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    It was distinctly awkward sitting in a house in downtown Silveria, chatting casually with the woman who had led the resistance against her father’s government over the last decade. To add insult to injury, the woman she spent so many years trying to track down just happened to be the mother of the man she loved. 
 
    Maxton, the first Gifted to escape captivity from the Augenspire in the last century, sat in total silence while Jessamine told her story to Hera, soaking up every word without interruption. She couldn’t tell if he was afraid to interject or just being polite, but Jessamine’s brain felt too sluggish to appreciate the difference right now. The others had gone to bed sometime during the early hours of the morning, but she stubbornly insisted on sitting near the basement door, waiting for Topher to return. Now she was exhausted. 
 
    “Did Major Fox say anything to you before he died?” Hera asked calmly over tea, every bit as unreadable as her son. 
 
    Well, at least now I know where Topher gets it from, Jessamine thought wearily, wondering what time it was and whether the alarms had been raised to recall Topher and Lorna back to the Augenspire. Surely by now people know something is wrong. 
 
    “No, he was too busy trying to murder me,” she replied flatly, struggling to control her temper. In a single night she learned that Topher heard magical voices in his head, and not only was his mother Hera the resistance leader, she was harboring both the escaped prisoner and the psychic they had been after for months now. To top it all off, Jessamine had to reveal her Gift to Topher after a member of her own Provo tried to assassinate her, forcing her to flee her home. It was too much for one day. “Forgive my inability to wring vital details from my assailants before I’m forced to kill them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Hera pursed her lips in displeasure, either at the lack of information or Jessamine’s sarcasm. A stray curl of hair escaped its clasp to dangle in front of her face but she ignored it. “Well, unless Topher learns otherwise, we will have to assume Ana was correct about Major Fox striking out at your family over your recent integration efforts.” 
 
    “How did you escape from the Augenspire?” Jessamine turned to Max now, desperate to avoid dwelling on the fate of her father and sister and everyone else in the Augenspire until Topher returned with news. 
 
    Surprised at being addressed directly, Max said, “Fox let me out, though I’m sure he told you all a different story after we kicked his ass.” He snorted in dry amusement when Jessamine looked indignant. 
 
    “He let you out?” 
 
    “I decided he was going to kill me sooner or later anyway, so when he came in looking high, I took my chances and convinced him I could bring him to Hera. I told him I lied through the Veritan during his interrogations before.” 
 
    “And he believed you?”  
 
    “He seemed pretty paranoid about the possibility of the Gifted having a way around Veritan, and he wasn’t exactly in his right mind to begin with. He was pretty off-balance ever since Topher visited me earlier in the day.” Max dared a brief look at Hera, but she remained silent and expressionless. 
 
    “He wanted me to bring him to Hera’s hideout so he’d get the credit for bringing her in, but he needed my Gift to make a door out of the Augenspire, so he was forced to let me out of my cell first. We popped up in the wrong place—it sometimes happens with my Gift—and stumbled upon Ana, who I hadn’t met until that night.” 
 
    “There were only two of you?” Jessamine asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why? Did Fox say there were more?” 
 
    Jessamine’s lips twisted into a scowl. “He added four more masked Gifted who were lying in wait to attack him and deprive him of his Talents and ion-sword during his retelling.” 
 
    So Topher was right about the story being made up to prevent Fox from looking bad. Their conversation in her private sitting room felt like a long time ago. 
 
    A new thought struck her then, and Jessamine raised her eyebrows in surprise and said, “You got lucky when you transported out of the Augenspire. What were the odds of encountering a fellow Gifted who was willing to help you at random?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “I sometimes think the places I end up are not accidents, whether or not I mean to take myself there.” He paused for a moment, as if to let the profound statement sink in. “Anyway, the two of us fought our way free of Fox and I made another door out of there, which brought us to Hera.” 
 
    “I should have known he was planning something,” Jessamine hopped to her feet and began pacing the room. “He was always out for glory, never content with his role, even as a Provo-Major. Never as competent as some of the others, which I’m sure he blamed on anyone other than himself.” 
 
    How could I have been so blind? 
 
    “Everything seems obvious in hindsight,” Max tried to assure her. “There was probably no way you could have known—” 
 
    “It is my job to know,” Jessamine interjected sharply, whirling to face him and softening as she caught the uncomfortable look on his face. 
 
    She sighed and returned to the couch, trying to sit upright and look in control of herself even though she just wanted to collapse into a heap on the floor and cry. 
 
    “So, Ana is the psychic?” she wanted confirmation on this point before meeting her again. It could be very dangerous for Jessamine to be in a room with someone who could pull thoughts out of her head at will. She didn’t like the idea of Ana meeting up with Topher as many times as she had with such a Gift. What had she gotten from his mind without him even knowing it? 
 
    “She’s not psychic, but she can sometimes see into people’s minds. I’ll let her explain it to you,” Max began, running a hand through his black braids and looking tired.  
 
    After a long moment of silence, Jessamine finally couldn’t take it anymore and turned to Hera, blurting out the real question she’d been wondering since her arrival. 
 
    “Why are you leading a movement against the government your son is working for?” 
 
    Hera scowled and looked away, clearly hoping this subject wouldn’t come up until much later, if at all. 
 
    “The government has been corrupt for many years—ever since the Great War ended and your family consolidated their power by turning the Gifted into second-class citizens. Your father allowed the unwarranted killings, dreaming up his grand scheme to have the Gifted crammed onto an island to die before finally seeing good sense and changing his plans.” 
 
    In truth, it was Jessamine becoming Gifted that made her father realize he needed to change his world view. He had to make the world a better place for her people if she had any chance of ascending to power someday. Jessamine had feared being cast aside as heir to the Viceroyalty when her Gift was discovered, but fortunately her father’s love for her had caused him to revise his own position instead of disowning her. She felt no need to explain the reason for her father’s sudden change of heart to a woman who had obviously made the opposite choice with her own son. 
 
    The animosity this thought evoked from her caught her off-guard. She tried to avoid judging people without fully understanding their situation, but the look on Topher’s face when they burst into the kitchen and he realized his mother’s betrayal made her livid. 
 
    “You have no idea what drives my father’s decisions, or the toll some of them take on him. I doubt you’ve even met him.” 
 
    Hera raised an eyebrow and said, “You are hardly an impartial judge of his character. It is natural for you to look past your father’s shortcomings and to defend him.” 
 
    “I apparently know a lot more about my father’s character than your son knows about yours,” Jessamine retorted, nettled. 
 
    “I am not the ruler of a planet,” Hera replied simply, though she looked stung by the barb. 
 
    Jessamine forced those feelings away and focused on what mattered. She needed to gather as much information as possible while Hera and Maxton were still caught off-guard by her appearance, so she and her father could effectively alter their plans when she returned home.  
 
    “You aren’t Gifted, and neither is Topher—nor was your husband. I don’t understand why you started this fight against my family and our government, of all people who might have the motive to do so.” 
 
    Hera scowled at her and said, “I didn’t start the fight. My old friend and mentor, Ash did. Perhaps you heard about his rebellion.” 
 
