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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Those of you who are fans of my work have probably been asking, “Where are Melissa and Claire? Why haven’t they received a standalone adventure yet?” Well, there’s a reason for that. They’re not just getting a standalone adventure. They’re getting a full trilogy.

      But if you’re a new reader who has never even heard of my books, much less read one, rest assured that you can start here. Everything you need to know will be explained in the pages of this book. But if you want some extra information, there are some helpful appendices in the back of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MAKE YOUR VOICES HEARD

        

      

    

    
      The little basement window was located near the ceiling, but the pitiful amount of sunlight coming through it was barely enough to illuminate the meeting room. Not that there was much to look at. An ugly, brown pole in the middle of the room – part of the building’s skeleton – created an obstacle, but aside from that, the floor was clear. One couch pressed up against the wall and a wooden table in the opposite corner, but nothing else. Which was a good thing.

      Kisa Kareen Velnos sat in her wheelchair with hands folded in her lap. Today, she felt half decent. Not energized, as she had been hoping the night before, but clear and focused. And that would do in a pinch.

      “It’s too warm for that coat,” Rodan declared as he paced across the room. Tall and lean with sculpted muscles that strained against the fabric of his tight, white t-shirt, he was an ideal specimen of the male form. His face was nothing short of perfect, complete with a cleft chin and just enough stubble for that rugged look that made women swoon. Throw in that magnificent sun-kissed complexion that somehow lingered into winter, and he could have his pick of anyone he wanted. His brown hair fell just past the nape of his neck, the ends curling up just a little. Yup. There was no denying it. Looks-wise, he had the whole package.

      And Kisa did not.

      Pausing at the table, Rodan gave her one last glance with a raised eyebrow to drive his point home. “Seriously, you’re going to be miserable in that.”

      Kisa looked down at her jacket.

      Sure, it was a little heavy for a sunny afternoon in late spring, but she wore it to conceal the body that she had never felt entirely comfortable with. Her stomach protruded further than she would have liked. Her arms were a bit too thick. Her round face was framed by straight, black hair that hung limply. The coat couldn’t hide that, of course. But she would take what she could get.

      “Come on, Keeks,” Rodan pressed. “Do you really want to go to a protest in that?”

      Sighing, Kisa unzipped the jacket and grunted as she struggled to pull her arms out. Standing would make this easier, but she was trying to conserve her energy. When she finally got the thing off, she tossed it onto the table and shot a glare in Rodan’s direction. “Satisfied?”

      “You look fine!” he assured her.

      “Where are the others?”

      Rodan sat on the edge of the table – which probably wasn’t a good idea; it didn’t look very sturdy – and pulled his micro-PC out of his pocket. The black plastic disk was just large enough to fit in his palm, light shimmering on its outer shell. He ran his thumb along the edge, flicking a switch, and holograms burst to life.

      Multiple windows appeared before him, all composed of translucent light. One listed his text messages with a brief preview of each. Another offered details on the weather. Sunny and thirty-two degrees in Nezorada. He was right. It was too warm for the coat. “Palona says she’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “And Jol?”

      “Haven’t heard from him.”

      Kisa rolled her eyes. Typical. That guy was the most disorganized person she had ever met. “Well, if he doesn’t get here soon, we’ll have to go without him. We can’t afford to wait much longer.”

      Rodan slid his thumb along the disk again, the holograms vanishing as he pushed the switch to the off position. “He’ll meet us there.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      She only had to wait another minute for the heavy metal door to fly open with the squeal of rusted hinges. Palona’s face lit up with a grin as she hurried into the room. “Hi, guys!” she exclaimed, rushing over to take Kisa’s hands and squeeze them gently.

      Now, there was a beautiful woman.

      She was of average height and not exactly skinny, but the modest amount of fat on her body had found its way to all the right places. Her face was a perfect oval of smooth, copper skin, and her brown eyes looked like they could peer right into your soul. She kept her dark hair tied up in a bun with sticks through it, and wavy tendrils spilled over her cheeks, stopping just past the edge of her chin.

      For a second, Kisa thought that the other woman might actually kiss her forehead, but she moved on to Rodan and patted his arms. “You guys ready for this?”

      “As we’ll ever be,” Kisa breathed. She sounded far more sombre than she intended. Not the best demeanour for a protest. Doubt was the bane of any social movement with aspirations for a better world. If you showed up looking like you had already been beaten, people would lose heart and go home.

      “That’s the spirit!” Palona declared as if she hadn’t heard the resignation in Kisa’s voice. She turned to Rodan with that look that said she was bursting with helpful suggestions, but the door squealed again before she could voice them.

      Jol stormed into the room with his eyes downcast and his jaw clenched. “The whole place is surrounded by cops!” he snarled. “Red uniforms from corner to corner!”

      “Well, we knew that would happen,” Rodan said, hopping to his feet and sauntering over to the other man with that easy smile of his. The one that quietly assured you that everything would be all right. “They’re not gonna do anything stupid, Jol.”

      “I’m more worried about one of us doing something stupid.”

      “Are you planning on it?”

      Jol stiffened, his mouth compressing into a thin line as he turned his face away from Rodan. He was a jittery guy at the best of times: pale and slim with little flecks of gray in his short black hair. “No,” he growled, taking Rodan’s question as an accusation.

      His terse response only caused Rodan to laugh and clap him on the shoulder. “Well, then we’re fine!”

      “We should probably get going,” Palona interjected.

      Grimacing, Kisa forced herself to stand, the neural implants throughout her body sending messages to her legs and compelling her muscles to move. There were five of them: one at the base of her spine, two in her thighs and two in her calves. Along with a few smaller relays that would let her wiggle her toes if she really concentrated.

      She grabbed her cane off the table and slammed it down on the floor, leaning her weight against it. The wheeze that passed through her lips filled her with shame. So much effort for something that other people did without thinking.

      “Keeks,” Rodan said, cautiously approaching her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Steadying herself with one hand on the table, she pointed the end of the cane at him. “Yes, I do!” she barked. “And you know why! They’re not gonna take us seriously if I show up in this!”

      She kicked the wheelchair just hard enough to make it rattle.

      Palona went to stand beside Rodan, the two of them presenting a united front against her. The other woman was smiling, but Kisa could see the sadness in her eyes. “The wheelchair is important,” she insisted. “They need to see that disabled people are as much a part of this as anybody else.”

      “But they don’t,” Kisa growled. “One issue at a time. Let’s go.”

      She walked confidently to the door with the aid of her cane.
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        * * *

      

      Nezorada was a beautiful city.

      Its towers pierced the clear, blue sky. They all had the same shape – tall, blocky buildings with flat roofs – but they came in various heights. Some were as tall as forty stories, and sunlight glinted off their many windows.

      The street leading to the downtown core was nearly as pretty. The buildings on Kisa’s left displayed classic architecture with stone steps leading up to their front entrances and many pillars supporting the overhanging roof. Each of those was carved with the visage of some ancient god or goddess. A cavalcade of stern and serene faces watching the pedestrians from above.

      On her right, the gentle hills of Luka Delban Park were covered in lush, green grass. And the trees along the cobblestone walkway that slithered between those hills were in full flower. They were valley sassafrases unless she missed her mark, their leaves shaped like little tridents. She had studied dendrology during the two years she had spent at High Water College.

      The road was mostly clear of car traffic. No one wanted to drive through this neighbourhood when they knew that a demonstration was taking place. As a result, people walked freely in the street, often slapping each other on the back as they made their way to the protest.

      Kisa kept to the sidewalk. With the cane, she was able to maintain a decent pace, and she was delighted to discover that the energy she had longed for appeared once she got her body moving. The walk was tiring but also invigorating. She would be exhausted tonight, but it would be worth it.

      Rodan walked at the head of their group, laughing and trading quips with Jol. “How are we doing back there?” he asked, spinning around to face them with that confident grin of his.

      Hobbling along as best she could, Kisa planted the end of her cane on the pavement and looked up to meet his eyes. She answered his smile with one of her own. “Just fine, thank you.”

      “Good. We’re almost there.”

