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CHAPTER ONE
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KYRION





“This is a bad idea.” 

I paced back and forth, my hands clasped behind my back. “An extremely bad idea. Awful. Horrible. Terrible.”

Vesper leaned her right hip against the metal railing and gave me an amused look. “This morning, you thought training was a great idea. Wonderful. Marvelous. Terrific, even. You were the one who was all gung-ho to test our magic, connection, and skills.”

“Training was a great idea. But this? This is not training.” I stopped and swept my right arm out wide. “This is a gigantic bloody maze.”

The two of us were standing on a concrete walkway that overlooked a fifty-foot vertical drop. Down below, on the ground level, a dull gray metal wall soared thirty feet into the air and formed an enormous circle that stretched from this side of the facility all the way to the other far, far in the distance. Inside the outer wall, dozens of other walls spiraled out, forming an abstract pattern that resembled an indecipherable circuit board.

All the walls were covered with dense green vines that were so tightly packed together they hid much of the metal underneath. Many of the vines boasted pink-star honeysuckle blossoms that were bigger than dinner plates, and even here on the upper level, the honeysuckles’ sweet scent saturated the air like a Regal lady’s overpowering perfume. My nose twitched, and I had to hold back a sneeze. 

Between the walls, gray flagstones formed paths that curled, snaked, and twisted in dozens of directions. At first glance, the area looked like a pretty hedge maze at a Regal castle on Corios, my home planet. In fact, my mother’s garden at Castle Caldaren had several pink-star honeysuckle bushes, although not on this grand or complex a scale.

Many of the paths opened into large circular biodomes which were covered with energy shields to control the temperatures and physical elements inside. Through the clear, shimmering shields, I spotted everything from autumn leaves to tropical flowers to snowdrifts, since those biodomes were fashioned after Temperate woods, Tropics rain forests, and Frozon moons.

And those were just the hazards I could see from this upper observational level. Far more traps and insidious tricks would be tucked away in the biodomes themselves.

“Forget what I said before,” I grumbled. “It’s not a maze. It’s a bloody obstacle course.”

Vesper nodded. “That’s exactly what it is, and I, for one, am looking forward to exploring all the twists and turns.”

She looked out over the maze, and the silver flecks in her dark blue eyes brightened with anticipation. Vesper Quill was an inventor and engineer, and she loved figuring out how things worked and especially how to make them better, faster, stronger, and more efficient. She was also a seer who never forgot anything she saw, heard, or experienced.

Her forehead furrowed in concentration. To Vesper, the maze-slash-obstacle course was a life-size puzzle, and she wouldn’t stop studying it until she knew exactly where every path led.

I stabbed my finger at her. “No fair using your seer magic to map the maze in advance.”

Vesper let out a shocked gasp and clutched a hand to her chest in mock outrage. “Would I do that?”

“Absolutely,” I grumbled again. “You love to win just as much as I do.”

Vesper smiled. “Well, I have to do something to keep up with the great Kyrion Caldaren, rogue Arrow, psion extraordinaire, and all-around badass.”

I harrumphed, but my lips quirked up into an answering smile.

I was a psion, a broad term for seers, spelltechs, siphons, and anyone else with incredible mental abilities. In my case, those abilities included telekinesis, telepathy, and telempathy. For years, I’d used my psion power as the head of the Arrows, the elite warriors of the Imperium. I’d lived through more brutal battles than I cared to remember, but all the blood, pain, suffering, and death I’d seen, experienced, and doled out myself had been worth it, because it had all led me to Vesper.

Several months ago, Vesper had saved my life during a fight against the Techwave, a dangerous terrorist group that wanted to topple both the Imperium and the Erzton and become the main ruling force in the Archipelago Galaxy. Vesper and I had helped each other escape when the battleground had turned into a field of oozing lava, and all that danger, stress, and trauma had led to us forming a truebond, a psionic connection that let two people share thoughts, feelings, skills, and abilities.

At first, I had been horrified at our unwanted connection. A truebond might make two people much stronger, but in some ways, it also made them extremely vulnerable. If one person was injured, then their truebonded partner would often feel the psionic echo and pain of that injury. Cuts, bruises, scrapes, and burns could also physically appear on each person’s body, even if only one person had actually been wounded.

