

      This is the second book in a series. I do not think it is strictly necessary to read the Carlson Girls (Book One) to enjoy this book, but I would recommend it.

      As always, if you need some extra information on the gadgets, the super powers or any other aspects of the world building, there are some helpful appendices at the back of the book.

      Oh, and one more thing! I really should have mentioned this last time, but I’m afraid it slipped my mind. It’s pronounced “Jenna,” not “Gina.”

      Have fun!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THEM

        

      

    

    
      “What were you thinking?” Telasi snarled.

      Darel looked up from his computer screen. His boss, a slender woman with an icy demeanour to match her unusually pale skin and silver-blonde hair, had finally decided to pay him a visit. In a black skirt and a frilly white top, she stood across from him with her hands folded behind her back, trying to peel his skin off with her sharp blue eyes.

      Darel leaned back with his elbows on the arms of his chair and smiled at her over steepled fingers. If he was honest with himself, he would have to admit that it was more of a smirk, really, but it often worked on women. His face and toned physique probably had something to do with that. With a tanned complexion, thick black hair, and just enough stubble to look dangerous, he was the sort of man who had never had much trouble capturing female attention. When he smiled, women melted.

      Not Telasi, however.

      “I see you’ve read the article,” he said before she could launch into a tirade.

      She already had her mouth open, but his response brought her up short and made her reconsider whatever she had intended to say. Blinking several times, she recovered quickly. “Yes, I’ve read it.”

      She pressed her hands down on the desk and bent forward until she was almost nose to nose with him. “I read it over breakfast after it had already received more than 8 million views!”

      Anger had put some colour in her cheeks, but she kept it under tight control. “You can imagine how that would be a surprise, seeing as how I never authorized it!”

      Darel’s smile never wavered. “You wanted more traffic. I got you more traffic.”

      “At the risk of destroying our journalistic reputation!” Telasi straightened, tossing one hand up and standing there with her mouth agape. “You took a radical stance!”

      “I took an honest stance!”

      “‘Field Binding will level the playing field?’”

      “And it will.” He turned his computer screen, revealing the banner photo above his article. Kisa Kareen Velnos – the de facto leader of the Equal Rights Movement – stood between the young Justice Keeper from Earth and her telepath sister. A telepath from Earth. Darel would trade half of everything he owned to learn how that was possible.

      For centuries, it had been common knowledge that Antaur was the only planet in this galaxy to produce telepaths, the only planet to show a measure of superhuman ability among its population. The phenomenon was attributed to superior genetics. For centuries, the Antauran people had assumed that they were the apex of human evolution.

      Then the Field Binders came along, displaying abilities that challenged those basic assumptions. And there was Claire Carlson as well.

      Telasi trembled and spoke through clenched teeth. “Rodan Aborizi killed sixteen people with his…magic!”

      Darel rolled his eyes. “It’s not magic, Telasi.”

      “And now, you want others to take up his…his…” She struggled to find a word, her face contorting with the effort. No doubt, she would have tried “magic” again if she had thought she could get away with it. Or perhaps “sorcery.” Darel didn’t know how Field Binding worked, but he knew that it must be a natural phenomenon. Simply an aspect of the universe that had not yet been studied. No different from the discovery of sub-atomic particles or SlipSpace. And yet, people tended to demonize those things that disrupted the established order.

      “Consider everything that we have to gain,” he said. “The power of Field Binding has already revolutionized interstellar travel. We now have Gates that can fling us across the galaxy in a matter of seconds. Not so long ago, that would have required months on a starship.”

      “I’m not talking about harnessing it for technology!” Telasi seethed. She was pacing back and forth in front of his desk now, storming up to one of the cubicle’s shoulder-high walls, then turning around and marching straight to the other one. “Do you realize what this…this power means for our planet?”

      Darel tapped the photo, drawing her attention to the hundreds of people who stood behind Kisa Velnos, many of whom held colourful signs demanding better schools and services for the X-5 population. “It means that people are finally waking up.”

      “Don’t be absurd.”

      “Think about it, Telasi!” Darel pressed. “X-5s are displaying superhuman abilities! X-5s!” His grin returned, followed by a burst of wheezing laughter as he shook his head slowly. “If they’re so genetically inferior, how is it that they can do things that telepaths have never even dreamed of?”

      Rounding on him, Telasi pointed an accusing finger right at his nose, but for once, she didn’t have an easy answer. Her shoulders slumped when she realized that she could not refute his argument.

      Once again, Darel reclined in his chair and steepled his fingers. “One of these days – very soon now, I think – the whole system’s gonna come crashing down.”

      “And you just love that, don’t you?”

      He was tempted to answer with a smart-aleck quip, but no. A topic of such importance deserved sincerity. “They’ve been lording over the rest of us since before the invention of the written word. They thought they were untouchable!” He ignored Telasi’s snort of derision. “Whatever else you might think about Rodan Aborizi, he proved that they’re not.”

      Darel’s chair squeaked as it rolled back from the desk. He stood up to confront his boss, every trace of amusement vanishing. It was cold determination that kept him staring into Telasi’s eyes. “Field Binding challenges the very foundation of our social order. It proves that telepaths were never better than the rest of us. So, yes, I am happy about that. You should be too! Aren’t you tired of living under their boot?”

      To her credit, Telasi never flinched or broke eye contact, but the tremor that went through her belied her calm façade. “I should have known better than to hire an X-3!” she hissed, turning her back on him and stomping out of his cubicle.
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        * * *

      

      Stretched out on his couch, Darel breathed a sigh of relief. It had been a long day. Every encounter with Telasi after their brief spat had gone one of two ways: Either she gave him the silent treatment or she made passive-aggressive comments to anyone who happened to be nearby. The mood in the newsroom was tense. Not everyone agreed with his stance on Field Binding or his decision to make that the subject of his latest column. But he knew he had a few supporters. Larel Tinese had cornered him in the hallway and quietly muttered, “Nice job,” when she was certain that no one else was listening.

      He toyed with the idea of asking her out. She was ten years his junior – fresh out of university and eager to make a name for herself – which might earn him some dirty looks from his colleagues. But he couldn’t deny a certain attraction. He was fairly certain that it was mutual. She always smiled when they crossed paths and took any opportunity to stop and chat for a few minutes.

      It wasn’t like he was her direct supervisor; there was no rule against asking her out. But office romances were often fraught with complications, and office dalliances even more so. He strongly suspected that if anything came of it, it would be the latter.

      His living room was dimly lit by two lamps on wooden tables. He had procured some paintings to liven up the cream-coloured walls: one of a forest in shades of blue and purple and another which depicted only random shapes. Circles, squares and triangles intersecting at odd angles. Still, it suited him.

      The couch he had been lying on for the last ten minutes was parked beneath a long window that offered a half-decent view of Lemiral’s majestic skyscrapers. As an X-3, he lived a fair distance away from those towers, and that irked him more than he wanted to admit. The restrictions placed upon him by the happenstance of his birth felt like a collar around his neck. A collar with a rather short leash. No matter how hard he worked, no matter how much he accomplished, he would never achieve the lifestyle of a telepath, and that…That rankled.

      He sat up with a grunt, raking his fingers through his hair. Maybe things would change. Maybe, if the myths that kept telepaths in their positions of power and privilege were exposed as lies, the people would finally be ready to do away with this asinine ranking system. Maybe. But even if everything that he dreamed of came to pass, it would probably take longer than he would like. Telasi was right about that much. He-

      The buzzing of his micro-PC pulled him out of his reverie.

      Snatching it up, he checked the caller ID and frowned when it offered no useful information. Curious. He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. Sliding his thumb along the outside of the permaplastic disk, he flipped it open to reveal a larger screen inside. One tap of the blinking, green button answered the call.

      His next surprise came when the screen remained black. Most people preferred to incorporate video. Not always, of course, but it was generally considered polite when introducing yourself for the first time. And he couldn’t imagine that anyone he knew would be using an unregistered device. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn that the caller was trying to conceal their identity.

      “Hello?” he said tentatively.

      “Is this Darel Sindrano?”

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “Your article sparked quite a bit of discussion, Mr. Sindrano. I was hoping that I could ask you a few questions.”

      Darel had to resist the urge to sigh. Of course, it would be a fan. Normally, he would have appreciated the attention, but he was plagued by the question of how this person had acquired his private contact information. “Anything you want to know is detailed in the article. Further questions should be addressed to the editorial board-”

      “Your work is quite impressive, Mr. Sindrano. Worthy of a larger audience.”