      A spark of indignation went through Kisa when Palona decided to link arms with her. She had travelled nearly a kilometre without incident, but the other woman still insisted on providing help that wasn’t asked for. She thought about saying something, but that might trigger an argument, and today was too important for minor squabbles.

      The crowd thickened as they neared the intersection of Bilaron and Oldor. Spectators clung to the sidewalks, watching with keen interest as the demonstrators marched in the street with colourful signs. Some chanted along with the slogans that easily overpowered the din of the crowd. “Equal treatment! Rights for all! Equal treatment! Rights for all!”

      If Kisa had to guess, she would say there were at least ten thousand people in attendance. Which was more than she had hoped for. Was it possible that their message had found sympathetic ears?

      Frowning at the backs of several large men who stood shoulder to shoulder, Palona let out a grunt of frustration. “How are we supposed to get through that?”

      “Slowly and carefully,” Rodan replied.

      Kisa was more worried about the presence of law enforcement. Jol wasn’t kidding; they had sent an entire brigade. Or whatever the term for a buttload of police officers was. A line of men and women in red uniforms stood at the edge of the park, scowling at the protesters.

      And that wasn’t the worst of it.

      She noticed a handful of people who stood even further back – people in colourful cassocks with gold or silver embroidery around their collars and the cuffs of their sleeves. Aside from their ostentatious attire, they looked perfectly normal. But that didn’t stop Kisa from hissing when she caught sight of them.

      “Telepaths,” Palona breathed.

      “We knew they’d come,” Rodan said firmly. “They won’t shut us down as long as we keep this peaceful.”

      Jol looked like he wanted to run, his face having lost what little colour it might have possessed, his eyes flicking back and forth like those of a hunted animal. “Or, you know, they could kill you while you’re up on stage. Make it look like a heart attack.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that,” a musical voice interjected.

      Kisa flinched, dropping her cane. She would have fallen if Palona hadn’t been there to keep her steady. When the initial shock faded, she realized that her heart was racing, and her chest was tight with anxiety. Voicing their concerns about the mind readers where anyone might overhear had been stupid beyond belief.

      The speaker was a tall and slender young woman who looked absolutely fantastic in a pair of black pants and a tank top. With smooth, mocha skin, a delicate nose and high cheekbones, she could turn any man to putty in her hands. Her black hair was tied back in a neat and practical ponytail. Her brown eyes were full of warmth.

      She stooped to retrieve the cane and presented it to Kisa with a nervous chuckle. “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      It was only then that Kisa noticed the badge on the woman’s belt. A four-pointed star in a circle of silver. This woman was a Justice Keeper! Gods Above! The protest had attracted more attention than she could have ever hoped for.

      “It-it’s fine,” Kisa mumbled as she accepted the cane.

      “Don’t worry about the telepaths,” the young Justice Keeper insisted, casting a furtive glance in their direction. “They’re just here to watch.”

      Rodan crossed his arms and met her empty assurances with a glower that expressed his disapproval better than words ever could. “With respect, Officer, you don’t know that. They might not shut us down, but nothing stops them from tweaking the crowd’s emotions and subtly turning them against us.”

      The Justice Keeper was genuinely troubled by that. Clearly, she had never considered that possibility. Giving her head a shake to dismiss such unnerving thoughts, she smiled again. “I mean, I can’t promise you that they won’t, but even they can’t alter someone’s deeply held beliefs. Speak from the heart, and I think your message will find receptive ears.”

      Jol scoffed at that, offering only a disdainful grunt as he turned and stalked off.

      “Don’t mind him,” Palona grumbled with a dirty look that should have singed the back of his head. “Listen to Officer…”

      “Melissa,” the Justice Keeper supplied, sticking her hand out. “Special Agent Melissa Carlson.”

      Kisa took the young woman’s hand, unsure of what to expect, and tried not to look uncomfortable when Melissa Carlson gave it a firm shake. Ah, yes. She had heard about this strange custom that people on other planets used as a greeting.

      “You’re one of the speakers, right?” Melissa asked. “I think I saw your picture on the program.”

      “Kisa Kareen Velnos. And yes, I will be speaking shortly.”

      “Bit of a walk to the stage. Would you mind some help?”

      Kisa was tempted to refuse, but the offer was just so earnest. And at least the young woman had asked first. “I would appreciate that,” she said with a nod of respect.

      “We can get her there just fine,” Rodan snapped.

      Soothing his temper with a pat on the arm, Kisa gave him a look that implored him not to protest. “I wouldn’t mind a chance to get to know Agent Carlson. Go find Jol. I’ll meet up with you when I’m finished.”

      She could tell that he didn’t like that one bit, but he was wise enough not to make a fuss about it. Jerking his head toward the crowd, he urged Palona to follow him. “Stay strong, Keeks. You got this.”

      The pair of them waded through a sea of bodies.

      When they were gone, Melissa stepped up to the curb and shielded her eyes from the sun. “Hey, Jen!” she hollered to a woman who stood in the middle of the road. “I’m gonna escort Ms. Velnos to the stage! Be back in ten minutes!”

      The other woman – presumably her supervisor – was tall and lithe with pale skin and brown hair cut boyishly short. She accepted the news without comment and turned to one of her other subordinates. “Cam, take over on the southwest corner!”

      “Shall we?” Melissa asked, gesturing toward the stage.

      Kisa grew tense as they approached the edge of the crowd. Maneuvering through all those people would be quite the trial indeed. Her wounded pride aside, she was grateful for the Justice Keeper’s assistance.

      Melissa unclipped her badge from her belt and held it up for all to see. “Justice Keepers! Make some room, please!” The crowd parted for her, forming a pathway that cut through the intersection.

      “Don’t mind Rodan,” Kisa said as they began their journey. “He’s always been a little uncomfortable around law enforcement.”

      Pursing her lips, Melissa nodded once as if to say that she had expected as much. “Understandable,” she replied. “The police don’t exactly have the best track record when it comes to social movements.”

      Kisa was surprised to hear that. An officer of the law who admitted the shortcomings of her profession was a rare thing indeed. “Still, we appreciate your assistance.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Justice Keepers! Can you give us some room, please? Thank you!”

      Kisa couldn’t hold back an ear-to-ear grin. “You’re surprisingly polite for a cop.”

      The other woman gave her a sidelong glance and then smiled as well. “Well, I’m trying to undo a few hundred years of bad history.” Her tone took on a hint of melancholy. “One good deed at a time.”

      “If you don’t mind my saying so, Melissa is a rather unusual name. Are you Leyrian?”

      “No, I’m from Earth.”

      “Really?”

      Melissa turned to some thoughtless buffoon who nearly plowed right into them, extending her hand and urging him to step back. “Give us some room, please!” The big oaf stiffened, noticing the two of them for the first time, and then hastily retreated. Satisfied by that, Melissa shrugged, and they pressed on. “Born and raised in Ottawa Ontario.”

      “You’re a long way from home,” Kisa observed.

      “I took an assignment out here to be close to my family. My sister is studying at an academy for telepaths.”

      Kisa stopped short, blinking several times as she tried to process that. “But I thought that telepaths only came from Antauran stock.”

      Something about her choice of wording made Melissa grimace. “It’s a long story.”

      “Perhaps you could tell me sometime.”

      “I’d like that. Hit me up after the demonstration. I’ll give you my contact.”

      “Hit you up?” Kisa spluttered. Had she said something offensive? Leyrians could be touchy sometimes, but she didn’t know what to expect from an Earther. “I would never dream of striking a police officer, much less a Justice Keeper.”

      Waving the badge back and forth, Melissa signalled the people around them to back off. Her sudden chuff of laughter left Kisa feeling even more confused. “I’m sorry. It’s an Earth expression. It means come and talk to me.”

      “Ah. My apologies.”

      “No worries.”

      Kisa gave the young woman a look, adding a raised eyebrow for emphasis. “Your people have a strange way of communicating.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      On the other side of the intersection, they found the stage that had been set up in the middle of Bilaron Avenue. It was made of shiny, gray permaplastic and stretched from one curb to the other.

