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For all the lonely queer kids, whether you’re young or grown. Don’t stop looking until you find your circle.


Chapter One

TOBY

 

They’re coming over the wall, Serena pushes the thought to me as we duck into a doorway, looking for our next targets. People are running and screaming, I see a toddler dashed out of his mother’s arms, grabbed by an invisible hand, and send a puff of telekinesis out to catch him, whisking him out of danger and back safe onto her shoulder. A scream of frustration rings in the empty air.

The woman doesn’t know what happened, but she takes her child and keeps running. The streets are clearing now, the gates shut to keep the attackers out, cutting off the flood of dwells. I can’t help but think they’d be safer if they’d all stayed outside. The Eaters are here; they’re in the City, but we can’t see them.

I desperately try to comm base, but everything’s down, my datapad blinking uselessly as it tries to connect.

Serena marks two falling shapes that are invisible to me as they tumble down the huge white edifice. They’re using their power like parachutes, skidding their feet down the surface of the wall and wafting their telekinesis above themselves, slowing their descent; it’s unbelievable. Via our hand-to-hand connection I get a faint impression of Serena skidding down a wall by herself, long ago, young and scared, with devastation woven into the heart of the memory. She digs her nails into my hand, jogging me out of the private moments she didn’t mean to share, and points our joined hands at the first descending Eater.

I send out a burst of power, flatten the body-snatcher against the massive white blocks of steel-hard stone, feel his bones break, and his scream of pain reverberates through the air. Serena yanks the other attacker down, but he…no, she, flips in the air and lands on her feet, dodging into the panicked shapes before Serena can keep track of her.

A massive figure shunts refugee bodies aside like a battering ram—Tudor: he can see them, just like Leaf could in the desert—and heaves upward. The woman Serena lost sight of flickers into view for a moment, and Tudor hammers a huge fist into her chest. Everything is so sharp and clear in my vision. I see her rib bones bow inward, snap. Battlesight, Serena crows, adrenaline pounding through her, making her forget the deaths around us and focus only on the joy of war.

Together we race toward the fading trail of another invisible attacker as they sprint down a street after the fleeing crowds. They want the children, Serena sends to me, her inner voice shocked and disbelieving. I caught it on her before Tudor took her down; they’re here for the kids. The powered kids, she means. I feel it.

Why? My feet smash into the pavement. I wish these boots were older, broken in, the tight synth-leather making my strides just a touch uncertain on the slippery solar panels.

You should try doing this in the rain, Serena jokes, not knowing the answer to my question. Then we’re on the escaping Eater and have to focus. She reads and finds his feet for me, bare, soles like hide but used to hot sands not smooth glassy surfaces. I thread a noose of power around his ankle, ready to trip him. But I forgot what they can do with an open line, and I gasp as he yanks on the tendril I sent toward him. He pulls a gob of power right out of my chest, absorbing it with a shuddery cry I can hear with my mundane ears, not needing Serena to read it and pass it to me.

I stagger, almost falling with the shock of it, but Serena catches me with a strong hand around my belt, saving me from a nosedive onto the ground. Toby. It’s a cry, thick with fear, but I’m okay. I let go of the power and let him take it rather than try to keep the connection open and fight him for it. I don’t know how to do that, and the memory of my twin taking everything out of me is still too fresh in my mind to want to try.

I’m good, I spit it, finding my balance and yanking Serena along, urging her to look for our prey, but he’s disappeared, and she can’t find him. If they want the kids, they’ll be at ARC, I realize and share at the same time, and Serena blanches.

Damon.

She’s washed with fear. Lost him once; can’t lose him again swirls in her so thickly I can hardly breathe past the crushing weight of responsibility and loneliness and hopelessness and loss that makes her feet slow and her spine bow with the pressure.

I slap her, because I’m drowning in the emotions she’s accidentally forcing on me, and the impact of my hand turns her cheek, stings scarlet blood into the skin, and she shakes her head vigorously, working her jaw but refocused. She gives me a pulse of gratitude and looks around for a path to the city center.

The roads are packed, abandoned belongings being picked over by some of the hardier souls in the crowd, vehicles tipped over and deserted, desperate families searching for loved ones. Kids. There are kids missing here too. The absence of them is washing over Serena, open as she is now to our surroundings. Gifted kids the Institute and ARC missed? Slum kids strong enough that the Eaters want them.