And of course, the common, romantic notion was that if one person in a truebond perished, then their partner would shortly follow. Something I’d seen for myself when my mother, Desdemona, had sickened and died after Callus Holloway had taken too much of her power at once. My father, Chauncey, had been so devastated by the loss of his truebond with my mother that he’d flown into a drunken rage, forcing me to kill him in self-defense, even though I’d only been thirteen at the time.

After that, I never wanted to be connected to anyone, and I had fought tooth and nail against all my growing feelings, concern, and softness for Vesper. But one by one, she’d broken down the icy walls I’d built up over the last twenty-five years and wrapped the soft, velvety ribbon of her presence around my mind and especially around my heart. Now I couldn’t imagine my life without her.

“Setting aside the matter of your obvious cheating, why is everything on this planet housed inside a dome?” I resumed my pacing. “What is wrong with actually being outside in the fresh air?”

“Because even though this is a Temperate planet, we’re on a mountaintop, and it can snow here year-round,” a third voice chimed in. “House Battis, the owners of this fine establishment, don’t want their pink-star honeysuckles, blue-moon peonies, and other rare, expensive flowers to get frostbitten by a sudden cold snap, like the one we are currently experiencing.”

Asterin Armas gestured at the dome that enclosed the entire facility and arced up hundreds of feet above our heads. Large panels of orange solar glass were fitted together with thick seams of black solar wiring that made the dome resemble a giant jigsaw puzzle. From the outside, the panels formed a solid wall of citrine orange, but they were clear on the inside, and snowflakes fluttered down from the dark gray clouds in the twilight sky.

Two weeks ago, Vesper and I had come to Gewitter, the capital city of Sygnustern, Asterin’s home planet and the seat of power for the Erzton, seeking refuge from Callus Holloway, the Imperium ruler who had put an enormous bounty on us. As a siphon, Holloway was able to absorb and wield all types of energy, and he wanted to take the psionic power of the truebond connection between Vesper and me for himself. The greedy bastard was determined to use us as his bloody batteries, just like he’d done to my parents.

A familiar combination of anger, resentment, and bitterness speared through my chest, and my inner monster growled in response. I’d been trying to figure out a way to kill Holloway for years. Given his siphon power, he would just absorb any blaster bolts I fired, and he could always use the electrical power in nearby lights or energy shields to heal any wounds I might inflict with my stormsword. I could chop the Imperium ruler’s head off his shoulders, and the siphon would probably still find some way to heal himself. Bloody unkillable siphon.

As an Arrow, I’d eliminated my fair share of enemies, but my lack of progress regarding Holloway was more frustrating by the day, especially given the enormous threat the siphon posed to Vesper. Perhaps today’s training would give me some new insight about how to kill Holloway or at least help Vesper and me further strengthen our bond so that he couldn’t siphon off so much as a single spark of our power when we inevitably faced him again. I didn’t care so much about myself, but I would burn down the galaxy to keep Vesper safe.

Pew! Pew! Pew!

The sound of blaster fire drifted up out of the maze, and in the distance, bright red and orange bolts zinged through the air like colorful streaks of lightning. Whoops of laughter and excitement rang out, along with a smattering of applause, and the honeysuckles’ scent took on an intense, burned note.

“Why plant all this greenery if you’re just going to let people run around and shoot blasters in your maze?” I groused again.

Asterin shrugged. “House Battis made a fortune mining coal, lunarium, and diamonds several generations ago. They have money to burn, and this is how they do it.”

I harrumphed. “You mean this is how House Battis shows the other Erzton nobles just how much money they have—by planting ridiculously expensive and fragile flowers and then letting people play war games inside their massive domed garden.”

Asterin shrugged again. “Most of the Erzton Houses are like peacocks showing off their wealth, position, and power, and Lady Battis has never been shy about flaunting her many assets.”

She gestured at the maze below. “The dome might be located in House Battis territory, but the agreement between all the major Erzton Houses states that the facility is neutral ground where anyone can train, even Hammers from other Houses.”

Hammers were the elite warriors of the Erzton who got their name from the lunarium war hammers they wielded, and they were just as deadly as their reputation suggested.

“Is that why there are so many cameras?” Vesper pointed at the ceiling. “So the Hammers from the other Houses can record their training sessions?”