      Sarin, one of the other organizers, was stomping across the thing like an elephant. An impressive feat, given that the top of her head barely reached as high as the average man’s chest. Her oversized glasses were shadowed by the bill of her cap, and her vest was left open, exposing a t-shirt with a faded, green fist underneath. But despite all that, she still managed to look like a soldier going to war.

      “There you are!” she exclaimed, trotting down the stairs and practically dragging Kisa away by the hand. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t make it.”

      She paused, looking back with a quizzical expression, noting the absence of Kisa’s wheelchair. “You decided to walk,” she mumbled. “We uh…We had a ramp installed just for you.”

      “Wise that you did,” Kisa replied. Those stairs looked treacherous for someone with limited control of her legs. “Let’s go.”

      “Good luck!” Melissa called out.

      Sarin led her around the side of the stage and up the shallow ramp. Taking her place behind the microphone, Kisa noticed for the first time just how many people had come to hear her words. The crowd extended as far on this side of the stage as it had on the other, taking up nearly two blocks of a busy city street.

      Suddenly, she was overcome by a wave of trepidation. What if she spoke poorly? What if she tripped over her words? What if she forgot key portions of her argument and made a poor case for her position?

      Her heart was pounding again, her nails digging into the palms of her hands. She felt sweat on her brow. And the back of her shirt was plastered to her shoulder blades. Thank the gods she hadn’t worn the jacket.

      “All right, everyone!” Sarin began, speaking into another microphone. “We all know why we’re here! It’s time to make your voices heard! Equal treatment under the law!”

      A chorus of people cheered in response.

      “Our first speaker today,” she went on, gesturing to Kisa, “is a woman who has spent years in the trenches, fighting for your rights! Fighting for my rights! Fighting for a world where any of us can walk into a restaurant and sit wherever we like with whomever we like! A world where any seat on the metro is open to you! A world where no one checks your status card when you walk into a public building. Please show your support for Kisa Kareen Velnos!”

      Grinning as she waved to the crowd, Kisa waited for the hooting and hollering to die down before she spoke. “Good afternoon.” What a timid way to begin. She cleared her throat and forced herself to keep talking. “Last year, while walking along the promenade, Armin Mazori spotted a telepath. They’re kind of hard to miss with those bright, colourful robes.”

      She saw a couple of them at the edge of the crowd, one in orange with silver trim along his cuffs, another in green with bronze on her collar and her sleeves. Neither one looked particularly happy, but it was hard to be certain at this distance.

      “Armin had no love for telepaths,” Kisa went on. “On the day of his birth, he was designated as Status X-5. His family had not produced a telepath in seven generations. And thus, they were deemed to be of genetically inferior stock. For the entirety of his very short life, Armin was denied access to the nicest restaurants, prohibited from entering parks that are reserved for telepaths and their families. Certain forms of employment were off-limits to him. Even in cases where the law did not forbid his participation, he often encountered the prejudice of employers who were reluctant to hire an X-5. It’s safe to say that Armin had good reasons to hate telepaths. I don’t dispute this point.

      “While on the promenade, Armin passed within spitting distance of Derid Mossa, a prominent telepath in the local community and a member of the city council. What happened next remains a mystery. We have only Mr. Mossa’s word for it.

      “Mr. Mossa claims that he sensed hostile intentions from Armin and that he acted out of fear for his life. He applied telepathic pressure to Armin’s brain, disrupting key neural pathways, effectively stopping his heart. Armin Mazori died of a heart attack about two feet away from a park bench while several bystanders watched in horror.

      “When it was over, Mr. Mossa was understandably shaken. Perhaps even a little remorseful. During his trial, several key witnesses testified that they didn’t see Armin doing anything that might be construed as threatening. Derid Mossa’s claim to self-defence is based solely on what he claims to have sensed in Armin’s mind. Something that none of us can verify. And yet, Derid Mossa was acquitted. No probation, no court-ordered counselling to ensure that he won’t be so jumpy the next time he senses something he doesn’t like. His acquittal was hailed as a victory in the local community. Justice done. An upstanding man rightfully exonerated.

      “And yet, Armin Mazori lies dead, executed for the crime of getting a little too close to a telepath while walking in the park.”

      A hush had fallen over the crowd. Thousands of eyes stared up at her with rapt attention, waiting for her to continue.

      “Thought crime is not crime!” Kisa declared, prompting a round of applause. “Even if Armin Mazori imagined the most brutally vicious things – and we have only Derid Mossa’s word for that – that does not give anyone the right to restrain him or imprison him, much less kill him!”

      She felt a tremor passing through her as her anger flared hot. “I’d say that we live in a two-tiered society, but that’s wrong. We live in a five-tiered society. No court on this planet would acquit me for killing a man because of what he was thinking about! But telepaths can take our lives with impunity! The law must apply to everyone or there is no law!”

      People cheered, thrusting fists into the air.

      “Our demands are simple,” Kisa concluded. “Better oversight for telepaths and accountability! Legal remedies that create consequences for the abuse of their great power! We also demand an end to the system of stratified segregation that denies us access to the same opportunities as an X-1 or an X-2. Genetic purity is a fiction and no basis on which to run a society! Today, as you mourn the loss of Armin Mazori and all of those who have suffered under the boot of this oppressive system, I encourage you to make your voices heard!”

      Their cheering was so loud, she half wondered if it would shatter the windows of the nearby buildings. She offered one last wave to the crowd and breathed a sigh of relief as Sarin led her down the ramp.

      Melissa was waiting for her behind the stage. “You ever thought about becoming a lawyer?” the young Justice Keeper asked. “Because you just made one hell of a closing statement.”

      Kisa dismissed her suggestion with a glower. “I’m an X-5, Melissa. We’re not allowed to be lawyers.”
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            INEXPLICABLE HOSTILITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Antaur.

      Like many planets where humans flourished, it was a gem in the darkness: a world of vast, blue oceans and lush, green continents, teeming with life. From a distance, it might appear to be quiet and still.

      Up close was another story.

      A transport ship sped through the blackness of space. This one was shaped almost like the end of a longsword’s blade, with a window above its pointed nose. Its gray hull had accumulated some scorch marks that had most likely been inflicted by plasma weapons. And those would have been fired by people who would have liked to have had their belongings returned.

      As the ship fled, a Justice Keeper shuttle pursued, sliding sideways until it was directly behind the other vessel. Unlike its quarry, this little spacecraft was swift and sleek, sporting two wings that curved downward and a large, canopy window above its rounded nose.

      The young woman who sat behind the controls was a perfect match for the vehicle she piloted: tall, slim and elegant. Her dark hair was pulled back from a mocha-skinned face with high cheekbones. Her brown eyes peered intently through the glass, fixed upon her target with singular intent.

      Tapping a large, red button on her console, she sent another message through the comm-system. “Unknown vessel, this is Special Agent Carlson with the Justice Keepers. I’m ordering you to slow down, lower your shields and let me escort you to the orbital platform.”

      Her window zoomed-in, enlarging the transport that flew with the sun’s light glinting off its dorsal hull. Some kind of hatch in the backside opened, and a cannon extended as she drew near.

      She took evasive maneuvers a second too late.

      A blue particle beam surged from the muzzle of the gun, causing the shields to ignite just before it struck the shuttle’s nose. Her eyes smarted as a flickering shell of white static intercepted the shot.

      It lasted only an instant, and then the light faded.

      “Don’t think they’re listening to you, ma’am,” Camros shouted from the cockpit’s port-side console.

      Melissa smiled as she took hold of the flight stick. “Then I’ll just have to raise my voice. Give me plasma weapons. Forty-percent power.”

      “That won’t do much damage.”

      “I know.”

      The enemy ship slid sideways, moving downward and to the left until it passed out of sight. She stomped on the pedal for a hard yaw turn and adjusted the shuttle’s pitch to compensate. The stars flitting past in her window would make her nauseous if she looked too closely. She had never liked flying.

      Her enemy came back into view, drifting toward the upper-right section of her window. She aimed for a spot in their path, then squeezed the trigger on the flight-stick. Jets of orange plasma erupted from her wing cannons, each about as long as her arm and nearly twice as thick. They raced through the emptiness and pelted the transport ship, causing its shields to flash.