      Taken aback, Darel eased himself onto the couch and stared at the black screen. “And you think you can provide that, do you?”

      “We should talk. In private.”

      “Is this not private enough?”

      “At your residence.”

      Darel couldn’t hold back a peal of scornful laughter. “If you think I’m giving you my address-”

      He was cut off by three soft but insistent knocks on his door. Slowly, he rose and plodded through the short hallway that connected his living room to the tiny foyer. The wooden door was shut tight and deadbolted.

      Cautiously, he peered through the peephole and found nothing on the other side. Just a plain white hallway with bright lights in the ceiling. No sign of his neighbours or anyone else for that matter.

      He realized that he was still holding the micro-PC and snarled. “If this is your idea of a joke-”

      Three more knocks.

      Once again, he checked the peephole and found only an empty corridor. How was that possible? Who could…It occurred to him then that whoever it was must have been crouching right outside his door, and that left him feeling cold inside.

      Fear gave way to anger when he realized that this was indeed a practical joke. Someone in the building had gotten their hands on his contact information and decided to play a little game of spook the journalist. Well, he wasn’t going to stand for it.

      He unlocked the door and worked the handle with one hard twist. Pulling it open, he froze, his breath catching in his throat when he saw a woman in a black suit standing on the other side.

      She was quite tall and slender, her pale face framed by dark brown hair that hung limply over her shoulders. Something about her felt off, but he couldn’t put his finger on what. Maybe it was the way her dull brown eyes held his gaze without blinking. Maybe it was the blank, vacant expression that was better suited to a manikin than a human. Or maybe it was her hat. He had never seen one quite like it. It had a short brim that curled upward and a gray ribbon around the top.

      Without warning, she strode through the door, forcing him to move aside. “No need to provide your address, Mr. Sindrano,” she said, heading straight to the living room. “My people are quite resourceful.”

      Darel could only stand there and stare. Was this really happening? Had he somehow fallen asleep and drifted into an unnervingly vivid dream? After a moment, he closed the door and followed her.

      The woman had seated herself on his couch with one leg crossed over the other, her hands resting on the cushions to either side of her. She observed him without a shred of emotion on that eerily plain face.

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “I think the better question is, ‘Who are you?’ Are you a proponent of order and stability, or an agent of chaos? For my part, I choose the former.”

      Order? Chaos? Gods Below, what was she talking about? Darel struggled to comprehend how he could have ended up in the presence of a woman who tracked down his contact information and showed up at his apartment just to engage in some idle philosophizing. “What…What do you want with me?” he stammered.

      The woman nodded as if she had expected that question. “Ordinarily, this would be the sort of task I would assign to one of my Enforcers, but given your…shall we say, ‘distinguished career,’ I thought it best to come myself.”

      “And do what?”

      Her gaze remained fixed upon him, never wavering, not even for an instant. After maybe ten seconds of cold silence, he started to squirm. Finally, she blinked, as if she were only just remembering that she was supposed to do that. “Your article is causing problems, Mr. Sindrano. I suggest that you retract it.”

      A spark of indignation overcame Darel’s fear. He stood a little straighter and met those vacant eyes. “So, that’s your game, is it? Well, you’re not the first person to try.”

      “I might be the last.”

      Darel felt a smile coming on. “Very good. You play the role quite convincingly.” He took a deep breath and moved a little closer. Just to show her that he wasn’t afraid. “Who are you working for, anyway? The Eyes? The Truth Seers?”

      He pinched his chin with his thumb and forefinger, considering her face the way he would a painting. “Whoever they are, I have to hand it to them. That is some magnificent cosmetic surgery. You almost look like a doll come to life.”

      “I think you misunderstand your situation, Mr. Sindrano.”

      “No, I think you do.” He dropped to a crouch, putting himself on eye level with her, and endured that penetrating gaze without flinching. “I’ve had actual telepaths trying to intimidate me. You’re just a mook with a paint job. An impressive paint job, I’ll grant you that, but it’s only a façade.”

      He clapped his hands, hoping to get a reaction, and felt the tiniest smidgen of fear returning when she remained perfectly still. “Tell you what: Since you went to all the trouble of tracking me down, I’ll skip the preamble, and we can get to what you really want.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “Bedroom’s right over there, honey,” he said, angling his head toward the door. “I’d love to see how doll-like you really are.”

      Unfazed by his offer, the woman pursed her lips and quietly regarded him. “The nasty little thoughts that pass through your head…” Was she reading them? Perhaps he had miscalculated. He didn’t think that a real telepath would deface themself as she had, but maybe the Truth Seers were employing some new tactics.

      She closed her eyes, and for a moment – the tiniest sliver of a second – light seemed to emanate from beneath her skin. It was over so fast, Darel almost thought he had imagined it. But when the shock faded, she remained in her trance.

      Darel snapped his fingers in front of her nose.

      Nothing.

      Her breathing was slow and steady, her face expressionless. Gods Below, who was this woman? And what made her think that she could just waltz into his home-

      “That wooden box on the bookshelf,” she said suddenly. “You keep a necklace inside of it. I assume it isn’t yours.”

      How could she possibly know that? She wasn’t reading his mind; he was certain of that much. A telepath might be able to pick up surface thoughts without being detected, but that information was buried deep in his memory. She would never find it without him sensing the intrusion.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, Darel stood up. He struggled to keep his voice even despite the fear that had come back with a vengeance. “It belonged to my mother.”

      “Please retrieve it for me.”

      “Why?”

      The only answer he got was a flat stare.

      Briefly, he considered resisting, but what would be the point? He was thoroughly convinced that the only way to extricate this woman from his home would be to grab her and shove her out the door. He had a sneaking suspicion that he wouldn’t enjoy the consequences of trying.

      Sighing, he turned on his heel and went to the bookshelf. He found the box she had mentioned, lifted the lid and reached inside. Fishing out the necklace, he held it up for her inspection. It wasn’t very elaborate: just a heart-shaped pendant dangling from a gold chain. “Satisfied?”

      “Bring it to me.”

      Frightened as he was, he still couldn’t hold back a snarl as he trudged across the room and dumped the necklace in her lap. The woman admired it for a few seconds, then pinched one link of the chain and lifted it almost delicately.

      Her eyes settled onto Darel once again, the dangling jewelry forgotten. “This holds some sentimental value for you, yes? Why else would you keep it?”

      “It belonged to-”

      “Yes, yes. Your mother.” Silver light enveloped the woman’s hand, spreading to the tip of each finger. But it wasn’t a halo. No, it seemed to be coming from beneath her skin. It transferred to the necklace somehow, flowing over each link and then consuming the pendant.

      The whole thing turned gray and began to fade, growing more and more translucent until it was gone. When it had vanished completely, the woman hissed and wiggled her fingers, the light winking out like a candle that had been snuffed.

      Darel didn’t realize that he was backing away until he hit the wall. Petrified, he stood there with his palms pressed to his stomach and made no effort to quell his trembling. “How…How?”

      The strange woman stood up with a chuckle, and he very nearly bolted for the kitchen. Or the bedroom. Or any place where he might jump out a window. He hadn’t decided yet. Just knowing that she was capable of laughter made it all so much worse.

      “The dark crevices of this galaxy are home to things far older and far more terrible than telepaths.” She straightened her jacket, gave him one last look and strode to the door. “You will take down your article, Mr. Sindrano and never publish another word on the subject of Field Binding. If you do not comply, I will see to it that you are reunited with your mother’s necklace.”
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        * * *

      

      Darel didn’t sleep that night.

      He spent most of those dark hours lying in his bed, terrified by the expanding list of elaborate explanations his mind conjured to make sense of what he had seen. Was the strange woman an alien? Some species no one had ever heard of before? That might explain her poor approximation of a human face. Or was she something else? Something more sinister.

      In his second year of university, he had taken ancient folklore as an elective. Some of the tales he had read while researching his final project came to mind. The Melathias People of southern Dorida had believed in entities that they referred to only as Night Walkers. According to legend, these creatures appeared human at first glance but were anything but. And they possessed eerie powers.

      Was it possible…

      No, no, of course not!

      Why would a Night Walker care about an opinion piece in the Lemiral Daily Monitor? Why would an alien care for that matter? The woman’s motivations were far too human for either of those options. Cosmetic surgery and good acting remained the most plausible explanation.

      Except for the necklace.