Several wires dangled from the domed ceiling, and each one held a black camera that looked like an oversize, rotund spider. Long seams of black solar wiring studded with bulbs also dangled from the ceiling, but there were far more cameras than lights hanging over the maze.

Asterin nodded. “Yes. All the Hammers from the Erzton Houses, including House Collier, train here several times a year. The technicians are always working on new tricks, traps, and biodomes, and they make the obstacles and the environments as challenging as possible.”

In other words, the maze was far more dangerous than the pretty, placid garden it appeared to be. Wonderful.

I stopped pacing and eyed the closest camera, which was focused on the three of us. Two red dots on the front burned bright and steady, making the camera look even more like a spider. My lips curled back with disgust. As a Regal lord, I’d been a target of the Imperium gossipcasts for years, and I despised being filmed, even for something as helpful as training.

The cameras might ostensibly be here so that the Hammers could record and review their training, but I was betting the House Battis leaders also got a copy of the footage. A clever way to spy on your enemies and make sure you knew exactly how capable they were, along with their tactics, tendencies, strengths, and weaknesses.

All those cameras would soon be trained on Vesper and me, which filled me with unease. Asterin had assured us that we were safe on Sygnustern, and her stepfather and mother, Lord Aldrich and Lady Verona Collier, had given us their protection as the leaders of House Collier. But thanks to the Erzton gossipcasts, Callus Holloway had to know Vesper and I were on Sygnustern. I wouldn’t put it past Holloway to get one of his spies in the Erzton to send him the footage of our training session so he could figure out the best way to capture and contain us.

“This is a bad idea,” I grumbled again, still eyeing the cameras.

“It will be good for us to do a different kind of training,” Vesper said, stepping over to me. “Stretch our horizons, make us think outside the box, and all that other fun stuff.”

I gently brushed Vesper’s dark brown hair back over her left shoulder, and the russet highlights in her locks shimmered in the soft golden glow cast by the overhead bulbs. Then I skimmed my fingertips along her collarbone, enjoying the warmth of her skin through her tempered-silk clothes, which automatically adjusted to her body heat, along with the surrounding environment. Vesper was wearing a dark blue jacket, a tactical shirt, and cargo pants with knee-high black boots, just like I was, and the Arrow uniform hugged her curves in all the right places.

I would much rather do some private training with you. Just like we did in the shower this morning. I think we both proved how flexible we are.

I sent the telepathic thought to Vesper, who shivered and leaned into my touch. A blush pinkened her pale cheeks, and the silver flecks in her dark blue eyes glimmered with desire. The same emotion rippled along the velvety ribbon of her in my mind, and my inner monster rumbled with satisfaction.

Look on the bright side, Vesper replied. It’s a huge maze, which means we could always find a quiet spot for your private training.

It’s a date.

The blush on her cheeks intensified, and her soft laughter rang through my mind.

Asterin snorted and rolled her silver eyes. Then she shook her head, making her long black ponytail slap against her shoulders. “I might not be able to hear your telepathic conversation, but I know exactly what you’re talking about. The two of you are here to improve your truebond connection. Not to fool around in the maze. Got it?”

Vesper and I looked at each other, then shrugged in unison.

Asterin slapped her hands on her hips, wrinkling her dark gray coveralls. “You two are impossible,” she muttered. “It’s like dealing with two lovestruck teenagers. Follow me. If you can keep your hands off each other long enough.”

She narrowed her eyes at us, then spun around and stalked away.

Vesper and I looked at each other again. I waggled my eyebrows in a suggestive manner, and peals of laughter erupted from her lips. Answering chuckles rumbled out of my own throat.

Together we trailed after Asterin, still laughing as we moved deeper into the facility.
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“No stairs?” I called out.

Asterin shook her head, making her ponytail swish from side to side. “Not from the walkway directly down to the maze. House Battis takes safety very seriously, and everyone must check in at the control room before they can access the ground level. That way, the technicians know exactly who is down there, and no one is entering the area by accident.”

“What about once you’re in the maze itself?” Vesper asked. “How do you get out?”

“The technicians monitor everyone through the cameras, just in case there’s an emergency, but in general, once you’re inside the maze, you must either figure out how to reach the center or fight your way there,” Asterin replied. “Or both, if you’re a Hammer and it’s a training exercise.”