    Jessamine’s mouth opened in shock. She did know about Ash’s rebellion, of course, but she also knew who had ultimately ended it… 
 
    “Ash brought his forces to Halstead to recruit more fighters for his cause,” Hera continued flatly, seeing the recognition in Jessamine’s face. “It was a strategic city to hold, and the people there were sympathetic to his cause and supported his vision of a less-intrusive government. If he’d had time to put down roots in Halstead, it would have drawn out your military for years trying to reclaim the city, and he could have achieved some key victories and forced a policy change.” 
 
    Hera’s voice had become sharper and louder as she spoke, though she stopped to comport herself now before continuing more calmly, eyes still avoiding Jessamine’s. 
 
    “He tried to persuade me to join the movement, but I was convinced it wasn’t my fight, as I wasn’t Gifted and my own son had joined the military like his father before him. Ash begged me to come to Halstead with him to help recruit, arguing that it wasn’t about being Gifted; it was about doing the right thing and fighting to bring back equality and decency to Elaria.” 
 
    There was pain in her voice when she said, “I was supposed to be there that night.” It was a whisper, but in the silence of the room they both heard her clearly. “I changed my mind at the last minute and didn’t go to Halstead as planned. You probably know what happened next.” 
 
    It seemed cruel to make her continue, so Jessamine did it for her. 
 
    “The Halstead Conflict,” she supplied. 
 
    “That is the name your father gave the event after it was over, so the history books would gloss over the true horror of it. Do not insult me by pushing his agenda on me, Vicerina. Call it what it really was,” Hera said in disgust, dismissively brushing the stray lock of hair from her face.  
 
    Jessamine was well-aware of how people outside the government commonly referenced the event. 
 
    “The Halstead Massacre,” she amended. 
 
    “Yes,” Hera looked viciously satisfied to hear her say it out loud. “There was no fight in Halstead. Your military showed up in the dead of night and slaughtered people in their homes, dropping gas bombs in clustered areas, and annihilating both Ash’s group and thousands of innocent bystanders in a single evening.” 
 
    It certainly wasn’t a highlight of Father’s reign, she acknowledged privately.  
 
    “This isn’t something we generally advertise, but the commander in charge of the Halstead operation deviated from plan and was ultimately killed for it afterwards,” Jessamine explained. 
 
     Military historians praised them for striking such a decisive blow to the lynch-pin of the resistance and preventing a much longer conflict that would have resulted in more fatalities on both sides, but the top circles in the Augenspire knew it was a hideous blunder.  
 
    “Imagine my surprise,” Hera went on dryly, apparently not believing or caring about what Jessamine just said, “when my own son got promoted to Ground Commander at the age of fifteen abruptly afterwards.” 
 
    Jessamine felt compelled to interject, because despite being fourteen at the time of the Halstead Conflict, she was quite familiar with Topher’s role in it. 
 
    “Topher wasn’t at Halstead,” she explained. “It’s true he recognized its strategic importance and identified it to his superior officer as the key to ending the rebellion, but his squad wasn’t even on the mission when it went out.” 
 
    Hera waved a dismissive hand at this and said, “He orchestrated the execution of good people who didn’t deserve to die, whether he was there or not. He knew what would happen when he pointed his commanders at Halstead, or else he’s an absolute fool—and I did not raise an idiot. Are you going to tell me Corithans was an accident as well?” 
 
    Jessamine could tell this was a battle she wouldn’t win. There were too many bad feelings between Hera and her son for Jessamine to sort it out with logic.  
 
    “It seems like you should speak to your son about your concerns, since I am unable to answer for him.” 
 
    Hera stood up abruptly and said, “I’ll get more tea for everyone,” and left the room, her posture stiff and unnatural. Jessamine didn’t begrudge her the excuse to be alone. 
 
    She turned to Maxton now, the only one left in the living room with her, and found him staring at her in quiet contemplation. 
 
    “That’s some heavy stuff,” he admitted quietly. “I knew Hera got involved in the rebellion after the fall of Ash’s group at Halstead, but I didn’t realize her own son had forced her hand. Kind of explains why they don’t talk much, or why she doesn’t have any pictures of him hanging around the house.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned as she realized he was right. Looking around the living room, she never would have known Hera had a son if Topher hadn’t told her. Interestingly, there were no pictures of her late husband either. 
 
    Perhaps she hates them both now? 
 
    “Well, I doubt she’ll care what I think, but Topher is a good man who serves my family loyally. He’s not greedy or ambitious, and he doesn’t enjoy holding his status over others, unlike some of his peers. He’s certainly not a murderer—though he does follow orders, which sometimes involves killing. I don’t necessarily approve of the way the military went about ending the rebellion at Halstead, but the fact remains that Ash’s group was fighting against the lawful government. They could have resisted peacefully and tried to work through legislation, but instead they used guerilla tactics and killed any government employee they could lay hands on.” 
 
    “I agree that Ash’s approach was flawed, but legislation would never have worked, because your father would have refused to hear it,” Hera spoke from the threshold, leaning against the doorway with a cup of tea in her hands. “Ash was fighting because it was the only way he could get your father’s attention. The Gifted aren’t in a good position to organize and resist, thanks to the level of scrutiny you have them under, and it is the job of every citizen to help the oppressed. Once your father got bored tormenting the Gifted, who’s to say the rest of us wouldn’t be next? Don’t tell me you have a hard time understanding why someone would take up the mantle to fight a grave injustice in the world, just because they weren’t on the chopping block yet.” 
 
    “No, I know all about championing causes that seem impossible.” Jessamine sighed. Someday the world would know she was Gifted, but for now she was barely comfortable with the knowledge that Topher knew, and she trusted him more than anyone in the world. 
 
    “Still,” she continued, rubbing her eyes to keep herself awake. “Why let your son join the military if you felt so strongly against it? Why let him become a Provo-Major, of all things?” 
 
    Hera looked at her like she was an idiot and said, “Let him? Have you been listening at all? Do you honestly think anyone can stop that boy from doing anything he wants to do?” She waved a hand in disgust. “He hero-worshipped his father for being a common foot-soldier, for being a cog in such a grandiose machine. Never mind that his father got blown to pieces in a small conflict off the west coast when he was still a child—Topher was in love with the cause, and of being a part of something bigger and more important than himself. And though I was never exactly wild about my husband’s career choice, I didn’t come by my hatred of the military until after the tragedy at Halstead.” 
 
    “I wonder where Topher gets his grandiose ideas from,” Max grumbled beneath his breath, earning a glare from Hera. “What? I’m just saying, you two are an awfully driven family, whether you mean to be or not.” 
 
     “Well, give my father credit, he has a keen eye for talent,” Jessamine chuckled darkly. “Topher never struck me as ambitious,” she added thoughtfully in response to Maxton’s point. “He just wants to do the best he can, but keeps getting promoted because the people around him realize how talented he is.” 
 
    Hera inclined her head in grudging agreement at this. 
 
    “For someone who isn’t trying to get promoted, he sure managed to get bumped up to one of the highest posts on the planet pretty damn fast,” Max said admiringly. “Hell, you tell me he’s a favorite of your entire family, and one of the most influential Majors in an already-elite group at twenty-four. The only way he could be any more powerful would be to marry you or your sister and become a Viceregal.” 
 