      He had checked the box, wondering if maybe she had put it back while he was distracted – perhaps the whole thing was an elaborate feat of sleight of hand; the best magicians had made entire statues disappear – but no. The necklace was gone. And he was fairly certain that he would never see it again. How had she done it? That question vexed him as fatigue slowly transformed into exhaustion.

      At some point in the middle of the night, it occurred to him that the strange woman might have technology he had never seen before. Something that could destabilize matter on a molecular level. Yes. Yes! Maybe that was it! The rest was just an intricate performance designed to intimidate him. If so, then her device was no more dangerous to him than an ordinary pistol. Perhaps less so if close contact was required. Plenty of others had tried to intimidate him. Five years ago, his reporting on the underground black markets of Varosh had produced a few threats on his life. This woman put all the others to shame, but in the end, she was no different.

      He wasn’t about to let her win.

      Not long before the sun came up, he unplugged his tablet from the charger, attached the portable keyboard and began to type. “Last night, I received the most unusual visitor…”
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        * * *

      

      “She was actually in your house?” Larel yelped.

      Sitting across from him at a round, permaplastic table in the breakroom, she lifted a mug of coffee in one hand and studied him over the rim. Those reporter’s instincts were kicking in. Darel thought it was cute, and not just because she was even cuter.

      At the age of twenty-four, Larel still insisted on wearing her brown hair tied up in a high ponytail with bangs that reached almost to her eyebrows. Add that to a heart-shaped face with a few freckles on her pale cheeks, and yeah…She looked younger than she was.

      And now, she had decided to grill him, no doubt searching for holes in his story. Darel was happy to play along; it might further things between them. Maybe he could offer some pointers.

      Sitting back with his arms crossed, he answered her with a smug smile. “Came into my house,” he said. “Sat right on my couch.”

      Larel peered into her cup, considering his response. “And she wanted you to take down your piece on the protest movement?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Are you sure it was wise to print that? I mean, if they’re willing to threaten you over one article, what will they do for two?”

      Shutting his eyes, Darel barked a laugh and dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. “Probably nothing.” He eased a little closer to the table, resting his elbows on its surface and lacing his fingers. “One thing you’re gonna learn: These people will come at you when you print something they don’t like. They’ll make a big show of it, but it’s all bluster.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “This lady probably works for the Truth Seers,” he replied with more than a hint of exasperation in his voice. “Maybe the Watchful Eyes. They’re experts in the intimidation game, but they’re not gonna straight up murder a journalist.”

      “If you say so.” Larel’s mouth twitched, and she averted her eyes, but other than that, she did a fine job of masking her discomfort. “What she did to that necklace…”

      “Pure showmanship,” Darel assured her. “You can relax. If anything, the article guaranteed my safety for the foreseeable future.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “They’ve already got plenty of unrest to deal with. The Fives are finally rising up and demanding some respect. Killing a journalist after he just exposed their attempt at intimidation will only make it worse. Power works best when it’s wielded subtly, Larel.”

      She seemed to be considering that; so, he stood up and squeezed her shoulder on his way to the door. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      He took an elevator down to the first floor. He was craving a zesty chicken wrap from one of the street vendors outside but decided to pay a visit to the restroom first. As he crossed the lobby – a vast room with white floor tiles and marble pillars supporting a high ceiling – he waved to Torin at the security desk.

      The curly-haired man was an X-4 who had held the position for at least five years. He had been here when Darel first came to work at the Daily Monitor and would probably be here long after he was gone. The ridiculous ranking system left him with few other options. There was no law against hiring someone of a lower social rank, but very few prestigious organizations did so. For Torin, it was either security, manual labour or low-level clerical work. That was a shame. He was a decent fellow.

      “Afternoon, Mr. Sindrano,” he said as Darel walked past.

      “Torin.” Abruptly, Darel stopped and turned around, flashing one of his friendly smiles. “You had lunch yet?”

      “Not yet, sir, no.”

      “Would you like a wrap?”

      The grin that blossomed on Torin’s face was bright enough to light up an entire room. “I would very much appreciate that, sir. Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, Torin hopped out of his seat when he heard a shriek from around the corner. It seemed to be coming from the restroom. He grabbed his stun baton and his ID badge and ran across the lobby.

      Darting into a short hallway with plain white walls, he skidded to a stop outside the restroom. He took half a second to firm up his courage, pressed his badge against the scanner and slammed his shoulder into the door.

      He very nearly fainted when he saw what was on the other side.
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            POWER CONCEDES NOTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      “No more hurt! No more lies! The Ones can’t live without the Fives!” That steady chant came from a group of people in light jackets who carried colourful signs as they marched across a strip of pavement. They had formed a wall of bodies between the road and a large hole in the ground that would one day become a new academy for telepaths. At least, it would if the city council had its way. Which was starting to look more and more likely.

      The protest had started off strong; those bright green construction vehicles on either side of the street were unable to reach their destination. After four days, the workers had stopped showing up for their shifts. What would be the point? All they could do was stand there and watch as hundreds of angry people shouted slogans at them. But the tide was slowly turning.

      Today, it was hundreds; not so long ago, it had been thousands, but protest movements were hard to sustain for any length of time. People went home when they ran out of food and water. Or when they grew tired of sleeping in tents. Many had other commitments like school, work or family obligations. Who could blame them? Putting your life on hold was a pretty big ask. No one could do it indefinitely.

      Sitting on the edge of a gray plastic table, Melissa Carlson wore blue jeans and a brown jacket. Her long black hair was tied up in a ponytail, pulled back from a mocha-skinned face with high cheekbones and deep brown eyes. “You know, you really have to admire their energy.”

      She didn’t think she could chant like that for hours on end.

      Her new friend sat beside her in a motorized wheelchair that looked like it had seen better days. Kisa Kareen Velnos was, in a word, gorgeous: full-figured with dark brown skin and black hair that fell almost to her shoulders. It was her nose that Melissa liked best. Very cute. Add that to an adorably round face with a slightly pointed chin, and it was hard not to think about kissing her.

      Which put a blush in Melissa’s cheeks.

      Before Kisa came along, she had never had such thoughts about another woman. But then why not? The remnants of her Catholic faith were drifting away like sand in a windstorm. It was hard to cling to dogma when you learned the deeper truths about how the universe worked.

      “They’re dedicated,” Kisa agreed, though Melissa could hear the sombre tone in her voice. She was probably having the same thoughts that had been plaguing Melissa ever since she arrived that morning. Day by day, their numbers dwindled. If things kept going this way, they wouldn’t be able to maintain their momentum for very much longer.

      The city seemed to have figured that out. On the first day of the protest, they had sent representatives to hear the movement’s demands – which were simple: Instead of an academy for telepaths, they wanted a school that would serve the district’s X-4 and X-5 children. On the second day, they had sent the police, but an impressive display by the Justice Keepers had put an end to that before things turned violent. Now, they sent no one, having realized that if they simply waited long enough the protest would dissipate, and construction could resume with only minor delays.

      Sighing, Kisa shifted her gaze skyward. “With our luck, it’ll probably start raining any second now.”

      Those thick gray clouds had been there since yesterday afternoon, but so far, they hadn’t made good on their threats of a downpour. It wouldn’t be the first time that the protesters had been forced to carry on through inclement weather. No, the clouds weren’t the issue here.

      The construction site was surrounded by a chain-link fence, which was in turn surrounded by five or six hundred very angry citizens. Kisa’s people had blocked access from every direction. It would have been a very impressive display if not for the larger group of counter protesters who had shown up the day before.

      Melissa couldn’t see them now – there were too many people in the way – but she occasionally heard one of them shouting through a megaphone. Something about not giving in to terrorists. Because of course that was how they would frame the issue.

      The media had been all over them from the moment they arrived, eager to get statements from people who fell back on the same tired talking points. Law and order, safe streets, blah, blah, blah.

      She couldn’t say whether the counter protest had been organized by someone in a position of authority – there were any number of intelligence agencies on this planet with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo, and two of them were particularly ruthless – or if it had developed organically. For that matter, this whole thing could have been the brainchild of some enterprising city councillor with friends in the construction business. There was just no way to be sure. All she knew was that the two groups had nearly come to blows on several occasions over the last twenty-four hours. If not for Melissa and her team, things probably would have escalated beyond shouting and name-calling.