Oh, Google. Serena stumbles, drops to one knee, and vomits on the shiny, blood-smeared solar panel right next to my foot.

What? But in reply, she just reaches up to take my hand again.

Our fingers wind together. We’re both sweaty, sticky; there’s a fingerprint of red smudged down the back of my hand. And then she shows me, and I stop thinking about my hand.

There’s an Eater near, very near, and now I know how they got their names. He’s smashed open the head of an infant, no more than six months, and he’s digging his hand into the bowl of the child’s skull, scooping out brains and shoveling them into his mouth. He’s so intent on what he’s doing, he hasn’t realized Serena’s clocked him, but she’s too shaken by the secondhand emotions and the firsthand horror of witnessing such vileness, she can’t do anything more than bring up her meager dinner.

I’m not much better, to be honest, but the extra layer between myself and the carnage, the filter of Serena and her disgust, her fear, is enough to keep me on my feet.

He’s crouched, this monster, in the corner of two buildings, safe out the way of the madding crowd. There’s another child with him, a girl, still breathing, but unconscious, shrouded by the Eater’s invisible cover.

I don’t have a Zap. We were unarmed—in as far as we ever can be—to help keep the atmosphere friendly and minimize the chance of aggression. I’ll have to be quick, have to try to haul the limp body of the living child away from the Eater. Pin the man back at the same time, crush his skull, maybe. He doesn’t get to live; not after I’ve seen this. There’s nothing of humanity left in this monster.

Serena pulls herself upright using me as a ladder. I’ll get the kid. You get the…Eater, her mind voice twists around the word, rippled through with new meaning, new understanding. It sounds like a curse when she shapes it. I send a flash of understanding, and she counts for us both: three, two, one.

We move at the same time, like lightning, like one entity. I spare a sliding second of thought for how well we do this, how together we are, how in sync our minds can be when we fight. And then Serena’s pulling the second victim free of her position, wedged behind the Eater in the corner, and I’m pinning limbs with flashing, repeated shots. I can’t keep a thread open, wrap it around him like rope in case he pulls my power out of me again; I can only hit him—hit him—hit him with blasts like ball bearings, repeated impact shoving his hands up and into the steel behind him.

He drops the corpse he was feeding on, roars his disgust at us. I can only feel-see him through Serena’s hand linked to mine; if we let go of each other, I’ll lose him completely, and our grip is sweat slick and slippery. There’s a small gang of people running toward us, trying to get away from something, someone, and I can’t pin the Eater down, but Serena has the child scooped into her arm, hoisting the small figure over her narrow shoulder and turning her attention to helping me.

Together we lift him up, smash him against the wall, and he loses his control for a second, flickers into view with gore and blood smeared down his chin like a beard.

Then someone barges into us, and we stagger, jostled, our hands sliding apart, and I’ve lost my grip on Serena, and with it, my understanding of where the Eater is.

I stumble, spinning, my hands up and searching for Serena, for a target, but there are people everywhere, and I can’t see her. Serena, I mind shout at her, and then realize that might have been a mistake as a heavy weight crushes me to the ground. Stupid. I may as well have sent up a flare! At least I know where the enemy is now. On top of me, with his hands around my throat, sweat and child’s blood lubricating his grip as he chokes the life out of me, batting my weakening telekinesis away with less effort than I expend on swatting flies.

Stars dance in my vision, the world is fading gray at the edges, my arms are pinned under his knees, and the agony of his bones digging into my biceps—grinding my muscles into the ground—is second only to the hot fear rising in my throat, sparking panic through me. I flail and twist, flesh and power alike looking for a chink, a moment of weakness, something that will save me.

He’s stronger than I am and has me at a complete disadvantage, my lungs straining for air, and I don’t know how I’m going to die, if I’m going to suffocate or if my spine will snap first. His hands are so strong…

Serena saves me, again; I’ve lost count of how many times I would have died without her at my side. She blasts the Eater off me with a shout of rage. His ragged fingernails tear stinging lines in my throat, and I lie there uselessly, gasping for sweet, sweet air as my lungs remember how to inflate.