    You have no idea how much I would love for him to marry into the Viceroyalty… 
 
    “Would it be alright if I went to bed?” Jessamine changed the subject. “When Topher returns I’ll need to be prepared to discuss business.” 
 
    In truth, she wasn’t sure she would be able to sleep at all while waiting for news, despite her exhaustion, but she needed to try. It would be nice to be alone with her thoughts once more, confusing and unpleasant though they were. 
 
    “Of course,” Hera relented, expression softening at last. Whatever bad feelings she had against the Viceroy, it seemed she could still sympathize with Jessamine’s concern for her family. “Right this way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jessamine said wearily as Hera led her down the hall and up a short flight of stairs to the second floor. A light layer of dust coated parts of the hallway and there were no signs of personality anywhere, like a relic of a past long forgotten. The dusty bulbs gave the space a muted quality, and Jessamine wasn’t sure if she was imagining the musty smell or not.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like you use the guest bedroom a lot,” she remarked as they passed a bathroom and came to the last door at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Max is in the guest bedroom. Since this floor was mostly for my late husband’s office and my son’s room, I don’t have much reason to come here anymore.” 
 
    Jessamine’s lips parted slightly as she opened the door and realized she was going to be sleeping in Topher’s childhood bedroom. It looked like nothing had been disturbed since he’d packed his belongings and moved to the Augenspire at fourteen. The room was mostly empty, though there were some old clothes hanging in the closet and a picture on the nightstand beside a half-full bookshelf. Other belongings were packed into boxes with a fine layer of dust over them, shoved carelessly into a corner of the room. Jessamine was itching to pry them open and see the relics of Topher’s childhood, of who he was before he joined the military and found his calling in life, but she resisted the temptation.  
 
    Jessamine wasn’t sure what she had expected to see here; toys, perhaps? It was hard to imagine Topher playing with action figures or board games, even as a child. Had he always been so contained, or was there a time when he laughed easily and openly?  
 
    Topher would have brought most of his crucial belongings to the Augenspire with him when he became a Provo-Major, and he had been gone for many years now, but the emptiness of the space was jarring. 
 
    “The bedsheets haven’t been changed recently, but they’re clean.” Hera was watching her reaction to the room as she spoke, eyes narrowed in contemplation. “I doubt this is the first time you’ve slept in my son’s bed, so you should be comfortable here.” 
 
    Jessamine twitched in surprise before leveling a challenging look at Hera.  
 
    “What I do within the walls of the Augenspire is no one’s business but my own. If you’re angry with Topher, feel free to lecture him when he returns, but you are not entitled to vent your feelings on me. If I’m not welcome here, I’ll leave and find somewhere else to go until I am able to return home.” 
 
    Hera vented a huff of disbelief. “He told you to remain here, so your threat is empty.” 
 
    “The only one who can command me to do anything is my father, and he isn’t here. Topher brought me to you because he was under the impression you were a woman who could be relied upon to do the right thing. When he returns to find me gone, you can explain why I left.” 
 
    Jessamine thought she had scored a hit by the tension in the older woman’s body, though the next words the woman delivered sounded mechanical and rehearsed, so perhaps she was only feigning defeat. 
 
    Hera pursed her lips and said, “I’m sorry, Vicerina. You are correct—I am angry with my son, more than I thought I would be after all this time. His arrival during the night was unexpected and jarring, and I have reacted poorly in the aftermath. Please accept my apology, and get some rest. We will begin anew when you wake up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jessamine's voice was harsh as she closed the door—a little more forcefully than she had intended—desperate to be alone. 
 
    She kicked off her boots and took a seat at the edge of Topher’s bed, examining the picture on the nightstand in more detail. It featured a young Topher with a man that must be his father, since he was wearing military fatigues in the photo. There was something similar in their features, though Topher more closely resembled his mother.  
 
    The Topher in the picture looked quite young, probably only six or seven years old, and though he was clearly happy, he wasn’t grinning toothily like most children of that age in pictures.  
 
    Even then, there was something contained about him. 
 
    Jessamine smiled at the picture and set it back on the nightstand, resisting the urge to dig through the packed boxes and instead lying down. There would be time for exploring tomorrow, assuming she was still here.  
 
    She turned out the lights. Alone with her thoughts in the darkness, the worry for her father and sister began creeping back into her, no matter how much she tried to keep her concerns at bay.  
 
    Enough time had passed by now that Topher and Lorna would be back at the Augenspire whether they were summoned or not—assuming Topher didn’t decide Lorna was in on the conspiracy, in which case they had probably fought to the death by now. 
 
    Great, now I’m terrified that Topher is hurt too. 
 
    She scowled and rolled over on her side, trying to force the dark thought away, but it had taken hold of her. What if there was fighting at the Augenspire when Topher returned? What if he got caught up in it and was killed? What if he never came back to get her and she just waited here for days and days before she heard the news of his death? What would she do if everyone she loved was gone and she was in exile from her own home? 
 
    What if she was really and truly all alone? 
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    It hurts… 
 
    It hurts… 
 
    Why won’t you make it stop? 
 
    ~ 
 
    
  
 
    Topher felt the emergency signal vibrating on his wristband as he sprinted towards the Tetra, winded from running the entire twenty-block span separating the theater from his mother’s house. He’d removed his heavies in the basement before departing, since it would look suspicious for him to return to the Augenspire from a night out on the town in his full battle gear, so flying was not an option. 
 
    It was imperative he get to Lorna before she returned to the Augenspire and told anyone he hadn’t been with her tonight. No one could be able to link him to Jessamine’s escape, or they would compel him to reveal her whereabouts. Since Topher had no idea what kind of conditions he would be returning to at the Augenspire, the last thing he wanted was to reveal Jessamine’s location before it was safe to do so.  
 
    A traffic light turned green and the cross-traffic began moving just as Topher flew past a group of teenagers walking side-by-side at the crosswalk. He blew past them and darted out into traffic, forgetting that he wasn’t wearing any of his armor and needed to avoid being hit by a ground-car.  
 
    There were shouts of surprise from the group behind him, but thankfully the approaching drivers were able to slam on their breaks and swerve to avoid him, so Topher charged across the six lanes of traffic without slowing down. His lungs were aching, but he powered through his discomfort and continued towards the Tetra.  
 
    Up ahead he saw Lorna jogging from the theater in her street clothes, easily visible due to her tall frame and distinctive features. Her brown hair was pinned neatly away from her face with silver needles, making her look like a valkyrie. She was clearly looking for an aerial speeder to commandeer, but there weren’t any on this side of the street.  
 
    “Lorna!” Topher called out to her, drawing the knife—Fox’s knife—from his waistband, but keeping it concealed as he ran. 
 
    Lorna looked around at the sound of her name and quickly spotted Topher, eyebrows lifting in surprise as she changed directions and came to him.  
 
    “Topher, where have you been? We’ve got to get a—” 
 
    Topher was within arm’s reach now, and without slowing down to greet her he used his momentum to throw her to the ground. Lorna landed on her back and he pinned her there, straddling her and getting the knife to her throat just as she punched him in the jaw. 
 