      She grunted sourly, shaking her head in dismay. Her teammates weren’t here now; they had been called away on other assignments. The Truth Seers – the only intelligence agency on this planet composed solely of telepaths – suddenly had all sorts of work for the Justice Keepers. Better to send them off in search of black-market weapons than to let them bolster a protest movement that had demonstrated its ability to cause disruptions. The Keepers weren’t like most law-enforcement agencies; they tended to side with the little guy.

      “It’ll be all right,” Kisa said as if reading her thoughts.

      Melissa’s scowl became a smile that she gladly shared with the other woman. “Thanks,” she murmured. “And I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Kisa asked, never taking her eyes off the marching protesters. If that suspicious stare was anything to go by, she was probably anticipating another bout of trouble sometime soon. And she was probably right. “You’ve been nothing but helpful.”

      “Not helpful enough.”

      “Melissa, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this.” The warmth of Kisa’s hand on her thigh offset the mild exasperation in the other woman’s tone. “This movement isn’t about any one individual. It’s about all of us. You’ve done everything you can, and I’m grateful.”

      “But if we lose…”

      Kisa shut her eyes, exhaling slowly through her nose. “We only lose when we give up,” she insisted. “I’m not about to do that. If we can’t convince them to turn this site into a school for the people who need it, then we’ll pick another battle. And another after that. The pursuit of social justice is a lifelong affair.”

      “I see you’ve been reading those books I gave you.” Melissa had offered the other woman a collection of speeches and essays by Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. She had been hoping that they might provide some inspiration.

      “I have. And others as well. The writings of Lana Beltan of Leyria are particularly salient. As are those of your foremother.”

      “My foremother?”

      “Zaya Tyree, the first Justice Keeper.”

      “Ah.”

      The Keepers were atypical for a law-enforcement agency because they hadn’t started out as one. Their founding member had been an astronaut on one of the first missions to Leyria’s moon. While there, she had suffered damage to her space suit, and the microscopic creatures that lived in the atmosphere had Bonded with her cells to keep her alive.

      Upon returning home, Zaya discovered that she had great strength and superhuman reflexes, and thus decided to use her newfound power to help the poor and the oppressed. Her very first act as a superhero was to free the microscopic lifeforms that had been brought back from the moon. She allowed them to Bond with her friends, and they became the first Justice Keepers.

      For nearly a century, the Keepers were outlaws, branded as terrorists and forced into hiding, but their unwavering commitment to social justice sparked a revolution. The old empires fell; the new nations unified, and when the planetary government formed, many people insisted that the Keepers should be their protectors. It was only then that they received any kind of legal authority.

      Five hundred years later, their allegiance remained with those who yearned for equality. The Nassai – the beings who had saved Zaya by Bonding with her – believed strongly in the principle that all life had intrinsic value, and none more so than any other. Many of them struggled to understand why humans insisted on imposing artificial divisions upon themselves.

      Melissa was pulled out of her contemplation by the sound of raised voices. Giving her head a shake, she blinked and searched for the source of the trouble. “Looks like they’re at it again.”

      Kisa nodded. “You’d better go.”

      Hopping off the table with a sigh of frustration, Melissa made her way to the crowd of people who were no longer marching. Instead, they had all turned to face the road, and many of them were shouting angrily.

      She couldn’t pick up much – not with all of those voices speaking over one another – but she did catch the occasional curse word. Along with cries of, “Go back home!” and “Get lost, you creeps!”

      “Hey!” Melissa yelled.

      Several people turned around, but none of them paid her any mind beyond a glance. She opened her jacket to reveal the badge on her belt – a four-pointed star in a circle of silver – and when that didn’t work, she unclipped the thing and held it up for all to see. “Justice Keepers! Let me through, please!”

      That had an effect.

      The crowd parted for her, leaving a clear path to the edge of the construction site. Through it, she saw a group of counter protesters – all dressed in red – who snarled and made obscene gestures. One guy kept shaking his two pinky fingers and sticking out his tongue. Charming.

      Striding through the newly formed corridor, Melissa kept her expression neutral. “What’s the trouble here?” she asked as she neared the sidewalk.

      She quickly discovered that some of the Red Shirts were hurling garbage at their enemies. Candy wrappers, wet wipes, half-eaten pieces of fruit: They used whatever they could get their hands on, and it was working.

      The protesters jeered and shook their fists.

      “Hey!” Melissa shouted. “Hey, that’s enough!”

      The Red Shirts ignored her, and the people behind her – those who were ostensibly on her side – just kept on shouting. The absurdity of it almost got her laughing. How was this her life? A year ago, she had been fighting killer cyborgs with the Salusian resistance, and now? Now, she was a burnt-out teacher on a playground full of rowdy children.

      “HEY!”

      That made several people flinch. Some of the Red Shirts noticed her badge and started elbowing their buddies. A few of them even pointed at Melissa, which was just fine in her books. It made them quiet down enough to hear her.

      Planting her fists on her hips, she stood before them with her lips pursed. “Let’s keep this peaceful. You said you came here for a good-faith discussion; well, you can’t have one of those if you’re too busy-”

      Someone chucked a pear at her.

      Her left hand snapped up, catching it with machine-like precision. She didn’t even have to look. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the Red Shirts and slowly moved toward them like a panther on the prowl.

      She tossed the pear up and raised her shoulder as it fell, bouncing it back up again. This time, when it descended, she twisted her wrist and caught it in her upturned palm. Never once did she even glance at the lumpy yellow fruit. She didn’t need her eyes; she was intimately aware of her surroundings.

      Every pebble on the pavement, every piece of trash, even the people behind her: She perceived them all with pristine clarity. For a distance of about fifteen metres, that was. After that, things started to get fuzzy. Bonding a Nassai came with a few perks, but Spatial Awareness was by far her favourite.

      In her mind, the protesters appeared as figures of swirling mist, many of whom were watching her with reactions that ranged from stunned disbelief to smug satisfaction. They had heard rumours, but some of them had never seen what a Justice Keeper could do. In truth, they still hadn’t. Not really.

      The Red Shirts were even more astonished; several of them actually backed away from her. Which was also quite acceptable. She didn’t like intimidation – cops should inspire people, not scare them – but she was done putting up with nonsense.

      Halting only a few steps away from them, she held up the pear so they could all get a good look and then flashed a cheeky grin. “I believe this belongs to one of you.”

      No one volunteered to take it.

      “Right then. We’re going to-”

      Off to her right, one of the Red Shirts – a twiggy little twerp with curly hair and ears that were too big for his head – threw a rock that grazed the cheek of a bald man twice his size.

      In the blink of an eye, the big guy raced across the intervening space and seized two fistfuls of the kid’s shirt. He was snarling through clenched teeth, ready to pound the little punk into oblivion.

      “That’s enough!” Melissa shrieked, and the two combatants separated. She rounded on the bald man, shoving a finger in his face. “You! Back off!” When he averted his eyes, she added, “Get over there with the others.”

      She turned to the kid, who blanched and retreated half a step. “You!” Grimacing, Melissa shook her head. “Go home before I decide to arrest you.” She could do it. It was within her authority, but even if the prosecutor agreed to press charges – which they probably wouldn’t – it would only result in the boy doing some community service for a few weeks. Better to let him off with a warning.

      Her act of mercy still produced a wave of angry mutters among the Red Shirts. One guy shouldered his way to the front, his face flushed as he gestured at the departing bald man. “You’re not gonna arrest him?”

      “He didn’t do anything.”

      “He assaulted me!” the kid protested.

      Melissa crossed her arms and rebuked him with a withering glare. “He grabbed your shirt because you threw a rock at him. You could have given him a concussion, but he hasn’t hurt you in any way.”

      Indignant and surly, the young man smoothed the wrinkles from his shirt and matched her stare for stare. “He laid his hands on my person.” So, they were using the technical terminology now. You could always count on a reactionary to bust out the cop talk when he thought it would work to his advantage.

      “Arrest him!” some of the others shouted. “Arrest him!”

      Melissa pointed at them, adding a glower for emphasis. “Zip it!” Straightening her jacket, she exhaled roughly and put her hands on her hips again. “And what are you guys doing so close to the worksite? Fifty paces away, remember? That was the rule.”

      “They started it!” a bearded man snarled.

      “It was them!”

      “Arrest them!”

      “Yeah,” Melissa sneered. “I can totally see how they left you with no choice but to throw trash at them.” Containing her anger took more effort than she would have liked. “Now, get out of here before I start handing out citations for littering.”

      She turned her back on them, trudging her way back to Kisa’s table, but she had barely covered half the distance when a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye made her stop.