My throat hurts badly, inside and out; it feels swollen and hot and wet, but I manage to turn my head sideways and watch Serena smashing her fist into the Eater’s face.

Her expression is masklike, unnervingly still. She’s holding him down with one hand, and her other is already dripping with blood. Sunlight glances off the lurid scarlet wetness. Watching her cave his face in is almost beautiful.

“Get up.” She doesn’t bother mind sending it, just yells it at me, and sound rushes back into my ears, making me realize how quiet everything had gone while I was being throttled.

The kids, ARC, of course. We have to get back there. I swallow past the tightness of the imprint of his fingers on my neck.

She leaves the corpse of the Eater, bloody and almost unrecognizable as human—if these monsters even count as such—and yanks me to my feet, leaving her arm around my waist, under my shirt for skin contact and to help keep me upright.

Hauling the kid the Eater wanted up into her arms again, she basically carries both of us down the rapidly emptying street. Her strength is immutable, making my feet steady and my lungs stop juddering. I’m glad she didn’t leave the kid, but I might not have thought of it. We gotta shove her somewhere safe, where the Eaters can’t get her, but they’re invisible and everywhere? I can hear screaming. Half of me wants to head that way, but I know Serena’s right. We have to get back to base and tell them what we know, try to save the highest concentration of gifted kids.

The streets empty quickly. I think it’s been less than fifteen minutes since it all started. I wonder what happened at the park. All those people in tents. Maybe the citizens let them into their houses. At least houses have doors, are sealable. The Eaters don’t seem to have weaponry, really, relying on their invisibility to cover them.

We sprint down the silent roads, past a watch station that bears the black marks of Zap fire on its walls, with a caved-in front door dangling from its hinges.

The silence feels tangible; inhaling it makes me think of memories that aren’t mine, swallowing gel until I drown in it. I can’t feel Thea at all right now; she must be sleeping. I can sense the ambient presence of our bond though, so I’m not worried she’s dead. I’d feel it if she was. I know I would.

Our harsh breathing and heavy footsteps are the only sounds close to us, save the distant bangs and yelling of unseen fights. Serena stumbles, and I send Gimme the kid, laced with the knowledge I am physically stronger than her when she’s not pumping telekinesis into every cell. I’m also a better runner, but slow to react, and her unfettered responses might keep us alive.

She grunts agreement and hands me the child without missing a step, bracing the limp body with tendrils of power until I have the small, warm girl slung over my broad shoulder.

She doesn’t weigh much, and we speed up now Serena’s relieved of her burden. But we’re taking her to them? I ask, meaning that we are headed for where we think the fight will be, where the kids are, and Serena flashes a reply back to me: Nowhere’s safe; at least we can keep the kids together, and I see what she means.

We can take the Eaters in a fight, if we know where they are; they’re under-equipped even if they are strong in ways we don’t understand. If we can gather the kids in one place and surround them with fighters, we might be able to save them.

The girl in my arm stirs slightly, and I abruptly realize that “them” doesn’t include the kids not at ARC, the kids who weren’t at the Institute, or kids like the girl in my arms. Serena catches the thought off me and responds grimly: There’s nothing we can do; we don’t know how they’re finding them.

Thea? I send back to Serena, wrapped with the reminder that my twin is the most powerful Reader we have. If anyone can find latent telepaths, assuming that’s what the Eaters are after, it’d be her.

Can you reach her? She already knows I can’t; it’s not a real question. Serena yanks us off the main path, around a bloody heap I don’t want to look too closely at, and I see the walls of ARC ahead of us, the side of the grounds. There’s no gate here, but Serena throws me her plan to jump the wall, and we seamlessly release our grip on each other.

I pull ahead, gently deposit the girl on the ground, and turn… One, two, three… I cup my hands over my thigh, Serena steps up, and I hurl her skyward. The nuking show-off does a flip in the air before landing on the narrow top of the wall, crouching immediately, and throwing up a shield—I can tell by the way she moves her hands—before reaching down for me.

I pick up the girl, brace her with one arm, as well as I can, and then take a short run up. My feet pound the hard road, sending shocks through my shinbones as I increase the pressure of my weight, hurling my power out through my feet when I’m a mere three meters from the rising stone.

My feet pedal wildly in the air—I’m flying—Serena wraps her power around my torso and increases my speed, yanking me up to join her on the wall top.