Asterin left the walkway and strode down a wide, enclosed corridor. Holoscreens embedded in the dark gray concrete walls flickered to life at our approach. Some screens contained images that chronicled the construction of the dome, along with the maze, while others showed smiling people who had to be important members of House Battis, given the large black B sigils that adorned their dark red uniforms.

The three of us went to the end of the corridor, veered around a corner, and stepped into a long rectangular space. Off to the right, a glass window revealed polyplastic benches squatting in front of gray metal lockers. Steam also wisped through that area, indicating that the locker room also contained shower stalls.

Off to the left, another glass window showed a well-stocked armory. Blasters, hand cannons, swords, daggers, and war hammers hung in neat rows on the wall. Next door to the armory was an infirmary with a couple of medtables and cabinets that held injectors and other medical supplies.

Asterin moved past those areas and headed toward the back, where a waist-high permaglass wall cordoned off a large space. She pushed through a gate in the clear wall, and Vesper and I followed her.

A long metal control panel that sloped down like a keyboard stood at the front of the space. Green knobs, red buttons, and black levers jutted up from the panel’s surface, along with rows of colorful lights. I’d ridden on Imperium space cruisers that didn’t have such sophisticated controls.

Several small holoscreens were embedded in the panel, and a row of holograms flickered in the air. Each hologram showed a warrior in the maze, along with notes about their armor, weapons, and psionic abilities. Their heart rates, oxygen levels, and other vital signs were also displayed.

Monitors mounted to a nearby wall showed warriors clutching blasters, hand cannons, and war hammers and moving through the maze. Tables were scattered around the rest of the room where folks could watch the holograms and camera feeds.

Asterin headed over to a man wearing a red uniform standing at the center of the control panel. He was several inches shorter than me, with narrow shoulders and a thin body. He had light brown hair and eyes, and the panel’s flashing lights painted eerie glows on his pale skin.

“This is Jeffrey, the head technician,” Asterin said. “He oversees and controls the maze, and his job is to throw as many challenges at the Hammers as possible. In addition to fighting each other, warriors must also deal with whatever physical obstacles and simulated holographic enemies Jeffrey activates. Some of the biodomes are also challenges in and of themselves, given their extreme environments and elements.”

Jeffrey gave us a distracted wave, his attention still on the holograms flickering in the air. He frowned, then leaned forward. His long, slender fingers danced over the control panel, twisting knobs, hitting buttons, and pulling levers like he was playing a complicated concerto. In response to his actions, fog rolled across the monitors, making the warriors stop.

Pew! Pew! Pew!

The muted sound of blaster fire erupted out of a monitor, and black Xs appeared on the holograms of two warriors, indicating that they had been mock-killed. According to the info on the screen, the warriors were equipped with modified blasters that were set to stun instead of kill, although the weapons would still leave behind nasty bruises and minor burns to remind the fighters of their failures. A simple but effective training tool.

Jeffrey nodded with satisfaction, then spoke into a black microphone sticking up out of the panel. “Hammer One and Hammer Two, you’re done for the evening. Please return to the nearest exit.”

Static crackled out of the microphone. “Roger that,” a man replied in a sour tone.

Jeffrey hit more buttons. Asterin, Vesper, and I watched while one black X after another appeared on the remaining holograms. A single alpha warrior was swiftly navigating through the fog and eliminating the other fighters.

“It’s too bad Zane isn’t here,” I murmured. “He loves war games.”

A smile tugged at Vesper’s lips. “He messaged me earlier.”

“And what did your annoying big brother say?”

Her smile widened. “Zane told me to forget about our truebond training, mock-kill you in the maze, and claim victory for myself.”

I snorted. “Of course he did.”

Zane Zimmer was the current head of the Arrows and one of the best warriors in the Imperium. He also happened to be my long-standing rival and, perhaps most unfortunate of all, Vesper’s brother.

Nerezza Blackwell, Vesper’s mother, had abandoned her as a child, so Vesper had never known who her father was until several weeks ago when I’d figured out Wendell Zimmer—Zane’s father and a Regal lord—was the man in question.

Two weeks ago, the Zimmers had come to Sygnustern, and Zane had finagled his way onto the Collier estate. At first, I’d thought Zane was there to capture us, per his mission from Callus Holloway. But Vesper being his long-lost sister meant a great deal to Zane, and he and Wendell had welcomed her into their family with open arms. So had Beatrice Zimmer, Wendell’s mother and the current head of House Zimmer.