    He absorbed the pain of the blow and ignored the passersby who pointed and stared. Their enhancers were in plain sight, so anyone close enough could tell they were Provo-Major, and no one intervened to help either of them. 
 
    “Were you in on it?” Topher demanded, lungs screaming from exertion and jaw throbbing from Lorna’s punch.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lorna asked angrily, no longer struggling while he had the knife pressed so closely to her throat. Topher didn’t mistake this for a sign of surrender; she was biding her time and collecting information while she formulated ways to rip his arms off. 
 
    “Fox attempted to murder Jessamine in her room tonight while he thought I was out. Were you in on it?” he asked quietly, watching her face closely.  
 
    “He did what?” she seemed incredulous, but Topher was focused on the ripple of colors and numbers flickering over her face. He’d equipped a Talent to let him monitor physical and chemical responses of the human body while running here. People could lie, but their bodies couldn’t. 
 
    All of her signals were consistent with genuine surprise and fear, which was good news for Topher because it meant she probably had no part in orchestrating the events of tonight. 
 
    “Is the Vicerina alright? What of Fox?” Lorna demanded, scanning his face carefully as Topher released her and offered a hand to help her up.  
 
    “Who do you serve, Lorna?” Topher pressed. “Where is your allegiance?” 
 
    Lorna considered him for a moment before saying, “I serve the Viceroy and his family, and if you hadn’t slowed me down I would be on my way towards them in a speeder by now.” 
 
    Topher believed her. 
 
    “Good. I’ll explain as quickly as I can on the way.” He looked around but didn’t see any parked speeders nearby.  
 
    Damn it, driving will take forever. 
 
    “There’s a muni.” Lorna took off running towards the municipal police officer, who was currently issuing a citation to a young man for littering. Topher was hot on her heels. 
 
    “Officer!” Lorna got there first, ignoring the litterer entirely. “We need to return to the Augenspire at once. Clear us a path.” 
 
    The officer was a woman in her fifties, who reacted to the sudden arrival of two desperate Provo-Majors without blinking and said, “Get in the car.” 
 
    Topher and Lorna piled into the back seat without question. The officer slid into the front and slapped four different buttons on a console of about twenty, seemingly at random. Topher had never ridden in a municipal police car before, so he had no idea what the buttons were for or how quickly she would be able to get them home, but anything was better than running miles on foot. 
 
    The traffic lights ahead of them all changed abruptly to green, and the car’s sirens began wailing to notify others to get out of their way as the officer gunned the engine and they shot forward.  
 
    “Zero-three-zero-one-Bravo,” a man’s voice came in across the radio. “What is your emergency?” 
 
    “I’m returning Provo-Majors to the Augenspire with all haste. Clear the roads.” 
 
    “Copy that,” the voice responded. “I’m sending you a nav-map now, and six units to clear your path to the ASE.” 
 
    The monitor in the center console beeped and Topher saw the promised routing map pop up and begin directing her towards the fastest path to get onto the Augenspire Expressway. They took a hard turn at speed and Topher’s head smacked the window to his left. Lorna had smartly buckled her seatbelt, so she was locked in place, and Topher scowled and strapped himself in, massaging his head above his left enhancer. 
 
    “I assume this is related to why you stood me up tonight?” Lorna shot him a sideways glance as she spoke. “You didn’t even answer the comm when I called, nor did you return my message.” 
 
    “Sorry, I haven’t checked my comm yet. It’s been a busy night.” Topher removed the device from his belt and saw there was indeed one missed call and a voice message from Lorna. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Lorna frowned thoughtfully, reading the display from beside him. “I sent you a snarky message after the play ended but it doesn’t seem to have gone through.” 
 
    “We can figure it out later.” At the moment, Topher really didn’t care whether he missed a message about a theater performance. 
 
    Six speeders descended from sky-level and split off to force traffic away from the main roadways as needed, keeping ahead of them. 
 
    “What’s your name, Officer?” he called up to the front seat, bracing himself as she slammed on the brakes to take another sweeping turn. There was a car in the middle of the road up ahead, but one of the aerial cruisers was towing it up into the air so they could drive beneath it. 
 
    “Senior Officer Maria Guzman,” she answered without taking her eyes off of the road, flooring the accelerator as the Augenspire Expressway came into view ahead of them.  
 
    “Good work tonight, Officer Guzman,” he thanked her, nerves beginning to tingle unpleasantly as he was finally able to think about what he was going back to. Would there be full-scale fighting in the top-levels of the Augenspire, or were things well-contained? Would the bottom levels be rioting, or did they even know something was wrong?  
 
    And the critical question in all this: how much support did Fox have for his coup? Topher and Lorna would be walking into the building with no armor and a very limited supply of weapons.  
 
    They slowed at the on-ramp, where the conveyor belt latched onto their wheels and carried them up the sharp incline to deposit them on the expressway. It seemed to take an eternity for their wheels to be released so Officer Guzman could hit the accelerator once more. 
 
    “What exit do you want?” she called back to them, achieving maximum speed at last.  
 
    “Eight,” Lorna answered. “Fastest elevator access from the main entrance.” This she directed at Topher. 
 
    Topher nodded, eyes still focused on the road ahead. 
 
    “You said you would update me on what the hell we’re walking into,”  
 
    “And I will,” Topher frowned as they flew past exit twenty, nearly completing the circle of the expressway and returning to exit one. He glanced at Maria Guzman before continuing. “It’ll have to wait until we park,” he apologized. 
 
    Lorna shot him a glare, a quick threat of unpleasantness later if he didn’t explain everything, and said “Just a reminder.” 
 
    I’m only going to have about two minutes to tell her everything she needs to know. 
 
    They were slowing rapidly as they approached the off-ramp for AS-8. Topher tried not to grind his teeth in impatience as they were lowered down to ground-level for the final approach to the building.  
 
    Well, there are no signs of fighting from out here. 
 
    Not that he really expected there to be. The fighting would be contained to the topmost floors of the Augenspire unless things had gotten completely out of control in the building.  
 
    He mentally made a list of his top priority targets. Viceroy. Shellina. Darius. He scowled at the last, biting down on his resentment. 
 
    “Thank you, Officer,” Lorna said as they bolted from the vehicle and jogged towards the main entrance. “Tell me quickly,” she mumbled to Topher, slowing down as they approached the doors. 
 
    “I was with you all night at the Tetra. What show did we see?” he whispered. 
 
    “Marianna,” she replied quickly. “Woman has to choose between three wealthy suitors; ends up choosing one of their sisters instead. Witty and humorous. Moderately enjoyable.” 
 
    Topher nodded as they cleared the main entrance and walked purposefully towards the elevators. The building was still dimly lit, as there was a night shift in some departments, but they didn’t see any signs of trouble. He would have almost rather seen fighting down here, because then he would know what was going on. The silence was oppressive, and he felt entombed by it. 
 
    “Fox is against the Integration Initiative and has been plotting to kill the Viceroy— and apparently Jessamine, as well,” he continued in a whisper, while Lorna scanned her biochip at the first set of elevators. If she found this news about one of her peers sensational, her face didn’t show it. 
 