She steadies me as I land and then leaps off before I have a chance to get my stomach back into my body, landing as lightly as a cat at the base of the wall, her shoes barely indenting the mud more than the flat cushion of telekinesis she sent before her did.

I carefully lower the girl down to her using telekinesis, and Serena catches the weight of her before she drops the final few meters.

Groaning, I close my eyes and step outward, wrapping my legs and bones in power to reinforce them while bursting a pad of energy out to absorb my momentum.

My landing is a lot messier than hers, dirt blasting out for a few feet, flowers torn up by the roots, and I pitch forward, getting my elbows and knees covered in mud. Serena spares a split second to make sure I didn’t break anything and then hauls me to my feet, brushes me off, and hands me the girl back.

And then we run, hand in hand, Serena reading, and me, well, I’m just trying to stay on my feet.

The scars of the earlier conflict are still scraped deep in the grasses under the beat of our shoes, but there’s no sign of newer battle.

Where is everyone? I ask.

On the streets? It’s a bloodbath out there. But we have to find the kids. Even Serena’s internal voice sounds breathless and stressed.

Dorms? It’s where I’d go if I knew what was going on outside.

Emergency procedure is head for the canteen, Serena responds after a second, slowing down while we figure out where to go. The sun is bright, high in the sky, like a white eye blasting down on us without the protection of the transal shields we’re used to. I have to squint just to see.

We could split up? I offer. It’s dangerous, more dangerous for me ’cause I can’t read, and they could take me by surprise, but I can shield myself, and once they’ve hit me, I can fight.

Serena looks torn for a minute, and then nods. If you don’t find anyone in the dorms, head for the canteen down B block. If it’s jammed, or you can’t get through, yell for me. I’ll do the same; if they’re not in the canteen, I’ll come down B looking for you.

All right. I give her my best attempt at a grin, and she clenches her jaw.

Gimme the kid. She’s right. The girl stands a better chance with her. It’s hard to keep a shield up over someone who isn’t yourself. I’m not that good even though I’m stronger.

See you in ten, I send, trying to sound positive, and she hits me on the shoulder affectionately, hard enough to make me miss a step as I pass the kid over.

Later, Tobes.

We don’t need to say anything else; all the emotion is wrapped up in the thoughts, and I nod at her and peel off across the abandoned grounds, heading for the dorms. I wish I knew where Thea was, or Aly, or Darcy. Leaf would be a great guy to have around right now, but as a Blank, not even Serena will find him if he doesn’t want to be found.

The corridors are eerily silent; there’s a thick smear of dark blood congealing on the floor, and I avoid it. So, they’re here. Definitely here. My heart hammers in my chest. I can hear my footsteps echoing, and I try to mute them, pillow them with power like Serena does so naturally, her control a light touch and redirection of energy. For me, it only helps a little. I won’t take anyone by surprise, but it’s better.

The lights are still on, which is good, because I can see, but adds to the feeling of wrongness pervading the whole place, the offness of the empty: empty halls and the doors with no bustle behind them.

Someone touches me on the shoulder, and I’m swinging for them as I turn, reinforcing my forearm until it’s hard as steel, arcing toward…my twin’s face. I’m too committed to the movement to pull up, but she laughs lightly as she steps back, flutters her hand up, and spins my powerful blow past her head. I lose my balance and just about fall to the floor, staggering forward a step, bouncing my shoulder painfully off the wall.

“Toby, what are you doing?” She sounds light, airy, and I blink, taken aback.

“Don’t you know?” I reach for her hand to fill her in, to show her the carnage outside, but she jerks backward, avoiding my touch. Oh, Google, maybe it’s too much for her. I think of the wave of disastrous emotions from Serena that almost dropped me when she found the Eater earning his name.

Her face hardens into more familiar lines, and she nods, sharp and jerky. “Of course, sorry… It was just…funny. You almost…” She sounds a little strange, and I frown at her, willing her to get with the program.

“I’m heading for the dorms; Serena’s in the canteen; the Eaters are here and they’re after the children.” I fill her in as fast as I can, already moving again. She’ll come with me, of course. We’re better as a team.

“Damon, Jake, and Ana are hiding in the ceiling over Ana’s room. There’s two Eaters looking for them.” She sounds so dramatically unconcerned I flinch, whirling around.