Most of the time, I wanted to punch the smug smirk off the arrogant Arrow’s face, but Zane had given Vesper the one thing she’d always wanted—a family—and I would always be grateful to him for that.

Zane, Wendell, and Beatrice had left Sygnustern several days ago to return to Corios. I was still getting used to the fact that I was going to be shackled to Zane bloody Zimmer for the rest of my life, but Vesper was already quite fond of her brother, and Zane cared about her just as much, so I would be forced to keep the punching to a minimum. Pity.

Asterin moved past Jeffrey and walked over to a woman standing beside one of the tables. The woman paced back and forth, watching the holograms move as the warriors ran, crouched, ducked, and exchanged blaster fire in the maze. Every once in a while, she would nod her head in approval or wince in commiseration as one warrior after another was eliminated.

Just like Asterin, Siya Collier was quite lovely, with light brown skin and long black hair that was wound up into a high knot. She was wearing a jacket over a tactical shirt and cargo pants in the emerald green of House Collier, and a delicate gold pendant shaped like a C with two hammers crossed in front of it hung from a thin gold chain around her neck.

A large war hammer dangled from a slot on Siya’s black leather belt. One side of the weapon was broad and flat, like a common hammerhead you would use to drive a nail into a board, but the other side was shaped like a thick spike that was perfect for slamming into an enemy’s body. Both sides of the weapon were ringed with razor-sharp edges that would easily tear through flesh.

The hilt was gold, but the hammerhead itself was made of lunarium, a rare, precious, opalescent mineral that amplified psionic abilities and turned them into physical elements like fire, ice, lightning, and wind. As the head of the House Collier Hammers, Siya knew how to use her weapon with brutal, expert efficiency.

Siya never took her hazel eyes off the holograms. “Isn’t it cool?” she said, an excited note creeping into her voice.

“Very cool,” I agreed. “This is the most elaborate training facility I’ve ever seen.”

Siya nodded, still watching the holograms, her gaze flicking from one warrior to another. Vesper and I shared an amused look. Right now, our friend resembled a child in a candy store, staring in delight at all the sweets on display.

“Who’s training?” Asterin asked.

Siya’s face darkened like a storm cloud had suddenly taken up residence over her head. “Roderick and his friends,” she replied, her voice devoid of its previous cheerful enthusiasm. “And he’s going to win, just like always.”

A black X appeared on one of the two remaining holograms. That warrior’s head dropped in defeat, while the other man raised his arms high in exultation. The holograms winked out, indicating that the training session was finished.

“Who’s Roderick?” Vesper asked.

Siya turned toward us. “Roderick Battis, the heir to House Battis who manages the training facility. He is also a psion, a Hammer, and an excellent warrior.”

“As much as that pains you to admit,” Asterin murmured.

Siya scowled at Asterin, who arched an eyebrow in response. Unexpected tension rippled off them and pinched my telempathy like a pair of sharp fingers.

Siya’s scowl melted away, and she patted the table like it was a beloved pet. “Kyrion is right about one thing. House Battis does have the best training toys.”

Over at the control panel, Jeffrey hit another button, and a faint buzz sounded, like a gate opening. He glanced over his shoulder at Siya. “Roderick and the House Battis Hammers are leaving the maze. Your group can get ready to enter now, Lady Siya.”

Siya nodded at him and stepped away from the table. Vesper, Asterin, and I followed the Erzton lady out of the control room and into the neighboring locker room.

Siya opened a locker, then gestured at the stormsword on my belt. “Verona said to send you two into the maze without any weapons, since this is a test of your truebond connection and not your fighting skills. Instead of teaming up to battle an enemy like the House Battis Hammers, you and Vesper will be separated, and you’ll be forced to communicate, find each other, and reach the center of the maze using only your bond.”

My right hand dropped to the silver hilt of my stormsword, and my thumb stroked over a large sapphsidian jewel that was such a dark blue it almost looked black. The sapphsidian was shaped like an arrow, the sigil for House Caldaren, although Vesper always claimed it looked more like a spade from an old-fashioned tarot or playing card. Other arrow sigils were also carved into the hilt, along with a few tiny stars, and there were several eyes that were a sign of my truebond with Vesper. Curls of silver stretched out in opposite directions to form the sword’s crossguard, while still more curls of silver arced up to cup the base of the lunarium blade.