      A drone swooped in from the sky and flew right up to her, hovering only a few feet away. It was about the size of a basketball but looked more like a ladybug, its gray shell polished to a respectable shine. The little robot had a round aperture that housed a camera lens. And the glowing red LED meant that she was being recorded.

      “Agent Carlson!” a reporter called out, hurrying to catch up with her. He was a handsome man in a vibrant purple suit. The Antauran aristocracy – a group that consisted primarily of telepaths and their immediate families – often wore bright colours, and the professional class did the same to imitate them.

      This guy had a dark complexion and brown hair that was buzzed at the sides of his head. His goatee was perfectly manicured, and the small gold earring – a simple hoop about the thickness of her fingernail – gave him something of a roguish look. “Agent Carlson, if I could just have a moment of your time.”

      “No comment,” Melissa said, hoping that would be enough to send him packing. She didn’t need her eyes to know that he was scowling and trying to slip up behind her. She quickened her pace to make it impossible for him to do so without running.

      The camera drone, on the other hand, had no trouble keeping up. Bloody hell, the little bastard zipped right past her and spun around to block her escape, pointing its lens right in her face. And now, the damn thing had her swearing. Only in her head, but still.

      “Agent Carlson, do you believe the Justice Keepers can retain the public’s trust when you so clearly give preferential treatment to one side of a political conflict?”

      Melissa stopped dead and winced. This was a trap. She knew that, but she couldn’t let an accusation like that stand.

      Slowly, she turned around – better to let the reporter see her face than the camera – but of course, the little robot returned to its master, hovering over his shoulder for a better shot of her. “I don’t believe I’ve shown any favouritism.”

      “You threatened to arrest one of the counter protesters.”

      “Because he threw a rock.”

      “And the man he threw it at grabbed him.”

      Melissa couldn’t hold back a nervous smile. With a great deal of reluctance, she stepped forward and forced herself to look directly into the camera. “Yes. He did. And that’s wrong. And I stopped him from going any further.”

      “But you-”

      “You might note,” she pressed on before the reporter could spit out another loaded question. Goodness! Now, she was interrupting people. “That I didn’t actually arrest the young man. My so-called threat was only to illustrate the potential consequences of his actions. If that rock had injured someone, he would be on his way to a holding cell right now.”

      The reporter hesitated, quietly studying her. She felt very much like an amateur playing her first game of chess against a master. In the space of two seconds, he had decided on his next move. “And you don’t think the man who grabbed him needed a reminder of the consequences?”

      Melissa exhaled through her nose. “Throwing the rock was a premeditated act. Grabbing the young man was a thoughtless response to that act. Now, most planets – this one included – distinguish between premeditated crimes and actions taken in the heat of the moment. I don’t have any concerns about the older gentleman repeating his mistakes. I did have some concerns about the young man. I responded accordingly.”

      She chose to end the interview then, spinning around and stalking off while the reporter was formulating his next question. She had said her piece; she had articulated her reasons for handling the situation the way she did. Anything else would only give the pundits more opportunities to twist her words. They were going to do that anyway, but she had no intention of making it easy for them. How had Jena put it that one time? “You can’t stop your enemies from taking shots at you, but you don’t have to give them ammo.”

      When she returned to the table, Kisa was still in her wheelchair. The other woman cradled a travel mug in both hands, her slight frown indicating that the tea had gone cold despite whatever insulation the cup had provided.

      Melissa strode up to her, then spun around and reclaimed her seat on the table’s edge. “One more crisis averted.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s no problem. I-”

      Another ripple of agitation spreading through the crowd made her wonder if the Red Shirts had tried something else, but it was only a man in a green suit who emerged from the throng of bodies with a scowl. Another reporter, most likely. Or maybe not. He was handsome enough, but those thin glasses probably meant that he didn’t spend much time in front of cameras. Physical perfection was highly prized here on Antaur. Anyone with a public-facing job had to look the part. It sickened Melissa to realize that she had learned to evaluate people by those standards.

      He scanned the area like a combat drone seeking a target and then made a beeline for the table. “I’m looking for the leader of this movement.”

      Kisa stood up – she could walk, albeit with some difficulty – retrieved her cane and stepped forward to greet him. “That would be me.”

      “I represent the Nezorada City Council,” he said, eyeing Melissa warily for half a second before dismissing her and focusing all of his attention on Kisa. “They’ve authorized me to tell you that they are willing to offer concessions.”

      “And what might those be?”

      “After a careful review of the census data, the council agrees that this site…” He glanced at the huge piles of upturned earth that stood behind a chain-link fence. “…is not suitable for a telepath academy. There aren’t enough telepaths living in the district to justify the land use. We propose instead that the facility should be recommissioned as a school for the neighbourhood’s X-3 and X-4 children.”

      “And what about the X-5s?”

      The man’s smile suggested that he had been eagerly anticipating that question. “Sadly, our resources are limited. The school was not designed to accommodate such a large population.”

      Kisa lifted her chin and held his gaze, refusing to back down. “Perhaps the school could be redesigned to allow for more students.”

      “That would require us to select a new site and request approval from the Zoning Commission. Construction would be delayed by months if not years.”

      “I see.”

      “This project is in everyone’s best interest,” he insisted. “As the X-4s migrate to the new facility, the neighbourhood’s X-5 children will benefit from smaller class sizes and more attention from their teachers.”

      “Until those teachers migrate as well.”

      He smiled again, and this time, it was even slimier than before. “It’s an imperfect world, Ms. Velnos. My suggestion is that you look upon this as a victory.”

      “I’ll have to discuss it with the others.”

      The man nodded as if he had expected as much, then turned to go. He paused after only a few steps and gave her a sharp look over his shoulder. “Conduct your deliberations quickly. The council wants this matter settled.”

      “Well, I guess that’s something,” Melissa muttered.

      “It’s something, all right,” Kisa growled, maintaining a death glare on the man’s back. “Never underestimate your enemy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Melissa almost jumped when the other woman spun on her. The heat in Kisa’s eyes could have melted the polar ice caps. “This was a calculated move,” she explained. “And a good one. When I present his offer to the others, many of the X-4s will want to take it.”

      “And the X-5s will feel betrayed.”

      “Exactly.” Kisa hobbled closer, relying on her cane for support and wincing from the effort. “They’re trying to drive a wedge between us, Melissa, to break up our coalition. And Gods Below, it’s probably going to work. I should have known they would do something like this.”

      “‘Power concedes nothing without a demand.’”

      “Indeed,” Kisa breathed, easing herself into the chair and laying the cane across her lap. “And sometimes, it refuses to concede in spite of many demands.”
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      Claire Carlson entered the dining hall with her head held high. Today, she had put on a blue cassock – not for any particular reason; it just felt like a blue day – and left her wavy brown hair to hang loose. Her round face of light brown skin lit up with a smile, her eyes twinkling as they zeroed in on the spot that had been set aside for her.

      She was miserable and more than a little anxious, but she wasn’t going to let any of these jackals see it. When you lived in the jungle, you couldn’t afford to show weakness. Or fear. Maybe especially fear.

      The dining hall was huge. Wood panels lined its walls, each one made to look like a series of rectangles stacked on top of each other. Some even had carvings of roaring lions or rearing stags in the middle.

      Narrow windows offered a half-decent view of the field behind the school. More importantly, they offered natural light. Claire would have loved to sit next to one, but that wasn’t an option.

      The murmuring students who occupied almost every seat wore ankle-length robes just like hers. Robes that came in every colour of the rainbow, though they lacked the gold and silver embroidery that many of the teachers displayed. Just about every table was taken, with only one exception.

      The small table in the exact centre of the room – a place normally reserved for upperclassmen – was empty. Only one placemat sat on its polished surface. By this point, everyone knew the routine. Even the cooks.

      A hush fell over the room when Claire walked through the door. Dozens of eyes followed her to the empty table. Ignoring them, she pulled a chair back and moved her cutlery from the middle spot to one near the corner. No one made a fuss about it. No one wanted to start an argument with her.

      The instant she sat down, one of the cooks – a hefty man in a white uniform – came rushing over with a tray. “Ms. Carlson!” he began in a slightly lilting accent. “I prepared a special meal just for you!”

      Claire looked up at him, unsure of what to say. It was a rare thing for one of the cooks to come out of the kitchen. The school employed servers who set the tables and brought the students their meals, but an actual cook? Before today, she had only caught glimpses of them. “You didn’t have to do that,” she mumbled.