      “No damage,” Camros reported. “Their aft and starboard shield emitters are still intact.”

      “Good,” Melissa replied, opening the channel again. “I hope I’ve made my point. We’re not looking for a fight, but-”

      The other ship dropped out of sight.

      Clenching her teeth with a snarl of frustration, Melissa squeezed her eyes shut. “Bloody hell!” Now, these people had her swearing. She pushed the flight stick forward, causing the shuttle’s nose to dip. The transport came back into view.

      It rolled over, exposing its belly, and two more hatches opened, its ventral cannons extending. They fired in tandem, releasing pulses of blue plasma that barrelled toward Melissa. She barely had time to slide to the right and let them drift over her port wing.

      “And now, I’m annoyed.”

      Gunning the throttle, she accelerated and breezed right past her adversary. She continued on that course for a few seconds, then executed another yaw turn and flew backwards through the darkness.

      The other ship was only a speck in her window. The SmartGlass had to zoom in and draw a red box around it. They were coming right for her – or so she thought – but their pilot knew better than to charge a heavily armed opponent.

      The transport made a hard left turn, displaying its starboard side as it soared away from the planet. In about thirty seconds, they would hit the Escape Point – the distance at which it became possible for a ship to form a warp field – and flee the system as fast as their crappy engines could carry them.

      Melissa’s hands danced over the controls as she ordered the computer to plot an intercept course. She slapped the big, green button that activated the autopilot and stuffed her anger down into the pit of her stomach. “Give me EMP rounds.”

      “EMP rounds, aye.”

      An intercept course didn’t take you directly toward your enemy. Instead, it took you to a spot where they would be if they continued on their current heading. A place where your paths would cross. People generally responded in one of two ways: either they took evasive action, or they just sped up and tried to get away before you could catch them.

      In their desperate attempt to flee, the smugglers had done the latter. So, she cranked the throttle for a little more speed.

      The transport and the shuttle moved as if they were tracing the arms of a triangle and met at the vertex. Melissa settled into position directly above her opponent and fell back just a little to get behind them. She dipped the shuttle’s nose, aligning her targeting reticle with the back of the other ship.

      “They’re charging aft weapons!” Camros yelled.

      Melissa fired first, white tracers speeding from her wings and converging on her enemy. The shields flared, but the charged bullets easily penetrated the flickering shell of energy and singed the hull.

      “Reading moderate damage to their aft emitters. Their weapons are offline.”

      Flicking the throttle again, Melissa accelerated and flew over her opponent. She lowered the shuttle and spun around, now nose to nose with the other ship. The next volley fried their forward emitters. “Hail them again.”

      “Channel open.”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Melissa’s mouth as she stared through the window. “All right, guys, gals and NB pals, just in case you didn’t hear me the first ten times, I don’t want to do this! But if you think I’m letting you fly out of this solar system with one of the most dangerous weapons in the galaxy, then we need to have a serious discussion about your relationship with reality.”

      She drew a deep breath through her nose, composing herself, and then pressed on. “So, these are your options: you can follow me back to the space station, where we will impound your cargo and put you in touch with some of the best defence lawyers in the sector. Or I can fire up the old tractor beam and tow you back to the station where we will impound your cargo and put you in touch with some of the best defence lawyers in the sector. The latter probably results in your ship getting even more beat up, but it’s your call.”

      “They’re powering down their engines.”

      Melissa smiled. “Good choice.”
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle bay on Orbital Platform Three was a huge cube with gray walls and bright lights in the ceiling. The massive space door was closed, and the room had been repressurized to allow search teams to move freely in and out of the transport ship.

      Scorched and scarred in several places, it sat in the corner with its nose pointed at the wall. The aft airlock was open, creating a round doorway for the men and women in blue uniforms who carried plastic crates away.

      Melissa observed their efforts with her supervisor, the pair of them standing off to the side with arms folded and lips pursed. This assignment had been dumped in their laps a few days ago with a simple directive from the local government: take down the drug runners before they shipped their product off-world. Their raid on an off-the-books pharmaceutical plant had given them some leads, and they barely managed to track down this old clunker before it took off from a spaceport in the Calmoran Sea.

      Melissa was glad to have the whole thing over with. She didn’t much care for the assignments that the Ministry of Planetary Security decided to toss their way, but the treaty that granted the Justice Keepers the authority to operate on Antaur specified that they had to serve when called upon. So, she did her job as best she could.

      One of the uniformed men strode through the airlock with the singular focus of a dog returning a ball to its master. Which probably meant that the plastic case in his hands contained something good. “I think we found it, ma’am,” he said, presenting his prize to Melissa’s supervisor.

      Most of the time, Jena Morane was a perfectly affable woman, and today was no exception. Tall, lean and toned, with a figure that drew the eye of every man she passed and a smile that thanked them for looking, she greeted the young spacer with her usual easygoing charm. “What have you got there, Lieutenant?”

      Jena was quite tall for a woman and paler than most. Her hair – which she had only recently dyed to a deep brown – was cut short and parted in the middle. Her eyes roved over the case.

      The lieutenant opened its lid, revealing a dozen vials full of orange liquid tucked into slots that were specifically designed to hold them. Jena plucked one out and held it up to the light, squinting one eye as she examined its contents. “Amprindoral.”

      “We believe so, ma’am.”

      With a curt nod of respect, Jena returned the vial. “Good job, Lieutenant. Take that to Storage Locker Seventeen and mark it as evidence. We’ll send a sample to the lab for analysis.”

      “Right away, ma’am.”

      The young man turned to go and froze before he could take one step, his face paling by a hair. Melissa might have missed it if she hadn’t been watching him intently. And she might have wondered what had spooked him if not for the blessing of Spatial Awareness.

      Bonding with an alien symbiont granted her many incredible abilities: strength and speed far beyond that of an ordinary human being, rapid healing, even the power to manipulate the fabric of space and time – though only for short bursts when all other options had failed her. But the gift that she relied on more often than any other was the panoramic sense of her surroundings. Functionally, she had eyes in the back of her head. And in every other inch of exposed skin throughout her body.

      The shuttle bay was quite large – its walls were beyond the range of her perception – but the open door that led into a neighbouring hallway was close enough for her to sense the haughty woman who walked through it.

      In her mind, the newcomer was a figure of swirling mist who stormed confidently into the room without so much as a glance for the men who had to scurry out of her way. Wrapped in a long cassock with pointed shoulder pads, she flowed toward them like a wolf on the hunt.

      Telepaths were well known for their ostentatious outfits, and Sia Aldoon was quite possibly the worst of them. The one thing that Spatial Awareness did not provide was a sense of colour; Melissa needed her eyes for that, and when she finally worked up the nerve to look, she had to resist the urge to wince.

      Sia’s purple robe was decked out with gold embroidery in spiralling patterns. They almost looked like fractals. The cassock’s hem was pure gold and the cuff of each sleeve as well. A fitting choice for the woman. Melissa had only spoken to her a handful of times, but every encounter had left her with the impression that Sia loved being the centre of attention.

      The only blemish on her pale face was a small mole on her left cheek, just below the eye. Waves of blonde hair fell just past her shoulders, and her green eyes sparkled like emeralds. “Ah, very good,” she said, announcing her presence to anyone who had somehow failed to notice. “I see you’ve completed your mission, Operative Morane.”

      Jena stiffened at the sound of her name and then turned to the other woman with a big, fake smile. “Indeed, we have, Truth Seer.”

      “And these are the fruits of your labours?”

      With a single gesture, Sia compelled the lieutenant to open the case again. She probably wasn’t using her talent. Gravitas alone was enough for that. “Strange,” the telepath murmured as though speaking to herself. “I had expected something…grander.”

      She pulled out one of the vials, tilting it this way and that as she studied it. “All this trouble for a narcotic?”

      “Not a narcotic, ma’am,” Jena corrected. “Amprindoral is a weapon.”