“What’s wrong with you?” I snap, glaring before breaking into a run toward the boys room, my stomach swirling with fear.

“Wait, Toby,” she calls after me, but I don’t have time for whatever nervous breakdown she’s having. She can read better than anyone. The Eaters won’t catch her by surprise, and she’s better than me in hand to hand now. She can take care of herself. I’m shocked by the anger pounding in my chest. I thought she’d help if she already knew where any of the kids are. Why isn’t she helping? Maybe she’s headed to a more dangerous group, I tell myself, feet skidding as I round the corner, forgoing stealth for speed.

I can’t feel them, but I sure as hell can find them.

I send a shockwave of energy out of me, the kind that earned me my nickname right at the beginning of everything, the kind that makes the pictures fall off the wall and the tiles rattle. I blast it down the corridor ahead of me, slamming it wall to ceiling to floor. No space for them to slip past this wave of power.

One of them is on the ceiling, coming toward me. The blast knocks him down like an ant being shaken off a leaf; he smashes to the floor, landing on his hands and feet. I kick him in the face as I run past him. His head snaps back with a sound audible even over the thud of the second Eater being thrown backward.

This one is female; she bares sharpened teeth at me as she shimmers into view when her back hits the wall where the corridor turns. The air puffs out past her self-made fangs, but she’s gone again before I can hit her with a follow-up.

I close my eyes, reinforce my skin all over—a net of energy over every millimeter of me—and wait for the blow. It’s hard to concentrate, but it’s not for long.

Her knife slams into the skin over my kidney, and she yells her triumph before she realizes her blade has snapped at the hilt with the impact into rock-hard flesh. My protection’s shattered, dropped away with the blow, but I have her.

My hands wrap around her wrist. I twist it upward, step through the loop of her arm, and drive my foot into her knee, folding her downward.

I follow her to the floor hard enough her arm snaps when we hit, and she squeals in pain before I use my free hand to drive her forehead into the hard tile and knock her out.

Panting, I roll off her, then get to my feet. “Jake? Damon? It’s me, Toby,” I call softly, fearful I could be calling more Eaters to our location.

“Toby!” A triumphant whisper sounds from halfway down the corridor, and then a ceiling tile moves. Jake pokes his head out, sees me, and then flips down to the ground before turning and holding his hands up. Damon dangles his feet over the edge and jumps. Jake catches him with steady hands. Both the boys lock hands and help Ana down. She almost knocks them over, but they steady her, and all three run to me, run into me.

Down the corridor, Thea rounds the corner and grins at me. “Nice catch, brother mine.”


Chapter Two

CASSANDRA

 

He has the kids with him, annoyingly. They’ll bring the Eaters down on us. I was hoping they’d be dead before he found them. The smile I plastered on my face at the sight of them itches. I usually practice smiling in my new bodies before trying it out in front of people, let alone when I’m trying to pretend I’m someone else. Fortunately, E17 hasn’t learned much about social niceties since she escaped the Institute. An uncomfortable smile on her face shouldn’t raise any eyebrows.

Toby looks delighted to see me, and in the deepest depth of my mind the twin stirs. They have a connection, always, and I can read on him that it’s strange for him to not feel her. I’ll have to play the trauma card—I caught him assuming that before—and keep him busy. I need to figure out a way to get him away with me, somewhere with time and space to leech his power properly.

There’s eleven Eaters in the building with us. I can feel them like blips in the web that connects everything, small blurs of wrongness, greed and sickness. They bristle with tumors, pressing on nerves and neurons. I’ve never been confused by what they are, what they want. Not since the first time I came across a mad psi.

Watching Pollux devour his own brother’s brain was a bit of an eye-opener. He thought it would save Castor, thought that was a way to keep them together. It didn’t work of course, but it did, helpfully, let the madness he’d been toying with for years come out in full force.

Toby’s eyeing me with confusion, and I snap out of the bloodied memories, jerking my head at him. “Kion’s got a small core of resistance in the armory with the kids—those he could gather in time. There are six Eaters over there, but the soldiers are holding them off fine. Eleven in this building. Serena’s fighting two in the canteen.”