      “Nonsense!” he exclaimed, setting a plate of pizza down in front of her. Six slices with yellow peppers and strips of some red meat that she didn’t recognize. Knowing these people, it was probably venison. “I researched Earth delicacies with an emphasis on the sorts of meals they serve to students in your schools.”

      The scent made her stomach rumble. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had pizza. It would have been at least eight months ago, before her family had moved to Antaur so that she could attend Belmoran Academy.

      She offered the cook a bright smile and a sincere, “Thank you.” She felt like she should give him a tip as well, but she wasn’t carrying any money. The Antaurans didn’t use physical currency anymore. It didn’t matter anyway.

      Her gratitude alone was enough to make him grin like a man who had just won the lottery. “You are most welcome, Ms. Carlson!” He took three steps backward, bowed as deeply as he could manage while still holding a tray and then scurried off to the kitchen.

      Claire looked around and saw that at least half a dozen other kids were eating pizza. The rest had chosen beef stew, which was what she had been expecting when she came down here.

      She lifted a slice off her plate, causing several people to gasp when she took a bite. For a second there, she wondered if she had gotten tomato sauce on her cassock, but their shocked faces made perfect sense when she realized that the others were carving up their pizzas with a fork and a knife. “You eat it with your hands,” she said for anyone who might be listening.

      To her surprise, some of them actually did it. People wanted to copy her now, wanted to be like Claire Carlson – the mysterious girl from Earth who had somehow developed telepathic abilities. And it pissed her off.

      When she first came here, she had tried to earn their respect. Now that she finally had it, all she felt was shame over the way she had gained it.

      She looked at Jarin Novarid, and the skinny little twit flinched when he felt the force of her gaze. He probably had his telepathic senses open. Maybe he was even keeping tabs on her. Just in case she decided to start something.

      Not so long ago, he would have taken any opportunity to bully her, but now, he kept his big mouth shut when she passed him in the hallways. No more snide comments, no more cruel remarks about how she was a mongrel from a backward planet.

      A month ago, Claire had wandered into Jarin’s neighbourhood and crossed paths with him while he was hanging out with some of his loser friends. Telepaths lived in swanky gated communities full of mansions and beautiful parks. They were practically royalty here on Antaur, but Claire wasn’t Antauran. She had the ability but not the heritage, and that landed her somewhere in the middle of their social pyramid.

      To Jarin and his friends, she was a dirty foreigner. And they had never missed a chance to remind her of that fact. When they had seen her walking where she didn’t belong, they had decided to teach her a lesson.

      Five of them had attacked her at the same time. Not with their fists but with their minds. They had very nearly broken through her psychic barriers and had been so sure of their inevitable victory.

      Until the moment that she overpowered them.

      She had taken control of their bodies and forced one of them to teeter on the edge of a cliff. Just thinking about it made her stomach clench up with guilt. She had let them go, of course, but the damage was done. No physical scars, but that one kid probably had a buttload of trauma. The realization that she could have ended his life with only a thought scared the hell out of her.

      After that, the bullying had stopped. Jarin steered clear of her, and so did his minions. There had been rumours, of course. People whispered that Claire Carlson was a psychic badass, but that alone wouldn’t have earned her a spot at the best table in the dining hall.

      Things had really changed when the Truth Seers showed up to recruit her. She had turned them down – she didn’t want to join their evil club of super spies – but enough people had heard about it to get a new batch of rumours going. Now, they didn’t just respect her; they were afraid of her. That was why no one sat with her. That was why they had set aside this spot just for her. Some of them probably thought that she was going to be their boss one day. So, better to get on her good side now.

      She munched her pizza in cold silence. It was delicious, but her guilt took away some of the enjoyment. If she had to be alone, then she could deal with that. At least they weren’t picking on her anymore.
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      “What can we learn from Carmilo’s fall?” Mr. Brisden asked. A bald man with a thick brown beard, he searched his students’ faces for any sign that someone might have the answer. He wore bright colours – red pants and a matching vest over a lily-white shirt – but not a cassock. Some of the teachers here weren’t telepaths and therefore were not permitted to share in that honour.

      Assuming that you could call it an honour. As far as Claire was concerned, she looked ridiculous, and so did the rest of her classmates. She had known from the very beginning not to say such things out loud, but in the months since her enrollment at Belmoran Academy, she had trained herself to not even think them without checking her mental barricade first. She kept her mind shielded almost all the time now, muting her psychic senses in the process.

      The classrooms on Antaur weren’t all that different from those on Earth. On Leyria, it was another story; their classrooms were more informal with the students allowed to change seats almost on a whim and the workstations arranged to encourage collaboration. But here on Antaur, it was the old-fashioned model. The teacher stood at the front and wrote his notes on a large screen that was bolted to the wall. The students sat at desks, all facing forward and always in the same spot.

      Kira Sartine, a blonde girl in a pink robe who wore her hair in a bun, folded her hands on the surface of her desk. Her eager grin said that she was ready to offer an answer.

      “Yes, Kira?” the teacher said.

      “I think it’s about the dangers of hubris.”

      “Oh, very good! How did you reach that conclusion?”

      Kira considered for a moment, her brow knitting as she tried to put her thoughts into words. That was usually how it worked with non-telepathic teachers. If Mr. Brisden had the ability, she probably would have just broadcast her ideas to the entire class.

      “Well,” she said at last. “Carmilo thought he knew better than everyone else. He wanted to rebuild the entire society around his vision, and in the end, he died for it.”

      Mr. Brisden thanked her with a nod of respect. “Well said,” he replied, raising a single finger the way he often did when he was about to begin a lecture. Claire knew that one was coming when he started pacing as well. “Society is a woven tapestry of many threads. No one person can set the course for everyone else.”

      Except that many people on this planet did just that. Or close enough to it, anyway. Carmilo’s War was a book about a man who rejected the social ranking system and tried to lead an insurrection against the government. In the end, he was killed. Not by telepaths or their agents – though they certainly did everything in their power to bring him down – but by one of his own people. When they got to the end of the novel, Mr. Brisden had spent an entire hour on the topic of tragic irony.

      It made Claire angry.

      She was starting to realize that she had been feeling that way an awful lot lately. So many stories in this class focused on characters who went up against the government and paid the price for it. The lesson was always the same: This is what happens when you don’t do what you’re told.

      She normally kept her mouth shut during these discussions – there was just no point when everyone thought she was a stupid Earth girl – but today, she was feeling feisty. Maybe the pizza had given her a little confidence boost.

      Folding her hands just as Kira had done, Claire sat up straight and waited for the teacher to notice her.

      He was surprised by her willingness to participate. Usually, when he called on her, she muttered whatever she thought would satisfy him and prayed that he would move on to someone else. “Yes, Claire?”

      “I don’t think that’s right at all.”

      Several people gasped. She wasn’t supposed to do that. At the start of the year, Mr. Brisden had told them that good literature was open to many different interpretations. That it wasn’t so much about being right or wrong as it was about figuring out how you related to the story. Yet, somehow, these kids always had the same interpretation. That was how it seemed to her, anyway.

      Rubbing his chin with the back of one hand, Mr. Brisden narrowed his eyes. She could tell that he was holding back a lecture about the importance of respecting other people’s opinions. Today, he was just happy that she had decided to contribute. “Well, Claire, what do you see in the story of Carmilo’s downfall?”

      “I think it’s a book about the danger of giving the government too much power.”

      Some of the other kids snickered, but a sharp glance from the teacher made them shut up real quick. “That’s an…interesting take on the subject. Would you care to expand on your thoughts?”

      Claire shrugged and tried to ignore the butterflies in her belly. Maybe making herself the centre of attention wasn’t such a good idea. “Carmilo wanted to accomplish good things. He wanted to feed the poor. He wanted a world where everyone was equal. And the government killed him for it.”

      “Didn’t you read the book?” Kira snapped. “Taldin killed him!”

      “Because they threw his family in jail,” Claire said, making it a point to look at the teacher and not at the girl she had offended. “They used Taldin’s family against him and made him betray Carmilo.”

      Cal Voric grunted and folded his arms to prominently display the single ring of silver embroidery on each of his purple sleeves. What he had done to earn those markings, Claire didn’t know, but he had been extra cocky ever since receiving them. “It’s pretty clear that Taldin was jealous of Carmilo from the start.”

      That was another common theme in these stories. The leader of a revolution was portrayed as slimy, and it was often hinted – if not outright stated – that they were only in it for themself. In Carmilo’s case, the author made it clear that he was secretly obsessed with status even though he talked a good game about equality. And Taldin probably had similar motivations.