      “Anyone who injects it will gain temporary super strength,” Melissa added. “Along with heightened reflexes and rapid healing. I’ve fought men who used that stuff. Some of them are as fast and as fierce as any Justice Keeper, which makes them incredibly dangerous.”

      Sia dismissed her concerns with a snort. “Dangerous to you, perhaps,” she said, placing the vial back inside the case. “But no matter how strong a man’s arm may be, it remains a slave to his mind. And his mind is mine to command.”

      “If you don’t mind, Truth Seer,” Jena interjected, “we’d like to take this to the evidence locker.”

      “Yes, yes. Do as you must.” Sia’s face lit up with a malevolent grin as she turned to the transport ship. “Ah! It seems I’m just in time to meet some of our misfortunate miscreants. The mind of a criminal is a fascinating thing. Wouldn’t you agree, Agent Carlson?”

      Melissa blinked, shocked that the other woman would even speak to her when it wasn’t absolutely necessary. “I wouldn’t know, ma’am.”

      The first smuggler to emerge from the airlock was a tall and gruff man with a bit of a gut and a scraggly beard. Dejected, he plodded through the shuttle bay with his hands cuffed behind his back, never looking up from the floor.

      The next was a full-figured woman with a few strands of gray in her brown hair. Defiant to the last, she hurled death glares at everyone who entered her field of vision. She even made a move toward Jena, snarling like a beast and forcing the guard who followed in her wake to grab her by the arm! “Come on!”

      A bald man with the build of a football player sauntered out of the ship with a jovial smile. He waved to some of the onlookers, prompting Melissa to wonder if he understood just how much trouble he was in. “A good actor, that one!” Sia remarked, making sure that he would hear it. “You’d never know that he was petrified.”

      Several others came out, the last of which was a short and wiry man with a red goatee and hair to match. He shuffled along without any resistance but froze when he saw Jena and bared his teeth with a growl. “You bitch! You did this to me!”

      Jena’s brows came together in a look of utter confusion. “I don’t think we’ve ever met, pal.”

      “I never forget a face!” the smuggler yelled, flinching when a guard poked his back with the barrel of a pistol. “And you better not forget mine! ‘Cause it’ll be the last thing you ever see!”

      “Keep moving!” the guard barked.

      Melissa felt a chill as they dragged the man away. He kept howling even after he passed through the door, his voice echoing through the hallway. “That bitch is gonna pay! I swear to the Gods Below! That bitch is gonna pay!”

      Shaken by his outburst, Jena turned to Sia. “Any idea what that was about?”

      “None,” the telepath admitted without even a hint of reluctance. “But I can tell you this. He believes what he’s saying. He is convinced that you wronged him, and the first chance he gets, he will kill you.”
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      The subway brought Melissa to a platform with green tiles on the walls and fat pillars that supported the ceiling. A hologram of the metro network floated next to a long bench, rotating slowly so that passengers could view it from multiple angles.

      Exiting the train with a spring in her step, she wasn’t the least bit surprised to find only three people waiting for their chance to board. Rush hour was long over. And yet the car that had carried her from the SlipGate terminal to her little neighbourhood on the outskirts of town still smelled like BO.

      That, like many of this planet’s unpleasant features, was a product of the stratified social hierarchy. Those citizens who were designated as Status X-2 – people who were lucky enough to have a telepath in their immediate family – got to ride in luxurious cars with cushioned seats. The X-5s, however, were crammed like sardines into the back of the train. And the scents of all those bodies bumping up against each other were bound to linger even after everyone went home.

      She hurried to the stairs, delighting in the sweet caress of cool air on her skin, and took them two at a time. Even after a very long day, she still had enough energy for that. Keeper stamina was a wonderful thing.

      Pelloan Station was located at the end of a long road with blocky houses that were pressed up against each other. The streetlights painted the sidewalk gold as she made her way back home.

      The sun had nearly completed its descent to the eastern horizon, its crimson light streaming over the roofs of nearby buildings. A touch of blue lingered in the sky, but she could already see the first stars coming out. She was even later than usual. Which meant that she would not receive a warm welcome when she finally walked through the door.

      Sighing, Melissa adjusted the strap of her purse and proceeded up the street at a brisk pace. A dozen versions of the inevitable argument with her mother raced through her mind, but she dismissed them all out of hand. In her experience, prepping for an argument was a good way to ensure that you would have one. And that it would go badly.

      She rounded a corner onto an even longer street and passed a dozen cookie-cutter homes – each one indistinguishable from its neighbours – before arriving at the one her mother had chosen. It was essentially two boxes stacked on top of each other, the second floor slightly smaller than the first. The light in her sister’s skinny window reminded her that she had promised to help Claire with her homework. And Claire could be downright petulant when she was in a bad mood.

      Melissa trudged along the narrow walkway that led to her porch, grabbed the brass handle and pushed the door open. Her mother never locked it while she was away. The front hall wasn’t exactly ugly, but it was very plain. A set of stairs on her right led up to the second floor, and beyond them, the stubby corridor opened into a sturdy and functional kitchen.

      Cautiously, she approached the square, wooden table that sat directly beneath a dome-shaped light. A plate of cold food was waiting for her on a drab, gray placemat. Tough chicken and rice with little pieces of broccoli.

      “Your dinner’s on the table,” her mother called from a neighbouring room.

      Melissa felt the creases that stretched across her brow. So, no argument then. Which probably meant that Della was in guilt-trip mode. Somehow, that was even worse. She carried her plate over to the microwave and set the thing for thirty seconds.

      Turning around, she leaned against the counter and steeled herself, her mouth quirking into a frown. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Della emerged from the laundry room in sweatpants and a sweater that she had left unzipped, her blonde hair tied up in a ponytail. Melissa had inherited her mother’s high cheekbones but not her pale complexion. She was closer to her father in that regard.

      Setting a laundry basket down on an empty chair, Della turned to her with a neutral expression. “Long day?”

      “The longest.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?”

      “No, I’m okay.” The microwave beeped to inform her that her food was sufficiently warm. She stepped aside and tapped the little round button that made it pop open, the scent of chicken greeting her as she pulled the plate out.

      Heaving out a breath, Della pulled one of Claire’s t-shirts out of the basket and started folding it. “You know, I wouldn’t worry about you so much if you would just be honest with me.”

      “How am I not being honest?” Melissa asked, carrying her plate back to the table and sitting in the empty chair.

      Her mother answered that with a sharp glance. “Spaceships shooting at each other is kind of a big deal. It’s the sort of thing that makes the evening news.”

      Melissa couldn’t hold back a wince. “Yeah, okay,” she said, stabbing a piece of broccoli with her fork. “That was me.”

      “And when you don’t tell me about stuff like that, it makes me think that the whole thing is a lot more dangerous than you’re letting on.”

      “It is dangerous, Mom. But I’m well acquainted with danger.”

      “Yeah. That’s the problem.”

      Melissa carved up a piece of chicken and popped it into her mouth, surprised to discover that it was still quite juicy. Chewing thoroughly, she shook her head and then swallowed. “Look, Mom, I realize this must be scary for you. But if I were to make a list of the deadliest enemies I’ve fought, some smugglers in a beat-up cargo ship wouldn’t be anywhere near the top. I’m a war hero, remember?”

      “You’re also twenty years old! That’s too damn young to be a war hero!” Shuddering, Della pulled an empty chair back from the table and sat down. “Your dad had kittens when you told him that you wanted to join the Justice Keepers. You remember that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And I told him that you had to make your own choices.” Della bent forward with her elbow on the table, pressing the tips of her fingers against her temple. “Sometimes, I wonder if I should have taken his side.”

      “You wouldn’t have been able to stop me.”

      “I know. But you need to know that every time you walk out that door, I’m left here wondering if you’re gonna come back. And that’s why I wish to God that you would just pick up that multi-tool of yours and call me to let me know you’re okay.”

      “I’ll try to remember that.”

      For a little while, they sat in silence – Melissa ate while Della folded clothes – but their little moment of peace was interrupted by a shrill voice coming through the ceiling. “Ugh!”

      Shutting her eyes, Melissa exhaled through her nose. “I’ll go check on her.” She rose from her chair, leaving the remnants of her meal behind. She could do the dishes later. “After all, I promised.”