“Let’s go.” He pushes Jake’s shoulder, getting the kids to jog over to me, and then looks at me with his dark, serious eyes. “You bring up the rear; let me know if they’re coming. Damon, can you read for me?”

Damon nods, his small face lined with fear, and Toby takes his hand gently, care in every line of his body. Ridiculous. The urge to roll my eyes is so strong I look away, blink like I’m holding back tears.

Ana and Jake hold hands, making a smaller duo between the brother and me, and he catches my eyes one last time before turning and heading down the corridor.

We don’t encounter any more Eaters on the way. I’m beginning to enjoy myself, in control for the first time in months, with Reader power beyond my prior considerable skills at my disposal. My own telekinesis was always barely there, but once I have the boy…well. Empires will tremble. I smirk at my thoughts, confident that no one can see me, as they tiptoe nervously through the empty, yawning hallways. I’m still not sure what my play is here; as soon as the chaos of the invading Eaters is dealt with, I’ll be in a much more precarious position. I need to render Toby incapable of fighting me. He’s too heavy to carry unconscious; he must be half his twin’s weight again. Growing up with plentiful protein in the lap of luxury has allowed him to pack on muscle, and his brief stay with ARC hasn’t skinnied him down any.

I think, for now, my best option is to lay low and hope we don’t encounter anyone who knows about what happened with Icarus. My stomach twists in anger as I think of my fine son, pushed back by that stupid boy. Icarus didn’t even want to take Cassius, at first, pleaded with me for another option even while devoured by unbearable pain. Like taking a different life would be better somehow.

He thought he loved Cassius, but love is weak and easily manipulated, twisted. In the end, the agony drove him into actions he would have sworn impossible, and I got to keep Icarus with me, albeit damaged by what he’d experienced. I always hoped eventually the memory of his burning body would leave him, that we could iron it out of him, but even four years on, he still couldn’t cement the transfer process. He was too broken, Cassius too strong in him.

Should have just dipped him. It’s not like he’d remember the promise I made him once he came out of the Tank. Oh well, live and learn.

The children in front of me are walking close together, as huddled as they can be while still on their feet, and they shriek in surprise when an Eater bursts out of a doorway in front, visible to me in the Read spectrum and to Toby only by the swinging of the door behind him.

Toby’s reflexes are atrocious; it has to be said. I frown disapprovingly and then remember Epsilon 17 would probably not stand idly and watch, so I grab the three kids and urge them backward, stand in front of them protectively with my knife drawn, watching the brother dispatch the attacker with brute force and very little nuance.

Leaving the Eater a bloody mess on the floor, Toby whirls around, sees me “protecting” the kids and relaxes, giving me a lopsided grin riddled with his fear that he’ll get us all killed. The way this boy projects, I’m surprised there weren’t Eaters beating the doors down months ago. Maybe just one flame, no matter how strong, wasn’t enough to draw them? Not until ARC brought all the young ones up and let them send their willfulness where they wished.

A little hand finds mine, curls small fingers around the edge of my palm. A second of hot disgust boils through me, and the girl, the small, quiet girl looks up at me with hurt painted on her elfin face. I force a soft expression, meld the aversion with the sight of the Eater on the floor, and her face clears easily.

Children. Idiots, every single one of them.

Urging Ana ahead of me, we continue toward Serena. I’m not too worried. She’s a strong Reader, but she’s never really spent a lot of time with Epsilon 17, and she’s insensitive by nature. Kion and Darcy will be the hardest to fool. He is very attuned to Epsilon 17’s psyche, and while Darcy’s not overly strong, she’s very intuitive. Only a few points off being an empath, I’d guess. She knows Epsilon 17 better than anyone, really, even Kion. Even her brother. Toby sees her, feels her, but can’t possibly understand her. Their points of view are so disparate he tries to view her through his own lens, which warps and distorts everything he sees. Very, very useful. He’s so blinded by his assumptions that I doubt he’ll ever really see what’s happening here, how I’ve stolen his twin’s body like a set of new clothes.

The battle in the canteen is over by the time we arrive, not that I felt the need to inform Toby of such. Maybe he’s wondering why I’m not passing him information, but Epsilon 17 hasn’t slotted easily into a sharing role, failing to become part of the fabric of a team. She isolates herself, still, and that gives me an edge. Even if she would be helping now, if she could, she’s not really worked with him before. Her desire for independence from him gives me a chance.