      “Maybe he was,” Claire conceded. “But he didn’t betray Carmilo until the letter came about his family.”

      Mr. Brisden was intrigued now, his pale brow furrowing as he considered the possibilities. “So, you think that Taldin turned against Carmilo to protect his wife and children?”

      “I think that when the government rounds up the people you love and throws them into a cell, you’ll do just about anything to get them out. For all we know, they did it just to make Taldin turn!”

      “They did it because Taldin’s family was harbouring subversives!” Kira insisted.

      “And you know that how?”

      The other girl tossed her head back with her mouth hanging open and rolled her eyes so emphatically, it was a miracle they didn’t fall out of their sockets. “It’s in the letter that the magistrate sends!”

      This time, Claire did look at her. “So, some guy who works for the government shows up and says, ‘Hey, we arrested your family because they went and did a treason,’ and you’re just gonna believe him?”

      “What? Why wouldn’t we-”

      “Because governments lie!” Claire’s face was on fire, and her heart was pounding. Her voice quivered, but she didn’t care. Less than one month had passed since the Truth Seers had tried to murder her sister. One of them had, anyway. If not for Claire, she probably would have succeeded. “Governments do shady shit all the time, and then they cover it up!”

      “Claire!” Mr. Brisden barked. “That language is inappropriate!”

      Claire shut her eyes, breathing deeply to calm herself, and spread her hands to pacify him before he sent her to the headmaster’s office. “You’re right. I’m sorry. But governments do lie. And we shouldn’t just take their word for it when they say that somebody broke the law.”

      “But why would the magistrate lie?” Arden Barluk asked.

      “Look at it from the government’s perspective. Carmilo comes along, and all of a sudden, the factory workers start demanding equality. Pretty soon, he’s got an army, and it’s starting to look like maybe he might actually stir up some trouble. What better way to get rid of him than to turn his own people against him? So, they arrest Taldin’s family and a few others, make up some story about ‘harbouring subversives’ and send a letter. Maybe they offer a pardon to anyone who’s willing to help them bring the traitor Carmilo to justice.”

      Mr. Brisden was dumbfounded, and so was the rest of the class. They could only stare at her, no doubt wondering how she could have come up with all of that. It helped that the text of the letter was never revealed in the novel. All they had was Taldin’s summary of what it said, and, if the magistrate had offered a pardon, he certainly wouldn’t tell Carmilo about it.

      “Well,” Mr. Brisden said at last. “That is…That is definitely a very unique analysis of the story, Claire. Thank you for sharing it.”

      “But it makes no sense,” Cal protested. “Taldin was a traitor. Is it so hard to believe that his family would be traitors as well?”

      Mr. Brisden nodded. “That is possible as well. There are many ways to look at literature, and Claire’s is-”

      He was interrupted by a soft knock at the door.

      Sighing as he turned on his heel, he marched across the room and practically yanked the thing open. He had never liked being interrupted in the middle of a thought, but whatever lecture he had intended to deliver died on the tip of his tongue. “Um, hello.”

      He stepped back to allow a girl about Claire’s age into the room, a girl in a spiffy black robe with waves of gold embroidery on the cuffs of her sleeves. She was gorgeous – about average height with a copper complexion and auburn hair that she had tied in a braid – but probably evil. The black cassock meant that she had been training with the Truth Seers. They were the only ones allowed to wear that colour.

      “Pleased to meet you,” she replied in a silky voice that caressed every syllable. “My name is Audri Sodrassi. As part of my training, I’ve been sent to study here at Belmoran Academy for a few months.” Her eyes took in the sight of Mr. Brisden, sizing him up in about half a second. “To benefit from the experience of your instructors.”

      “Oh!” Mr. Brisden exclaimed. “And you’ve been placed in my class.”

      “Yes, sir, I have.” Her angelic smile was probably meant to reassure him. “Headmaster Vorin wanted to come down and introduce me, but I told him it was unnecessary.”

      And that was a power move. Claire was pretty sure that everyone in the class got the message: This girl could own the school if she wanted.

      “Well then,” Mr. Brisden said, quickly surveying the room. He looked nervous, and Claire couldn’t blame him. The Truth Seers had a certain vibe. Their reputation alone could make people go shaky in the knees. “Why don’t you take the empty seat next to Claire?”

      “You might want to be careful,” Cal said while rolling his left wrist to make sure that everyone saw the embroidery. “She never knows when to shut up.”

      “Oh, I’m not so sure,” Audri purred, lowering herself into the empty chair like a queen claiming her throne for the first time. Her smile might have been heavenly, but those eyes belonged to the devil. “I have a feeling that Claire and I are going to be very good friends.”
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      “You handled it well,” Della remarked.

      Hunched over with her elbows on the counter that separated Melissa’s kitchen from her living room, she cradled a cup of tea in both hands and inhaled the sweet scent carried by the rising steam. She was the kind of woman who could turn heads in sweatpants just as easily as an evening gown. Tall, lean and fit, she wore her golden hair pulled back from a pale face with prominent cheekbones, sharp brown eyes and pink lips.

      Melissa used to wish that she would look as good at the age of forty-five as her mother did now, but thanks to the alien that resided in her cells, her appearance wouldn’t change very much as she aged.

      Her studio apartment didn’t offer much living space, but it was cozy. The neatly made bed was pressed against the gray wall opposite the kitchen. Aside from that, there were a couple of shelves and a chair positioned between two modest windows that provided a lovely view of the brick wall next door. At least it got decent sunlight. Most of the time, anyway. With those gray clouds looming, she had turned on a lamp.

      Melissa leaned against the counter next to the stove, folding her arms and praying that her mother didn’t notice her slight flush. She had never been very good at accepting compliments. “I just told the truth.”

      “Which is exactly what you should do,” Della insisted. “I saw the interview before I came over here. You were fine! Very professional, actually.”

      “Maybe. But a lot of people are still pissed.”

      Della regarded her over the rim of that steaming mug. After a moment’s thought, she grunted and put the cup down. “Your father once told me that it was impossible to do his job in a way that didn’t make somebody angry. I think it’s much the same for you.”

      Harry Carlson, of all people, would know. Her father had been a detective with the Ottawa PD and had played a crucial role in the events that revealed Earth’s existence to the rest of the galaxy. Melissa could still remember her shock at learning that not only were there other inhabited worlds out there, but the people living on those planets were as human as she was. Their ancestors had been taken from Earth by the Overseers and scattered all over the place.

      Deciding that it was time for a change of topic, she surveyed the apartment to make sure that everything was spotless. Her mother had some exacting standards when it came to cleanliness. “So, does the place meet with your approval?”

      It was hard not to squirm under the weight of Della’s gaze. Melissa had always assumed that she inherited the cop stare from her father, but maybe it ran on both sides of the family. Or maybe, after fourteen years of marriage, her mother had picked up some of Harry’s mannerisms. “I think the question is, ‘Does it meet with your approval?’ You can always come home, you know.”

      Closing her eyes, Melissa shook her head vigorously. “No, no,” she said, dismissing that idea with a wave of her hand. “We both know that’s not gonna happen. Claire wasted no time moving into my old room, and she’s not gonna give it up now.”

      “The two of you can share.”

      “Oh, yeah! She’ll just love that!”

      They wouldn’t have had to share – the house had three bedrooms and plenty of space for them – except that her father had come to Antaur for a visit over a month ago. He had been staying with Della ever since, and he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave.

      The reminder of his presence brought out the niggling curiosities that Melissa had been ignoring for weeks now. She unleashed the cop stare on her mother. Turnabout was fair play, after all. “So, why hasn’t Dad found his own place yet?”

      She couldn’t help but notice Della’s sudden fascination with the contents of her cup. “He’s looking. There’s no rush.”

      “Are you guys getting back together?”

      From the way Della flinched, you might have thought that someone had just sprayed her with the hose. “What? No! Of course not! How could you even think…”

      Melissa’s response to that was a shrug and sly smile. “You guys just seem kind of chummy, that’s all. I don’t think I’ve heard a single biting comment or half-muttered complaint since the day he showed up.”

      “We’re friends. That’s it.”

      “Okay. If you say so.”

      “And speaking of friends…” Della lifted her mug again, enjoying another whiff of the fruity tea before she took a sip. “When is Kisa coming over for dinner?”