      Della’s wan smile eased some of her frustration. “She worries about you, you know?”

      “I worry about her.”

      And with that, she shuffled through the stubby corridor and started up the creaky stairs. The second floor of the house wasn’t all that different from the first: gray walls, laminate flooring, drab, little rooms that were in desperate need of some tasteful décor. And yet, no one had ever made the effort. It was as if the three of them had all silently agreed that this house would only be a temporary home. And there was nothing more permanent than a temporary solution.

      Ilia, the Nassai symbiont that resided in Melissa’s cells, found that very amusing. Her emotions blossomed in Melissa’s mind like a warm, comforting bonfire. After nearly three years together, Melissa had discovered that her alien partner had a wonderful sense of humour.

      She followed another corridor that ran parallel to the one downstairs, pushing open a door that stood on an oblique angle. Her bedroom was dark, but the lights came on automatically when the house’s computer sensed her presence.

      As always, her bed was neatly made with purple sheets and a teddy bear nestled between the two pillows. The mirror atop her faux-wood dresser was a bit too skinny to be of much use, but she did like the frame. And then there was the window: the one beautiful thing in this place.

      Unlike all the others, it was circular, with a metal grill in the shape of a blooming flower. Through it, she saw the shadowy forms of the houses on neighbouring streets. The last vestiges of twilight were fading from the sky.

      Melissa went to the closet, intending to get changed, but a knock at the door made her roll her eyes. “I’ll be right there!”

      She sensed the door opening behind her and the misty figure of her sister sauntering into the room. In typical preteen fashion, Claire planted her fists on her hips and surveyed her surroundings like a queen in her palace. “This really should have been my room.”

      Melissa whirled around, squelching that potential argument with a withering glare. “You’re supposed to wait until I say, ‘Come in.’”

      Short and slender, with mocha skin the same shade as Melissa’s and a notably round face, Claire had left her curly brown hair to hang loose. Changing into her pyjamas did nothing to curb her imperious attitude. In fact, that made it worse somehow. “Waiting’s overrated,” she declared as if that should settle matters.

      “What do you want, Claire?”

      “Homework.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’ll be right there.”

      Maybe Claire was unsatisfied by that promise. Or maybe she was just committed to being a pest, but either way, she didn’t leave. Instead, she crept up to the foot of Melissa’s bed and stared out the window. “I mean, it’s the nicest room in the house. And I’m the one who’s supposed to be royalty on this world.”

      “Claire!” Melissa snapped, no longer able to contain her anger. “What did we talk about on the day we moved here? Do you remember?”

      The impish smirk on her sister’s face told her that she had walked into a trap. Claire was trying to rile her. “I’m just kidding! Geez! Have a cow, why don’t you?”

      Pulling a t-shirt off a hanger, Melissa stormed up to the side of her bed and laid it across the mattress. “The telepaths on this world are some of the most entitled people I’ve ever met. You may share their talent, but I don’t want you picking up their habits.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” Claire muttered, sitting on the foot of the bed. “Those guys never miss an opportunity to remind me that I’m not one of them.”

      “Yeah, but you’re starting to act like it.”

      “Sorry.”

      Collecting herself, Melissa undid her ponytail and gave her head a shake. “Go back to your room. I’ll be there in five minutes. Promise.”

      Accepting that with a hint of resignation, Claire started across the room but froze before she made it to the door. She spun around and ran to Melissa, hugging her so hard it hurt. Of course. Even if she hadn’t seen the news report, Claire would have picked up on their mother’s fear. It was pretty much inevitable for a telepath.

      “I’m okay,” Melissa assured her. “I’ve been through my fair share of space battles, remember?”

      “Oh, I know! I was there for one!” Claire’s tone became sombre as she pulled away. “I wish I was there for this one.”

      “A dogfight is no place for a twelve-year-old.”

      “It’s no place for a twenty-year-old either! They never should have promoted you!”

      “Will you scram already? I’m trying to get changed here!”

      Claire smiled again but turned to go without any further complaints. When she was gone, Melissa realized that she was in desperate need of a shower. She had worked up quite a sweat while chasing down those smugglers. And she probably smelled like the train!

      She grabbed a towel out of her closet and made her way across the hall to the white-tiled bathroom. Getting the water to a decent temperature required very little time; that was one of the few nice things about this house.

      A flicker of irritation from Ilia made her reconsider that opinion. The place wasn’t that bad. Just a little dull. A splash of colour would go a long way toward making it habitable. Maybe it was time to accept that this was their home.

      She practically had to peel her clothes off, which stood as further proof that she was a mess. Stepping into the stream of warm water, she closed her eyes and let it soothe her cares away. She couldn’t say how long she stood there – several minutes at least – but Ilia’s emotions shifted from contentment to a growing sense of impatience.

      Melissa had lost track of time.

      Finishing up as quickly as she could, she wrapped herself in a towel and returned to her room. She put on her pyjamas, ran a brush through her hair and hurried to check on Claire. There might still be time to-

      Her sister was fast asleep, lying stretched out on her bed with a SmartGlass tablet still displaying the math problems she had been working on. It killed Melissa to realize that she had broken her promise. Maybe her mother had a point; maybe she was spending too much time at work.

      Grabbing the fluffy quilt, Melissa pulled it up to her sister’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. She took the tablet, set it aside on the dresser and deactivated the screen with a swipe of her index finger. Then she shut the light and left Claire to rest.

      Trudging through the hallway with her head hanging, Melissa listened for the sound of her mother puttering about as she passed the stairs. Maybe she and Della could have a good long talk.

      She grimaced at the thought that she had let her sister down. No wonder they were so worried about her. Even when she was here, she wasn’t really here. They must have felt like she was pulling away from them.

      Well, no more.

      Melissa pushed her bedroom door open and sat on the edge of the bed. She grabbed her multi-tool off the nightstand; the little, metal disk was warm after spending half an hour in its charging unit.

      “Multi-tool active,” she said. “Call Jena. Holographic display.”

      She didn’t have to wait long for her supervisor to answer. A translucent image of the other woman appeared between Melissa and the closet. Jena hadn’t changed out of the clothes she had worn on the raid, which meant she was probably still doing paperwork. But if so, she didn’t express a smidge of irritation at having been interrupted. “What’s up, kid?”

      “Do we have anything big on the agenda for tomorrow?”

      “Nope. I was going to do some training with Cam and Darian, but nothing major. Why?”

      Scrubbing a hand through her still-damp hair, Melissa blinked a few times. “I was wondering if I could have the morning off.”

      “Take the day!” Jena replied with a grin so bright it banished any reservations Melissa had about asking. “The Companion knows you need it.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. You work yourself too hard.”

      Blushing as she stared into her lap, Melissa tried not to sound like a girl who had just been given an extension on a late homework assignment. “Thanks. It’s just Claire’s been a little worried-”

      Jena silenced her with one of those looks that said she was being ridiculous. “You don’t have to explain yourself. Bleakness take me, I’ve been hoping you would ask for a while now. I thought I might have to order you to take some downtime.”

      Slowly, Melissa looked up to meet the other woman’s gaze, raising an eyebrow to illustrate what she thought of that plan. “You’re a very good boss.”

      “And I hope you’ll remember that on Supervisor Appreciation Day. Which is a new tradition that I will be instituting with the full backing of the Senior Directors.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Get some sleep, kid. You look like you’re about to collapse.”
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      The next morning, Melissa woke up bright and early and made her way down to the kitchen before anyone else had a chance to crawl out of bed. They found her standing over the stove with a frying pan full of sizzling pancakes.

      She didn’t need to look to sense her mother and sister walking through the stubby corridor in their PJs. Both were clouds of swirling mist in her mind’s eye – as were the table, the chairs and the walls – but the outlines of their bodies grew sharper as they drew near. Claire’s ear-to-ear grin made her want to laugh.

      Spinning around, Melissa pointed a spatula at them and narrowed her eyes for emphasis. “You’re early. You were supposed to sleep another half hour.”

      “Who could sleep when the house smells like heaven?” Claire protested.