    “Was he acting alone?” she mouthed as they boarded the elevator, punching the button for the two-hundredth floor. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Topher admitted. “I know he has collaborators in Tech, and at least a couple of Minors. I’m not sure who else.” 
 
    “What a disgraceful bastard,” Lorna scowled. “First he loses his Talents, and now this?” 
 
    “Remind me to share my thoughts on that when there is more time,” Topher explained as they boarded the second set of elevators and rocketed upwards to the two-hundred-and-ninetieth floor. Lorna shot him a look that plainly said she wasn’t impressed with him for keeping secrets. 
 
    Yeah, well, most of them I only found out tonight. 
 
     Topher braced himself for whatever nastiness he was about to walk into as the doors opened to the High Chamber, the place where the Majors gathered whenever there was an emergency.  
 
    The first thing he saw was Shellina, sitting on a bench in the front row with a robe pulled over her pink nightgown, face streaked with tears. There’s target number two. Half of her strawberry-blond hair was in curlers, and her wide, frightened eyes made her look younger. Darius Hamish had one hand resting awkwardly on her shoulder, attempting to comfort her, though he also appeared to have been woken suddenly, because he was wearing a monogrammed set of silk pajamas and was missing one slipper. 
 
    Target number three unfortunately survived. 
 
    Topher pushed aside the unprofessional thought and moved further into the room, glad to see most of his peers. There didn’t appear to be any active fighting going on. About half of his colleagues were in their heavies, with the rest in their light armor. Topher and Lorna were among only four Majors in plainclothes.  
 
    “What happened?” Topher went to Shellina, the highest-ranking person currently present, but his eyes were scanning every inch of the room. Where’s the Viceroy? A few of Topher’s peers were missing as well, and he needed to know if they were together upstairs. He mentally began composing a list of unknown personnel. 
 
    Gareth, Lara, Zenaya, Fox… 
 
    He was forgetting at least two others, but at the moment he couldn’t dredge up any other names. 
 
    “Topher!” She jumped to her feet and ran up to him, throwing her arms around him and crying into his chest. Normally he wouldn’t tolerate this kind of closeness from her, but he could appreciate that she was probably terrified right now, so he tried to have some compassion. 
 
    “Someone needs to tell me what happened,” he said again, this time to Darius, who was standing behind her, but the man glanced at Shellina briefly and opened and closed his mouth without saying anything. Good to know he’s still utterly useless. 
 
    It was Major Reya who answered. 
 
    “There’s been an attack,” she said bluntly, and some of the other Majors drifted closer, for lack of anything else to do. 
 
    “An attack? By whom?”  Topher feigned surprise, redirecting Shellina’s vice-like grip away from him and back onto Darius. 
 
    Reya looked uncomfortable when she said, “Gareth was supposed to meet with the Viceroy tonight, but he got there right after Parl cut his throat. Parl must not have known Gareth was supposed to be there or he would have waited…” 
 
    “Parl attacked the Viceroy?” This time Topher didn’t have to feign his shock. He had known Fox was part of this whole thing, but Parl was one of the last people Topher would have considered. In fact, he only now realized that Parl was one of the two people he had forgotten to account for only moments ago. 
 
    Parl has always been by the book. How could I have misjudged him so severely? 
 
    He had been little more than a background figure to Topher for years now; neither the most vocal, nor the most ambitious, with middling performance in their evaluations. 
 
    Lorna figured out the full meaning of Reya’s words while Topher grappled with Parl’s betrayal. She grabbed Topher’s arm to stop him from running off. “How is the Viceroy?” Lorna asked into the silence, while Topher struggled to refocus. 
 
    “The Viceroy is dead,” Reya said finally, looking haunted. 
 
    “What?” Topher’s voice was eerily calm, though in the silence his words echoed hollowly around the High Chamber. By the looks on the others’ faces, he could tell he wasn’t the first to take the news badly.  
 
    Somehow Topher had never allowed himself to believe the Viceroy could actually die in all of this. A compression of his lips was the only outward sign of emotion he permitted himself, inhaling deeply through his nose and shoving his thoughts on the Viceroy into the depths of his mind. 
 
    He just realized he wasn’t listening to what Reya was saying, and it was vital for him to understand what was going on as quickly as possible.  
 
    “—so long to down him that by the time he got back to the Viceroy, it was too late.” 
 
    “Gareth killed Parl?” Topher interrupted. Reya didn’t look surprised that he hadn’t been listening the first time. 
 
    “I’m not sure if he’s alive or dead at the moment; he was critically injured and hauled off to medical. They were both armed and armored, but apparently the comms weren’t working and it took too long for Gareth to defeat Parl and get back to the Viceroy,” she explained again. 
 
    “Well good on him for stopping that traitorous son of a bitch—eventually,” Jora put in. Kristoff was sitting beside him, slumped forward with his face in his hands. He appeared to be in shock, staring blankly ahead of him. 
 
    “Where is everyone else?” Topher changed the subject, looking around the room. “A few of us are missing, including Jessamine.” 
 
    At this, a few of Topher’s peers seemed unable to look him in the eye, and it was ultimately Kristoff who said, “Jessamine didn’t respond to the emergency call, and we haven’t been able to get into her room to check on her. That’s where the others are.” His voice was deadpan and he still didn’t meet anyone’s gaze. 
 
    “Why haven’t you been able to get in and check on her?” Topher asked indignantly. Everyone would expect him to take the news of Jessamine’s absence quite badly, possibly even worse than news of the Viceroy.  
 
    “None of us have access to her room–” 
 
    “Shellina does,” Topher interrupted, pointing to the Vicerina for emphasis.  
 
    “We can’t take the only Viceregal we know is alive into a place where there might be an attacker waiting to finish her off,” Andro spoke now, incredulous. Where Kristoff seemed shaken to his core by his friend’s betrayal, Andro was even more obnoxious than usual. 
 
    “So if Jessamine’s in there fighting for her life, we’re just going to leave her to die because her sister can’t open a door?” he asked in disbelief, startling Shellina and Darius with this small display of emotion. A few of the others looked like they had also made this argument before his arrival. 
 
    Andro stood his ground.  
 
    “We’re all worried about Jessamine, but we can’t take foolish risks with Shellina until we know the building is secure again.” 
 
    “Fine, but Shellina could have just told you the emergency override code and stayed down here where it’s safe.” 
 
    “I don’t—remember it!” Shellina cried, bursting into a fresh round of tears. Darius scowled at Topher for his insensitivity to her feelings. “It’s so long I was never able to memorize it—I always used my biochip to get in!” she sobbed horribly. 
 
    “Hanna, then,” Topher insisted. “Where is Hanna?” 
 
    “She was injured trying to protect the Viceroy,” Reya explained patiently. “She was stabbed, and is receiving treatment downstairs. We aren’t yet sure if she’ll recover.” 
 
    “Wait—Hanna was with the Viceroy?” Topher was diverted, sure he was missing something. When had Hanna ever spent time with Jessamine’s father, and why would she have been in his room tonight, of all nights? 
 