      Melissa stiffened, unsure of how to respond. Would hiding in the bathroom be completely out of the question? She couldn’t recall ever having mentioned Kisa to her mother. How was it possible that Della knew…Of course. Claire.

      For some reason, Ilia found this whole thing hilarious. Melissa could only speak directly with her Nassai symbiont by entering a trance, and that was a very good thing. Because right about then, she would have had some choice things to say. Ilia heard anyway – she was privy to Melissa’s every thought, though the reverse was not true – and that only intensified her amusement.

      Clearing her throat, Melissa stepped up to the counter and stood across from her mother. “We, uh…” She was now painfully aware of the heat suffusing her face. “We’re taking it slow.”

      Della nodded as if that made perfect sense. “That’s good.”

      “I think so too.”

      “So, you like girls.”

      “Looks like.”

      Chuckling, Della reached across the counter to squeeze Melissa’s forearm. “That’s wonderful,” she said, making brief eye contact to show that she was sincere. “I never would have guessed. I mean, you made me take you to every one of Michael Terrance’s movies. I thought you were obsessed with boys.”

      “I do like boys,” Melissa clarified. “I just also like girls. Who knew?”

      “Claire.”

      “Seriously?”

      “She’s more perceptive than you give her credit for,” Della noted. “And not just because she can read minds.”

      The door flew open, causing them both to jump. As if summoned by the sound of her name, Claire came bounding into the apartment and threw her oversized handbag onto the chair. The tip of her blue robe was poking out from underneath the flap. She had been wise enough not to wear it while walking the streets of an X-5 neighbourhood. “Okay, you are not gonna believe this.”

      She turned, her jaw dropping when she saw their mother standing there, the colour draining out of her face. “Um. Hi…Hi, Mom.”

      If Claire was surprised, Della was downright shocked. “What are you doing here?”

      “I-um…”

      Flustered, Della whirled around to glare at Melissa, then spun on Claire again. Then back to Melissa. She grimaced and raised a single finger as she tried to put it all together. “She has a key to your apartment?”

      “In case of emergencies.”

      Before Melissa could say another word, her mother was storming across the living room and pointing an accusing finger at Claire. “And instead of taking the private car that the school so graciously provided for you, you decided to come downtown. On your own.”

      Claire’s face had regained all of its colour and then some. She was flushed now, her frantic eyes searching for an escape. “I mean, I just…You know. I had to talk to Melissa. That’s all.”

      Melissa was glad that she could only see the back of her mother’s head; not even Keeper healing would save her from that scorching glower. “So, wait. Last week, when you told me that you were at the library with Niada…”

      “She was here,” Melissa admitted. Her mother spun around, but a single gesture squelched the tirade that she knew was coming. “I picked her up from school. She was with me the whole time.”

      “Why?” Della turned to her youngest daughter, spreading her arms and letting her hands fall against her thighs with an audible smack. “Why do you feel the need to sneak away and come here?”

      Claire’s plaintive look was begging her to understand. “Mom, we’re superhero sisters,” she said softly. “We have to compare notes sometimes.”

      Melissa folded her arms again, leaning against the kitchen counter and frowning at her mother’s back. “She’s not wrong. I’ve had my concerns since the day we moved here, but when the Truth Seers tried to recruit Claire, I knew she wasn’t safe anymore.”

      She hurried out to the living room, hoping that none of her anxiety was visible on her face. “They usually find a way to get what they want.” Della wouldn’t like hearing that, but it was the truth. “So, I asked Claire to keep me informed about what goes on in that school.”

      Once again, Della couldn’t decide which of them deserved the brunt of her anger. Finally, she settled on Claire. “And you didn’t tell me because?”

      “I mean, we’re conspirators conspiring conspiratorially,” Claire said with an impish smile that wasn’t helping her case. “It’s kind of our thing.”

      “Young lady-”

      “Mom,” Melissa interjected, laying a hand on her mother’s shoulder. When Della turned, she didn’t flinch. Which was something. “You’re a worrier. That’s a good thing. But you can’t protect Claire from the Truth Seers.”

      “And you can?”

      “Maybe.” Saying that out loud tightened Melissa’s mouth and left a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. She wasn’t certain that anyone could protect Claire from the Truth Seers. Not indefinitely. But she was going to try.

      “That doesn’t explain why you didn’t tell me.”

      Claire sighed and shook her head dejectedly. “Because you’ve got no mental barricades, Mom.” She moved to stand beside Melissa, deciding that they would have better luck if they presented a united front. “And they can place their agents anywhere.”

      “What?”

      “You like to go jogging in the park,” Claire said with an offhand gesture to the window. “Well, maybe that guy on the bench is a Truth Seer. You don’t know. They don’t always wear robes.”

      She had no proof of that – it was only a suspicion that she and Melissa shared – but it made sense. The Truth Seers’ primary purpose was to gather intelligence on threats to the state. It would be much easier to do that if they could listen to people’s thoughts without being noticed. Literal thought police. A shiver ran down Melissa’s spine.

      Her sister, on the other hand, was chock-full of fiery conviction. “If he’s subtle,” she went on, “he could read your mind without you even knowing. And I’m not keen on them learning that we’re plotting, planning and scheming to overthrow the social order.”

      Melissa grimaced. They weren’t exactly doing that, but then they weren’t exactly not doing that. One of the movement’s goals was the abolition of the social ranking system, and they were both committed to the cause. But leave it to Claire to phrase it in a way that made them sound like supervillains bent on world domination.

      “I see,” Della mumbled. If she was still angry, you would never know it. Her face was as calm as a winter lake and her voice was eerily gentle. “Then um…What did you come to tell Melissa?”

      “I can’t tell you that, Mom.”

      “Because they could take it from me?”

      Claire nodded solemnly.

      Della slumped forward with the palm of her hand pressed against her forehead. After a moment’s consideration, she straightened again. “All right. The little shop across the street serves foreigners. I’m gonna get a bowl of soup.”

      She went to the door and paused there, giving them both a look that said she was doing this under duress. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. And then we’re going home.”

      “Okay.”

      The moment she was gone, Melissa turned to her sister with raised eyebrows. “You really should have called first.”

      “I know,” Claire muttered, gazing pensively out the window. “They’ve made their move, Melissa.”

      “Oh? What happened?”

      Claire told her everything. That nagging sense of dread that Melissa had been ignoring since the day she found out that the Truth Seers wanted her sister grew stronger with every word. They should have seen something like this coming. Pizza lunches and fawning professors were harmless enough, but now, the Truth Seers had upped their game.

      When the story reached its conclusion, Melissa was sitting on her bed with her hands clasped in her lap. “So, they sent one of their kids to infiltrate your school.” She let out a grunt of disapproval. “I guess it was too much to hope that they would take no for an answer.”

      Claire was still at the window with her hand resting on the frame, peering through the glass that had been segmented into little rectangles by gray muntins. “I give it maybe a week before I get the sales pitch.”

      “Yeah, probably. But that’s a good thing.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “It means they’re still using honey,” Melissa explained. “So long as they think they can win you over, they’ll try to make you come voluntarily. But sooner or later, they’re going to realize that it’s not working, and then…Well, that’s when the stick comes out.”

      Claire’s hard stare did a good job of masking the trepidation she must have been feeling. “Or maybe they sent Audri to spy on me. You know, dig up some dirt that they can use.”

      “Also possible.” Melissa scowled. There were too many possibilities to be sure of anything. “She’s going to expect you to play hard to get at first; so, that’s what you should do. But if you don’t want the men with black bags to show up, at some point, you’re going to have to convince her that she’s winning you over.”

      “You want me to lie to a telepath?” Claire laughed at the absurdity of what she had just suggested. “And not just any telepath, but one who was trained by super spies that specialize in breaking psychic barricades.”

      “It’s your only option, Claire.”

      “You remember when I said that I wanted the superhero life?” Claire flashed a tiny smile that was probably meant to stave off a lecture on the many ways she had brought this on herself. “Can I take it back, please?”

      Melissa stood up and paced across the room, throwing her arms around her sister. “A little late for that, kiddo,” she murmured as Claire buried her face in Melissa’s chest. “Might be too late by a couple years.”

      “Yeah. It’s been one thing after another ever since I got these powers.”

      Melissa felt a grin coming on as she bent to kiss the top of her sister’s head. “That’s kind of how it works,” she said, pulling away and cupping Claire’s cheek. “But we’ll be okay. That’s a promise.”

      “You sure you can keep that promise?”

      “No. But I’m damn sure gonna try.”
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