      Well, she was right about that.

      Resuming her culinary efforts, Melissa slid the spatula underneath a pancake and flipped it with a deft hand. “I’ll need a few more minutes. I’m sorry. I was going to cut up some fruit and-”

      Della dragged a chair back from the table with a harsh, scraping sound and stifled a yawn as she sat down. “Did she really just apologize for making us breakfast?”

      Claire hopped into her usual spot next to the window. “Well, she was always a little slow.”

      “Sounds like someone wants burnt pancakes!”

      “All right, all right!” Claire relented, though her grin never wavered. “You’re not slow. Just…sluggish.”

      “Claire.”

      “Languid.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Dilatory.”

      When the pancakes were ready, Melissa transferred them to a big, white plate and carried them to the table. Her mother and sister looked like hungry wolves when she set them down. She turned, grabbed an orange out of the fruit dish and started chopping it up. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

      Claire stabbed a pancake with her fork and moved it to her plate. “Well, I’ve got school,” she said, grabbing the bottle of syrup and slathering it on pretty thick.

      “You want me to take you?”

      “Don’t you have work?” Della asked.

      Twisting her upper body, Melissa shot a glance over her shoulder. “Day off.” She went back to her chopping, slicing the orange into little wedges and sliding them to the edge of the carving board.

      For the briefest fraction of an instant, she saw a look of concern on her mother’s misty face, but Della smothered it quickly. “Everything all right?”

      “Yeah, I just figured that maybe you had a point.”

      “About what?”

      “Me spending too much time at work.”

      Della shut her eyes tight, no doubt regretting their argument the night before. “Oh, hon. I’m sorry about that.”

      “No, you were right,” Melissa conceded, moving the orange slices to a plate and bringing them to the table. “I mean, I totally flaked on Claire yesterday.”

      Pausing halfway through the act of carving up her breakfast, Claire looked up. “So, these are apology pancakes?”

      “‘Fraid so.”

      “Meh…Apology partially accepted.”

      Dropping into the chair across from her sister, Melissa raised an eyebrow. “Partially?”

      This time, she knew she was walking into a trap, and she chose to go in anyway. Claire’s devilish smile made her laugh. “You can make it up to me later. Maybe with a trip to the mall.”

      “They don’t have malls on this planet.”

      “Then the fabrication centre where they make new clothes.”

      Still grinning, Melissa chuckled and shook her head. “It’s a deal,” she said. “After you get home from school. Are you sure you don’t want me to take you?”

      “They usually send a car for her,” Della explained.

      Claire reached across the table to grab the pitcher of orange juice and poured herself a glass. “No, no. I’ll go. I can ride on the smelly train with Melissa.”

      “You’re a telepath,” Della protested. “Why wouldn’t they let you ride in first class? Or whatever they call it here.”

      “I’m a foreign telepath,” Claire said, pointing the tines of her fork at their mother. “For them, that’s a contradiction in terms. They don’t know what to do with me.”

      “When did you start using all these big words?” Melissa asked.

      “It’s called growing up, Sis. Speaking of…” Claire turned those big brown eyes on her. “Thirteenth birthday party next week. You’re gonna be there, right?”

      Plunking her elbows down on the table, Della laced her fingers over the top of her head. “A teenage telepath. What are we gonna do?”

      “Same thing we’ve done for the last seven years,” Melissa said, picking up her glass of orange juice and smiling as she took a sip. “Muddle through.”
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      Warm sunlight came through the classroom windows, illuminating desks that were placed in neat rows. The youngsters who occupied each of those seats were all dressed in colourful robes that had yet to receive any embroidery.

      Claire had always assumed that the gold or silver trim the adult telepaths used to accent their outfits was merely decorative. But no. It was actually more like a merit badge. A symbol that the bearer had earned some respect. The colour of the thread didn’t matter. Nor did the patterns that it created. But the amount was key.

      She had also discovered that she hated wearing robes.

      For one thing, they were just too warm. She wasn’t sure what the other kids did – and she really didn’t want to know – but she always wore normal clothes underneath. For another, these people had no sense of style. It was like the entire class had decided to dress up as a bag of Skittles.

      Everyone but the teacher.

      Ms. Colimaray had to be content with a gray suit and a frilly, white blouse. They fit her nicely – which was a polite way of saying that she was a total smokeshow: tall and lean with a round face, braided brown hair and glasses that gave her that sexy librarian look. Also, the little mole on her cheek played into it somehow. Claire wasn’t entirely sure how that worked, and she was trying not to think about it. How was she supposed to learn simple linear equations when her teacher looked like…that?

      Being a teenager was going to suck.

      “All right,” Ms. Colimaray said, turning around and standing in front of the screen where she had written out the latest problem. “Three x plus three is equal to four x minus seven. How do we solve this one?”

      Claire raised her hand.

      And everybody giggled.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she yanked her hand back down and prayed they wouldn’t notice just how badly she was blushing. That wasn’t the convention, here on Antaur. “All right, settle down,” the teacher chided when the laughter persisted. “Claire, why don’t you take a crack at it?”

      “It’s ten,” she muttered.

      “Very good. Can you elaborate?”

      Claire opened her mouth, searching for words to explain how she had reached that conclusion. She hadn’t really crunched the numbers in her head. She just felt it intuitively, somehow. No one laughed, but she could sense a change in the emotional undercurrents permeating the room.

      She’s cheating, Jarin Novarid declared. He didn’t say it; he just projected that thought to everyone else in the room. Everyone but the teacher, it seemed. Ms. Colimaray waited patiently for Claire and then sighed when she took too long.

      “Maybe someone can give her some help. Tareen, why don’t you-”

      “Three and seven make ten,” Claire interjected. “So, ten is the difference between three of something and four of something. And it just so happens that the difference between three of something and four of something is also one of something. So, the something has to be ten.”

      It sounded like total nonsense when she put it into words, but Ms. Colimaray smiled and said, “Excellent work.”

      She probably plucked that right out of the teacher’s mind, Jarin insisted.

      Claire twisted in her seat, snarling at him through gritted teeth. “I did not!”

      The sandy-haired twig of a boy who never missed an opportunity to laugh at someone else’s expense sat at the very back of the room. And when he smirked, she knew that she had played into his hand.

      “Claire!” Ms. Colimaray snapped. “What’s gotten into you?”

      Flustered, Claire mouthed several incomprehensible words, which only caused the other kids to start snickering again. That lasted about two seconds, and then the teacher silenced them with a glare.

      “He accused me of cheating,” Claire said. “But I didn’t. I would never…”

      “He didn’t say anything.”

      Right, of course. Ms. Colimaray hadn’t heard it. There was the reason why she wasn’t allowed to wear bright, colourful robes. Unlike her students, she wasn’t a telepath. Sometimes, the school hired teachers who lacked that particular talent because they happened to be very good at their jobs.

      Claire felt like a field mouse surrounded by cats. “He thought it,” she murmured, staring into her lap. “He projected it to the rest of us.”

      “Is that true?”

      “No, ma’am,” Sajha Brindo replied. The slender blonde with large hoop earrings was quite possibly the most beautiful girl in the class. And she knew it too. How could she not? It would be pretty hard to hide that sort of thing from a telepath. No wonder they were so entitled. “We didn’t hear him projecting anything.”

      Sighing softly, Ms. Colimaray turned her disapproving gaze upon Claire. “See me after class, please.”

      “But-”

      “Claire, let’s not make things worse.”

      She was quiet for the rest of the lesson, deciding that she would rather hone her skills with mental barricades than solve equations. With a little discipline, a telepath could shut out all the psychic noise generated by other minds. It was the only way to ensure that she would be alone in the privacy of her own thoughts. No one would hear her musings unless they penetrated the barricade, and she wouldn’t hear them.

      The hour passed without any further incidents, and then everyone filed out of the room. Claire stayed behind, as she had been instructed, and hesitantly approached the teacher’s desk. Ms. Colimaray was reading something on a tablet, but she put the device aside and drew a deep breath in preparation for whatever she intended to say.