Serena stands, gasping, her shoulders heaving, in the middle of the canteen. Tables are scattered everywhere, and three bodies lie around the room. A quick read of the ambient energies remaining in the room lets me know that the third body isn’t an Eater—one of the ARC residents then. There’s a small girl on a table, hiding her head in her knees. They’ll all be damaged by what’s happening today, and to think, we could fix it by dipping them, and they’d never know the difference. We could take this day back out of their hearts without them missing a beat. But ARC never would. Stupidity at its most selfish.

Assuming Epsilon 17 would be concerned about the corpse, I drop Ana’s hand and race over to the ARC body, a blond-haired man in his early twenties. Daine, Epsilon 17’s suppressed mind provides, the name floating up laced with anguish and rage. I emulate it admirably in my own tone. “Daine!”

“I got here too late,” Serena sounds hollow, exhausted. I abruptly realize there’s a fourth body in the room, a young corpse. One of the Eaters found a child here. Daine found them both, was overmatched by the two of them, and was dead before Serena stumbled upon the gruesome scene.

I close his blank eyes because I assume that’s the thing to do, the thing that people who cared would do, and catch Serena eyeing me with what could be gratitude on her face.

She scrubs her hand over her eyes and turns away from me, her shoulders slumped, and Toby takes a few long strides across the room, pulls her into his chest.

The sobs she lets escape are quiet, and it’s easy to hear Toby over her as he catches my eyes. “Where are they?” He means the Eaters, the others who weren’t here in this fight.

I close my eyes and spin my stolen hyperawareness through the building. “Four in the upper levels; they’re going room to room; there’s two kids up there…Sandy and Mario.” Epsilon 17 helpfully identifies the two children for me. “Two in the grounds looking for stragglers, three heading for the armory to join the attack there.”

Toby looks torn; he doesn’t know what to do, so far from being a leader it’s hard to hide my amusement. I bite my lip until the taste of iron stings my tongue. Serena pushes him back, shakes off some of the sorrow and despair, and assumes command of the room. She, at least, has some idea of how to take charge. I’d like to beat that spirit out of her, but I doubt I’ll get the opportunity to break her fully. She’s too strong to take chances with. I’ll probably just snap her neck and be done with it. My palms itch to do it now, to neutralize the threat.

“We have to stick together. There’s not enough of us to split up. Who’s at the armory, Thea?” Serena turns to me.

I try to make my face intent and serious to match Serena’s tone. “Your dad, Kion, Ria, Johan, Marty, Domas, Darcy, four soldiers, and I don’t know, twenty-seven kids.” I count through the power signatures of the people I can sense with Epsilon 17’s abundant power. Mine now. I have to resist the urge to shiver with glee. “And a Blank, I think. Could be Leaf.”

Google! She’s so powerful she can separate their essences from this far away; it’s mind-blowing. It’s hard not to let my excitement show in her face. Being solely a Reader has a huge advantage here, though. No wonder she managed to hide herself from me for so long. With almost null projection, people just have to listen to what you say and look at your face. It’s like they’re all deaf to my thoughts, but in reality, I’m so quiet they can’t hear me.

Serena relaxes when I say her girlfriend’s name. I should have said it first, as E17 would have done. A foolish mistake but no one seems to have noticed. “We go for Andy and Mario, then take out the two in the grounds on the way to back up the armory after.” It is the obvious thing to do, but Toby looks impressed anyway.

Jake, Damon, and Ana are standing together in a cluster in the doorway, and even though Damon is a weak projector, I hear his thought before he speaks it.

“I’m a girl.” He blurts it out, his voice shaking, and Serena moves closer to him, a quizzical look on her face. Damon gulps and stands in a weak attempt at a military stance, legs braced. “I don’t want to die and have everyone not know. I’m a girl.”

“She’s a girl. Demi. Her name is Demi, not Damon.” Jake moves closer to his smaller friend, winding their hands together in a show of solidarity, and then Serena’s in front of them both. She crouches down so they’re taller than her, and I watch with interest to see her response.