    Reya shrugged, and it was Dred who said, “With the comms down, nothing but the emergency beacons are working right now and we have been waiting for you to get back.  
 
    “Why were you unable to act before my return?” Topher asked, genuinely confused.  
 
    Andro coughed and said, “None of us know who has access to Jessamine’s room, but some of us assumed you would.” 
 
    Oh, right. 
 
    Topher shook the thought of an injured Hanna away and said, “I do. Who’s up there now?” 
 
    “Gareth and Lara are trying to bring down the door. Nate and Pierce are still in Tech, trying to talk them into overriding the access code, but they’re saying they can’t do any overrides until they get the comm systems up again. Apparently our personal communicators aren’t the only things down. We’re lucky they were able to get the emergency beacons going at all.” 
 
    Topher exhaled his frustration and said, “Lorna, Reya, you’re with me. Let’s go.” 
 
    He turned and walked swiftly back to the elevators, slamming his hand against the call button to vent his rage. The Viceroy was dead, Hanna was critically wounded, Parl was a traitor, and the most critical building on the planet had lost its entire communication system. 
 
    “This is a disaster,” Lorna muttered once the doors were closed and they were moving towards the top floor.  
 
    “That’s putting it kindly,” Reya grumbled in response. 
 
    Topher hadn’t chosen the two of them at random. He needed people he could trust were loyal to Jessamine, and the list of people he was willing to bet her life on was woefully short right now. It was fortunate that Gareth and Lara were upstairs as well, since he was fairly certain of their loyalties and needed all the help he could get. 
 
    They saw sparks of light flying in all directions as they neared Jessamine’s room, where Lara was hacking frantically at the door with her ion-sword in an attempt to break through it. Gareth was sitting on the floor, slumped forward in his armor with a black eye and a split lip, looking hopeless. 
 
    They’ll never get through that door with an ion-sword. It’s meant to be nearly impenetrable. 
 
    “Topher!” Lara looked around at him in relief. “We’re trying to get in to check on Jessamine—she won’t answer the door!” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” he walked past her and gave Gareth a nod of acknowledgement, standing in front of the access pad and rapidly keying in the seventeen-digit number. 
 
    “You shouldn’t go first, Topher…” Reya said cautiously as the door locks released, placing a hand on his arm. “There can only be one reason she hasn’t answered the door or come to the High Chamber by now. You shouldn’t be the one to see her…” 
 
    Topher frowned and said, “I’m going in.” 
 
    Despite knowing Jessamine was far away and safe, he couldn’t help but imagine how it would feel if he was walking into this room with no prior knowledge of what had happened. He would think he was walking towards her corpse, and he swallowed painfully to suppress the wave of emotion the thought elicited. 
 
    The five of them passed through the sitting room and the others looked around briefly. It occurred to Topher that they had probably never seen the inside of Jessamine’s private rooms before. He wondered how many of his peers had. 
 
    No wonder they think I’m sleeping with her. 
 
    He led the way across the room and into her bedroom, the door thudding against Fox’s armored body as he tried to push it open. 
 
    They all exchanged a dark look and put their combined weight against the door, forcing it open and entering Jessamine’s bedroom. 
 
    “Good God, now we know where Fox is,” Lara exclaimed, clapping a hand to her chest in surprise and lowering her ion-sword once they could see that the room was empty. 
 
    Lorna knelt down to check his corpse and found the wound at the back of his neck. 
 
    “Severed spinal column. Definitely dead,” she reported. “Looks like a standard-issue knife based on the size of the incision,” she continued with military efficiency. 
 
    “Where in the hell is Jessamine?” Reya asked, stepping up to the smashed window and looking out into the night. “She couldn’t have climbed out; not from this height.” 
 
    “And how the hell did she knife a fully-armored Major in the back of the neck?” Lara asked admiringly. “The woman can fight, but Fox must be absolute shit to lose the upper hand in these close quarters…” 
 
    “She may not be here, but if she went through the window then she’s dead,” Gareth said tonelessly, looking haggard. He was standing in the doorway, the only one who didn’t enter the room and start searching for clues with the rest of them. Topher had never felt sorrier for the man and couldn’t imagine how he must feel for letting the Viceroy bleed to death while he battled Parl.  
 
    Topher motioned Gareth inside, shut the door behind them and said, “She’s alive and safe.” 
 
    They all looked around at him in confusion and Lorna said, “Are you finally going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “You—how do you know she’s safe?” Reya blurted out in shock. 
 
    “I didn’t go to the Tetra tonight, though that’s the story we’re sticking to if anyone else asks,” Topher admitted. “I had a bad feeling that someone was trying to get me out of the building tonight, so I armored up and came to guard Jessamine instead. We sent Hanna away in case there was an attack—I have no idea how she ended up with the Viceroy.” 
 
    “It was you,” Gareth looked like something finally clicked for him, some of the animation coming back to his features. “I wasn’t supposed to meet with the Viceroy tonight at all, but he called me out of the blue and said he needed some extra protection. He asked me to put on my heavies and come hang out in his foyer. Hanna must have gone to him after you sent her away from here, to warn him there might be trouble...” 
 
    Topher raised his eyebrows appreciatively and said, “Smart woman. I confess, I hadn’t realized the Viceroy would be in danger as well. I was only thinking of Jessamine.” 
 
    Gareth frowned and said, “Parl must have knocked soon after the call. Roald probably thought it was me and opened the door, only to get his throat cut.” He looked disgusted with himself. “If I had only been faster putting my gear on—I got there right after Parl dragged him back into the room and was going after Hanna. That little shit fought dirty, too—it took me forever to bring him down and get to the others. I tried the comms but they must have already been down by then; Roald’s call to me was probably one of the last things to come through. Not even the emergency beacons were working for a few minutes.” 
 
    Topher shook his head and said, “You did the best any of us could have in that situation.” 
 
    “You would have found a way to save the Viceroy. You excel at everything,” Gareth grumbled mutinously. 
 
    “Actually, I nearly slept through Jessamine’s murder, if it makes you feel any better,” Topher admitted. “I was napping in the sitting room and she forgot to wake me before she went to bed. I didn’t even notice when Fox snuck in and went to kill her until he had her pinned down.” 
 
    The others looked alarmed at this and Reya said, “How did Fox even get in? Did she open the door for him or something?” 
 
    “He’s got someone in Tech who wiped my biochip access and enabled his. Possibly more than one ‘someone’ if they brought down the entire communications network in the span of a few minutes, since there are multiple redundancies in place. We’ll have to hunt down the leaks fairly soon and put an end to them.”  
 
    Good lord, we’re going to have a lot of work to do to make the building safe again. “I got Fox from behind while he was leaned over Jessamine, and I took her out through the window and brought her somewhere safe. I barely got back to the Tetra in time to catch Lorna for our return trip.” 
 
    “Well thank Heavens we haven’t lost them both…” Reya exhaled heavily. “Shellina has been useless tonight.” 
 
    “She’s young and frightened,” Lara allowed graciously. 
 
    “We don’t need ‘young and frightened’ right now,” Lorna argued. “We need a leader.” 
 