My fingers clenched around the hilt. The pale, opalescent lunarium glimmered with a dark blue light in a reflection of my psion power, and the entire sword vibrated slightly, like a cat purring against my palm, just waiting to be used.

“Come on, Kyrion,” Siya said in a wheedling voice. “Nothing is going to happen to your precious sword.”

I gave her a sour look, but I plucked the weapon off my belt and passed it over.

Siya slid the sword into the locker, then held her hand out to Vesper. “You too.”

Vesper sighed, but she also plucked her stormsword off her belt and handed it to Siya. Vesper’s weapon was a bit smaller than mine, and three sapphsidian jewels shaped like eyes adorned the silver hilt to indicate her seer power. Several arrows were also carved into the hilt in a reflection of our truebond, while the sword’s pommel featured a sigil that could be interpreted as either Z for Zimmer or N for Nerezza, depending on which way you looked at it.

Asterin waggled her finger back and forth between Vesper and me. “Blasters and tablets too.”

This time, Vesper and I both grumbled. She grabbed the blaster off her belt, while I fished mine out of the holster on my right thigh. We handed over our tablets, and I also removed the silver bandolier of supplies that was slung across my chest. 

Siya stowed everything in the locker, then shut the door and placed her thumb on a scanner. A green light flashed, and the scanner beeped in confirmation.

“Just in case you get any ideas about trying to sneak a weapon into the maze, Arrow,” Siya said, a chiding note creeping into her voice.

I clutched my chest in mock outrage just like Vesper had done earlier. “Would I do something like that?”

“Absolutely,” Asterin and Siya replied in unison.

The two women froze and stared at each other. As children, they had been best friends until Asterin’s father, Urston, was killed in a mining accident, along with Siya’s uncle, Irzin. As a result, House Armas had been embroiled in wrongful-death lawsuits and gone bankrupt, so Verona, Asterin’s mother, had started working for Siya’s father, Aldrich, to help pay down her late husband’s massive debts. Verona and Aldrich had eventually fallen in love, formed a truebond, and gotten married.

Asterin and Siya had been at odds ever since, and Vesper and I had only added to the stepsisters’ conflict.

Two weeks ago, corporate mercenaries Esmina Reston and Pollux Lamont had attacked the Collier estate and kidnapped me to force Vesper to fix a design flaw in a powerful new hand cannon produced by the Techwave. Vesper had brought the weapon to Stardrop Falls, an abandoned mining museum with extensive caverns and an underground waterfall.

Vesper had willingly walked into the Serpens Corp mercenaries’ trap, which had been orchestrated by Nerezza Blackwell. Eventually, Vesper and I had killed Esmina and Pollux, with Zane and Asterin’s help. Nerezza had fled, of course, the way she always did when the fighting started and bodies started dropping.

Nerezza’s spaceship had exploded shortly after takeoff, thanks to the bombs Esmina and Pollux had planted on board. No one had seen or heard from Nerezza since, but I was willing to bet the disgraced Regal lady was still alive and plotting against us once again.

Siya stared at Asterin a moment longer, then cleared her throat. “I’m going to check with Jeffrey that the maze has been reset with the truebond training program.”

Asterin frowned. “Didn’t you already do that?”

Siya spun around on her heel and strode away like she hadn’t heard the question.

Asterin watched her stepsister and former friend go with a neutral expression, although sharp needles of hurt wafted off her and stabbed my telempathy. I regretted causing more strife between Asterin and her family, but I would be dead if not for Vesper defying Lord Aldrich and all the other rogue actions she had taken to rescue me.

Vesper’s soft sigh sounded in my mind. Do you feel as bad as I do about this new rift between Asterin and Siya?

Yes, but they’ll figure it out. Just like we did with our truebond.

Vesper gave me a warm smile, although it quickly melted away. She looked at Asterin, and the velvety ribbon of her in my mind hummed, as though she was trying to think of a way to fix our friends’ relationship the same way she would repair a malfunctioning appliance in her research-and-development lab at Quill Corp.

I wished her luck, although I knew better than anyone else that some things just couldn’t be fixed, especially all the harsh words and hard feelings that zipped back and forth between family members, damaging everyone in equal, brutal measure.
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