“Damon…Demi?” It’s a question, and then she takes the kid’s other hand, and her face clears as Demi connects with her. “Okay, Demi. I love you; you’re my sibling, and I’ll always love and support you, okay? I’m glad you told me. It’s gonna be okay,” she says, like we’re not at war. Like we have time for any of this. I resist the urge to make a “get on with it” gesture. Pronouns, words—they all attempt to summarize complex aspects of one’s experience and identity and boil it down into a simplistic sound. Everything’s reductive and inaccurate, moving on.

So Damon’s a girl, Demi, now. Whatever. The Eaters don’t care; they’ll come for her anyway. I keep my thoughts locked down, though, make sure sympathy is on my face instead of mild irritation.

Toby, however, looks confused. “Wait, what?”

Serena snorts, straightens, pulls Demi in for a quick hug, and then offers her hand to Toby. He strides across the room to take it, and then his brow clears of confusion as she uses the efficacy of mental connection to explain to him the complexities of gender identity.

“You ready?” she asks Demi, who’s still holding her other hand, and the girl nods.

“Yeah, I just wanted… I just wanted to make sure.” Serena squeezes Demi’s hand and lets go of Toby.

“Twins, take the lead.”

We pad down the corridor, Toby and I at the front; we don’t need to hold hands for me to pass him information, and there’s nothing to share right now anyway. The majority of the ARC personnel were on the streets, apart from the commanders who stayed at base to oversee. I can catch bursts of telekinesis and power out in the City, where presumably they have their own battles to fight. And here, the building is empty, except for the few dead we pass.

In my head, Epsilon 17 tallies their names. Three doors down from us, Leah lies dead on the stretcher that used to trap my son. She’s covered with a white sheet, stained red in uneven, flowering patches that vibrate with her last memories of pain and fear. I make sure to keep my awareness of that locked down.

I don’t know where Icarus is. They must have drugged him, shut him down, but I’ll find him, and then we’ll escape from here. The list of things I have to do is getting longer, more complex. Ideally, I’ll take this body, take Toby as well—their connection makes me believe it will be relatively easy to merge the two, the frequencies of their power identical as far as I can tell. No one has ever done anything like this; the closest I know of would be Pollux trying to absorb his brother and keep him present inside. A shared body with two separate minds. And of course, my Icarus, battling for dominance with Cassius day and night.

So taking Icarus and the boy are musts. Somewhere safe with time for me to explore the possibilities. My destination has to be Second City, the Institute there. I have the girl’s recent trip to inform me of the state of transportation though. So, a helichopper is the only real solution.

I need to split us up from the rest of the group, get Toby to the helipad, knock him out, dose him and restrain him, go back for Icarus, and then get out immediately. To my delight, I realize E17 has two small, white pills pressing against her hipbone in a secret pocket hand sewn into her pants. I almost laugh as I realize they are Institute issue phenolum gel pills, ones she stole on the day her brother’s powers emerged. I have phenolum ready to stuff down Toby’s throat, I just have to wait for an opportunity to arise.

We make quick work of the two Eaters hunting the children on the upper levels, and once we’ve dealt with them, the child-to-adult ratio makes me very uncomfortable. We must look like easier targets than the armory. I’m on full alert, awareness spread everywhere, but Leaf still shocks me when he drops out of a window frame at the top of the corridor wall, which looks much too small to disgorge an adult-sized person.

“Wotcher,” he greets us, sweat shining on his high forehead, the dip of his philtrum above his upper lip. I notice it more than I should and swallow the indignation Epsilon 17 throws at me. In my head, she’s a kitten struggling to get out of a bag before it’s drowned. So, she likes this boy. Could be useful.

Leaf fills us in on what we already know: the rest of the kids are pinned down in the armory with Kion, Johan, and more soldiers. The Eaters have surrounded them, but with us on the outside we should have a shot at trapping them between our two forces.

We approach quietly. Leaf is to stay with the kids in the shadow of the wall, to protect them as a last line of defense if Eaters get through the rest of us. His hand is clenching nervously on the baton he’s carrying, but he seems to know how to hold it. He keeps looking at me, though, in a way I can’t quite make sense of. Hopefully, the nascent romance between these two is what has his attention.

Outside the sun is streaming down on us all, as hot as liquid pouring over me, thrilling me at the sensation. The sun—it’s been so long since I felt the sun on my skin!
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