      “He really did do it!” Claire insisted, hoping to justify herself before this went any further. “He sent out a mental projection and accused me of reading your mind to get the answer!”

      “I know.”

      Claire froze, wondering whether she could believe her ears. “You know?”

      The teacher gave her a flat look that said it should have been obvious. “He’s twelve years old, Claire. And twelve-year-olds can be some of the meanest people you’ll ever meet. Telepathy doesn’t change that.” She averted her eyes, her mouth quirking into a tight frown, and lowered her voice considerably. “In fact, that makes it worse.”

      Claire didn’t think she was supposed to hear that. “Then why am I in here instead of him?”

      “Because I can’t prove it,” Ms. Colimaray said simply. “And if I start accusing him of misbehaving, it’ll stir up a mountain of trouble. His parents might get involved. The headmaster certainly won’t like it. I’m an X-3, Claire.” She tapped her glasses. “With a visible disability. People of my rank don’t often get to teach in schools that cater to telepaths.”

      Claire stood there with her arms hanging limp, unable to lift her eyes from the floor. “This whole system is stupid.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me.”

      “Are you gonna give me detention?”

      Sitting back with her arms folded, the teacher studied Claire for a long moment. “No,” she said at last. “I called you in here because we have something in common: we’re both outsiders. And when you’re an outsider, you have to be better than the rest of them. You can’t afford to slip up or to let them see that they’ve gotten under your skin. They’ll use it against you.”

      “So, now, on top of everything else, I have to take his abuse with a smile.”

      “I’m sorry, Claire. But that’s the way it is.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, she has a point,” Niada observed. The tiny, bespectacled girl was one of the few friends Claire had made since enrolling in this stupid school. They sat together at one of the smaller tables in the dining hall – which was what pretentious douchebags called a cafeteria.

      Oh, sure, it was a little fancier than what Claire was used to. No plastic tables here. Everything was polished wood. And those colourful crests on the walls – each one representing a different academic society – made her wonder if someone was about to put the Sorting Hat on her head. But at the end of the day, it was still a cafeteria.

      Long, rectangular tables were spread out on the tiled floor, each one hosting at least two dozen students who barely made a sound as they ate meals that would have cost an arm and a leg back on Earth. Today, it was lobster tails with green beans and roasted potatoes on the side.

      No, the kids didn’t make much noise, but that didn’t mean they weren’t talking. Claire had walled off her mind, but if she opened her telepathic senses just a crack, she would have caught snippets of their conversations.

      Niada frowned at her untouched meal and reluctantly picked up a fork, stabbing the green beans first. She wasn’t a big fan of seafood. “People like us are always going to be on the outside. You start picking fights, and you’re only gonna make more pain for yourself.”

      The poor girl shrank like a wilting flower when Jarin and some of the other boys passed their table. Someone – or perhaps many someones over the last six years – had convinced Niada that she was ugly. So far as Claire was concerned, she was stunning: a little shorter than average and waifish to boot, but she had a smile that could light up a room.

      On Earth, people would have said that she had East Asian features. Her brown hair was cut in a chin-length bob that framed her pretty face. And the glasses…Well, Claire was starting to realize that glasses worked for some people. But saying as much didn’t make Niada feel any better. To her, they were a source of endless shame.

      “Jarin’s a bully,” Claire said, sliding some potatoes around her plate with no intention of eating them. She didn’t much care for whatever seasoning the cooks had used. “And there’s only one way to deal with a bully.”

      Niada looked up sharply, studying Claire through those thick lenses. “You shouldn’t go around saying stuff like that,” she hissed. “You shouldn’t go around thinking stuff like that. Not where someone might hear.”

      “I’ve got my barricade up; don’t worry.”

      Niada flinched, perhaps realizing that she should have done the same thing, and stared off into space as she tried to construct a psychic shield. She still struggled with that. Claire, on the other hand, had plenty of practice. “Me too,” she said at last.

      Her shield would probably collapse under the mildest pressure, but at least it would prevent her stray thoughts from leaking out to anyone who might be close enough to pick them up. “But seriously,” Niada pressed on. “You should try to let it go.”

      “Aren’t you tired of being pushed around?”

      “Claire, that’s just the way things are.”

      Dropping her fork, Claire tossed one hand up and sat there with her mouth hanging open. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me! You get that it’s not like this on other planets, right? There’s no cosmic rule that says foreigners and people with glasses have to be treated like outcasts!”

      Niada wilted again. “I have a disability.”

      “No, you have glasses. That’s not the same thing.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      Claire slid her chair a little closer to the table, casting a hateful glance toward a pack of girls who giggled as they shared some private joke. “I understand just fine,” she said, returning her attention to Niada. “The other kids pick on you because you’re not a sterling example of physical perfection. As if any of them are.”

      Niada shuddered.

      “What I’m trying to say is that we don’t have to live by their-” Claire’s mouth snapped shut when she caught a flicker of motion in the corner of her eye. Opening her senses exposed her to the mental noise that permeated the dining hall, but it also told her who was coming her way.

      As usual, Jarin wore one of his smug smiles as he swaggered up to the table. He was flanked by two other boys – Andrel Baturmo and Rolin Daizeron – both of whom were taller than him. “Planning a little conspiracy, are we?”

      Claire twisted in her seat and squinted as she stared him down. “If we were, we certainly wouldn’t tell you.”

      “Why not?” Andrel asked with a nervous chuckle.

      “Maybe you should look up the definition of ‘conspiracy.’”

      That shut him up and stifled anything that Rolin might have wanted to say. She could sense their emotions changing. Their amusement was swallowed by a cloud of embarrassment with hints of anger like little flashes of lightning. Jarin took it worst of all. “We don’t need you to tell us!” he snapped. “You broadcast everything you’re thinking to the whole school!”

      “Keep trying, Jarin.”

      “What, you think I’m joking? What did you call Ms. Colimaray this morning? A steamshow?”

      “A smokeshow,” Rolin corrected.

      At first, Claire didn’t know what they were talking about – she hadn’t said anything about Ms. Colimaray – but her chest tightened when she realized that she had been thinking it during the lesson. And these three knew!

      Blushing hard, she stood up to confront them. “What I think in the privacy of my own head is nobody’s business but mine.”

      “Not when you project it to everyone within three kilokarns.” She hadn’t been projecting it, but then she hadn’t shielded her thoughts either. And most telepaths could eavesdrop on an unshielded mind without being noticed. Jarin had listened to her musings specifically to find some dirt that he could use against her. “Being a teenager is going to suck, isn’t it Claire?”

      She was in motion before she even realized what she was doing, her fist striking his nose hard enough to make him yelp and retreat. He covered his face with both hands and would have fallen on his ass if his friends hadn’t been there to catch him. “You little mongrel!” That was a pretty big insult where Antaurans were concerned. Especially when it came from a telepath.

      Suddenly, the dining hall – which had been pretty quiet before – was deathly silent. Well, unless you counted Jarin’s whimpering. The other boys were holding him upright and hurling a pair of menacing glares in Claire’s direction.

      “I’m sorry,” Claire blurted, but it did nothing to mollify him.

      “She’s a savage!” Jarin howled.

      “What’s going on here?” Professor Gidarian bellowed as she stormed into the room. As one of the school’s telepathic instructors, she was permitted to wear a dark blue cassock with silver trim.

      Still covering his face, Jarin shook himself free of the other boys. “She assaulted me! That disgusting little mutt assaulted me!”

      “Is this true, Claire?”

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath to collect herself before answering. Her father had taught her to always be honest and to accept responsibility for her mistakes. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then report to the headmaster’s office.” Professor Gidarian spoke with a tone of almost casual indifference as she strode across the room and towered over the boys. “Let’s have a look at you, Jarin.”

      Reluctantly, he lowered his hands. Claire had expected to find that his nose was broken, but it was just a little red. And his cheeks as well. He probably didn’t want anyone to see that he had been crying.

      Reaching out to lay a hand on his shoulder, Professor Gidarian crouched in front of him and inspected his face. “It doesn’t look so bad.” She twisted with a sharp glance over her shoulder. “But this school will not tolerate any assault on its students, no matter how minor.”
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