    “Where is Jessamine?” Gareth asked him. “You know we’ll be sent out to look for her at some point, since it will appear she escaped on her own. We need to rendezvous with her and ask for orders.” 
 
    Topher grimaced. He wasn’t looking forward to this next part at all. 
 
    “About that…” he suppressed a wince. “She is currently enjoying Hera’s hospitality.” 
 
    Four identical looks of shock were reflected back at him, and for a moment there was dead silence in the room. 
 
    Gareth finally said, “I am not in the mood for games tonight, Topher. Where the fuck is Jessamine?” 
 
    “I’m not joking, sadly,” Topher sighed. “I was bringing her to a place I knew would be safe, and I only realized I was actually bringing her to Hera after we arrived. On the plus side, apparently Hera’s group hasn’t been behind these recent attacks on the family, and they very much support Jessamine and want to see her rule, so she is safe for the time being. This is actually a good thing for us, as it brings more allies at a time when we desperately need them.” 
 
    “You want us to ally with Hera?” Reya looked incredulous. “We’ve been trying to track down that woman for years, and now we’re suddenly working together?” 
 
    Topher said, “We must join forces for the common good. Her people support Jessamine and so do we, so our goals are currently aligned.” 
 
    “And when our goals are no longer aligned?” Lara asked the question everyone was thinking. 
 
    “That will be an interesting day,” Topher allowed, trying not to think about it right now. 
 
    “How did you just happen to stumble into Hera’s hideout after all this time?” Gareth asked skeptically. “Something isn’t adding up in your story.” 
 
    Topher swallowed and said, “As it turns out, Hera is—apparently—my mother.” 
 
    Again, four identical looks of amazement and shock were reflected back at him. It was finally Gareth who said, “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Despite everything, Reya let out a snicker and said, “You left Jessamine with your mother? I hope they’re sharing embarrassing stories about you right now.” 
 
    That was a new and horrifying thought, and Topher said, “Come on, we need to report back to the others that Jessamine is missing. The sooner we begin the search, the sooner we’ll be able to meet up with her.” And the sooner I can stop my mother from poisoning her good regard for me. 
 
    Reya continued talking as they left Jessamine’s room, and he heard her muttering to Lara, “Topher is so screwed…” 
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    Ana began the morning with a list of questions as long as her arm. She had been too shell-shocked the night before to properly interrogate Risa during their return to the Academy, but now that she had time to think, she was ready for answers. 
 
    Her morning classes had never felt longer, each minute its own subjective hour to her mind. She didn’t even bother taking notes, instead rehearsing the litany of questions she was going to berate her friend with as soon as they were free. 
 
    When the last bell finally rang, Ana sprinted out of Building-10 so fast that she crashed into another student and pushed him to the floor without even slowing down, not bothering to wait for the bus to take her to the Physman side of campus. It was a long way to travel on foot, but she had energy to burn, and as she reached one of the walking trails bisecting the Academy she put on a burst of speed and ran as fast as she could. 
 
    It wasn’t until she approached the clock-tower in the center of campus that she realized she was furious.  
 
    How dare Risa and Hera lie to me like this?  
 
    All this time she had trusted Hera implicitly, trusted her to know what she was doing, trusted her to be as honest as she could afford to be. All of this faith, only to discover Hera was actually the mother of one of their most dangerous enemies. 
 
    She had been willing to work with Topher for as long as it took to inform him of Fox’s plan, but that didn’t mean she was friends with the man. He was still terrifying, still the monster responsible for crushing the resistances at Corithans and Halstead and effectively ending the fight against the government once and for all. After those devastating defeats, only Hera was willing to continue the push for justice. 
 
    And he’s her son. 
 
    Her lungs were aching from exertion, but Ana pushed herself further, determined to run until her legs gave out—which didn’t seem far off as she passed the clock-tower and crossed onto the other side of campus. 
 
    Risa is just as bad as Hera! 
 
    She had been feeling sorry for her friend for months, after hearing the tragic story of how she lost a loved one to the Provo. She said Topher killed him. 
 
    Is no one trustworthy anymore? 
 
    She was beginning to slow down, her legs heavy and unsteady as she approached the meeting point, stumbling the last few feet. Risa was already standing beneath the pink-leaved blush tree and Carl was keeping her company, though they weren’t making eye contact with each other. As far as Ana knew, they still weren’t speaking much.  
 
    They both turned to acknowledge her just as she came to an abrupt stop in front of them, collapsing to her knees in the dull red grass and gasping for air. 
 
    “Risa—you—stupid—shit—” she coughed, throat aching and nose running. “Kill—you—” 
 
    “Good God, what’s happened to you?” Carl stared down at her in concern, reaching into his bag and extracting a tissue for her.  
 
    “Carl—I need—to punch—Risa—” 
 
    She accepted the tissue and blew her nose, coughing painfully once more and wishing she hadn’t pushed herself quite so hard to get across campus.  
 
    Risa frowned down at her and said, “I can understand why you’re upset with me, and our friend too…but we weren’t holding out on you on purpose—” 
 
    “Like hell,” Ana panted, trying to get to her feet but failing. 
 
    “Well, fine, but we weren’t just being petty,” Risa amended. “I wanted to tell you more than once, but it’s kind of embarrassing to admit that I used to be—” She glanced briefly at Carl as she said this, looking worried. “That I was close to someone like him.”  
 
    Carl looked at Ana, then Risa, and back again, sticking his chin out. “I assume one of you is eventually going to tell me what you’re talking about, and why Ana sprinted across campus to fail at yelling at you.”  
 
    “Yes, my cousin wants you to come with us today, so she must be alright with you knowing,” Risa sighed, looking around anxiously to make sure they weren’t overheard. She seemed to be willing to put her bad feelings about Carl’s new ambitions aside for now. “If we can get off campus and rent a car, I’ll tell you what’s going on.” 
 
    “He’s coming with us?” Ana asked in surprise. “When did your cousin decide to summon Carl?” she snapped in annoyance.  
 
     “She called early this morning to tell me.” Risa shrugged, still looking uneasy. “I am sorry, you know.” 
 
    “Ana, get up so we can rent a car and get out of here. I don’t like being kept in the dark,” Carl chided her, nudging her with his shoe.  
 
    “I don’t think I can walk right now,” Ana admitted. “I may have pushed myself too hard.” 
 
    Carl dropped his bag onto the grass.  
 
    “You’re lucky my new limbs have finished healing, or I wouldn’t be able to do this.” He crouched down, and for a second, Ana and Risa stared blankly at him.   
 
    “Wait, are you serious?” Ana coughed, sharing an amused glance with Risa. “You want me to climb on your back so you can carry me to a rental car?” 
 
    “He’s always been dramatic,” Risa giggled, looking confused by the moment of levity but deciding to let it continue. “Do you remember when he got drunk and tried to serenade me in the middle of our floor party?” 
 
    Ana laughed and said, “If I recall, you weren’t at the party but it took him awhile to realize it. Didn’t he sing at like, five different redheads–two of them men–while looking for you?”  
 
    Carl had abandoned his attempt to tote her across campus and retrieved his bag, now walking a few paces ahead of them. 
 
    “In all fairness, that guy Michael was a stunning redhead,” he interjected with a glance backwards, and the three of them burst into laughter. 
 
    It was a nice moment, and it gave Ana some hope that maybe things would be alright between the three of them again someday. 
 
    It wasn’t far to the rental garage on the east side of campus, so Ana focused on taking deep breaths and clearing her mind while they went to pick out a car. 
 
    Carl scanned his biochip at the front desk. The man working behind the counter didn’t ask what their business was, though his eyes flickered constantly between the three of them as though trying to puzzle it out for himself. 
 
    “You rented a mini?” Ana asked skeptically, as Carl gestured for her and Risa to get in. 
 
    “I’m not wealthy, you know. The military hasn’t hired me yet, though they also haven’t arrested me, which I take for a good sign.” 
 
    Risa got in the front seat with Carl while Ana crammed into the tiny backseat, buckling her seatbelt and trying to get comfortable as Carl pulled out of the lot and left the Academy through the eastern exit. At the first light, he placed his communicator on the dashboard and tapped a few keys on it without explanation. When a blue light began blinking on the display he said, “Now tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “What’s going on with your comm?” Risa asked curiously. 
 
    “If there are any bugs in the car they shouldn’t be able to hear anything but white noise.” 
 
    Ana leaned forward, impressed. “How did you manage to get that app on your comm? We aren’t even allowed to play with most tech without getting arrested.” 
 
    Carl shrugged and said, “I programmed it myself, and I don’t really advertise it. Now tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Risa started speaking immediately, before Ana could comment further on Carl’s skills with technology. 
 
    “We were at the tail end of a meeting with Hera last night when all of a sudden a Provo-Major busted into the kitchen, from the basement, with Vicerina Jessamine in tow.” 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” Carl nearly rear-ended the car in front of them as he whirled around to look at them both. 
 
    “Eyes on the road,” Ana said, “If you can’t react and drive at the same time, switch places with me.” 
 
    Carl turned back, grumbling something inaudible but doubtlessly sarcastic in response. 
 
    Risa continued. “He said there had been an attack by one of the other Majors in the Augenspire—the one Ana and Max fought off a while ago at Club Roxx. He needed to leave Jessamine there to keep her safe, while he went back to the Augenspire to see what was happening.” 
 
    “Hang on a second,” Carl slowed the car without realizing it to process this information. Risa shot a look over her shoulder at Ana and mouthed worst driver ever. Cars passed them on every side and Carl finally sped up when someone honked at him.  
 
    “You’re leaving a lot to be desired with this story, Risa. I know Ana said that Fox guy had some thoughts about killing the Viceroy, but how does this other Major factor into things, and why would he turn up in Hera’s kitchen, of all places? Why would he bring the Vicerina to the middle of downtown Silveria to hide out, when there are probably a lot of better places they could go?” 
 
    Now it was Ana’s turn to speak. 
 
    “The Major was Topher Augen. He’s apparently Hera’s son, and the childhood crush that Risa ‘lost to the Provo,’ even though he wasn’t murdered, like she implied.” 
 
    Carl registered all of this in silence. 
 
    “He was as good as dead,” Risa defended, sounding petulant. “My family lived near his, and even though I was three years younger, we were close as children. I wasn’t too surprised when he joined the military, though; his father was a soldier and Topher worshipped the Viceroy for his visionary work on the infrastructure upgrades, and for the upturn in the economy. Besides, I was only ten when he joined up, so neither of us knew I was Gifted yet. We didn’t talk much after he enlisted because he was busy, but then his mother and I saw the rebellion at Corithans go down in flames on the news, and suddenly Topher gets a really big promotion out of it.” 
 
    Risa allowed the silence to linger, turning to look out the window so Ana could see her face in profile. She looked abstracted, her eyes glazing over as her thoughts turned inward. 
 
    “His mother and I were…uneasy, after that. Corithans was one of the last few pockets of actual fighting, and I didn’t like the thought of Topher being involved in something so dangerous. His mother didn’t like the thought of her son playing a key role in so many deaths.” Risa turned away from the window. “When he called her with news of his big promotion she got pretty upset with him. He hung up on her. We heard from Topher even less after that.” 
 
    Ana was drawn into the story, unable to hold onto the anger with her friend as she listened. Carl remained completely silent, focusing intently on the road in front of him as he drove them towards Hera’s. 
 
    “Then came Halstead, and the end of Ash’s rebellion. Ash was a friend and mentor of Hera’s. She was supposed to be with him in Halstead when the attack happened, and I don’t think she’s ever forgiven herself for not being there.” Ana could see Risa’s fingers tapping on a denim knee, but not her friend’s face. “Topher got yet another massive promotion, and I think it was the last straw for his mother. It broke her heart to burn the bodies of the people she loved, and her estranged son was at the fore of it all.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment longer. “Soon after he was asked to apply for a position as a Major, I found out I was Gifted. I called Topher to tell him what happened, but suddenly I wasn’t even important enough to speak to him directly. I got routed through the Augenspire switchboard, and then to the Minors, who made me leave a message for him and assured me they’d get it to him. Of course he never called me back.” 
 
    Risa clenched her hand slowly into a fist during her story and now she examined the crescent-shaped marks on her palm with detached interest. 
 
    Ana met her friend’s eyes when Risa turned towards the back seat. 
 
    “I know I should have told you the truth, but it isn’t easy for me to talk about.” 
 
    “I understand,” Ana said. She looked up at the roof of the mini, studying the water stains she found there. “But you know you can trust me, right? Unlike Major Topher, I’ll always call you back.” 
 
    Risa gave Ana a true smile. 
 
    “His mother and I just kind of stopped talking about him after that. It was like he was dead to us, these last eight years. She’s been carrying the resistance all alone ever since Ash died, knowing her only son is on the other side of the fight. Can you understand why she wouldn’t want to talk about it with anyone else?” 
 
    Ana could. 
 
    Now I can’t stay properly mad at them. 
 
    She exhaled and released the last of her anger. 
 
    “Thank you for telling us. I can see why you were so close-mouthed about it, especially since a lot of it involved someone else and wasn’t your secret to tell. It was just jarring to have Major Topher pop up suddenly in her kitchen like that.” Ana swallowed and looked down at her feet, wondering how her friends would take the next bit of information. “Now I have to fill you in on something. I had been planning to meet with him—today, actually—to tell him Fox was plotting against the Viceroy.” 
 
    “Wait, you were going to meet with Topher?” Risa whirled around to stare at her. 
 
    “You remember when I told you I begged a favor off of a Major to let us visit Carl in the hospital?” She winced. “That was Topher, too.” 
 
    “What?” Risa’s eyes were wide. Carl was still eerily focused on his driving. “You didn’t tell me—” 
 
    “All I knew from you was that Topher killed the kid you used to lo—be friends with,” she changed tracks after remembering Carl was in the car with them. “So I didn’t tell you he interviewed me on the day the Majors swarmed the Academy looking for me and hauled off those other innocent girls instead. After, I saw him outside GMH and asked him to let you and I see Carl—come to think of it, I only told him your first name, and you aren’t the only Risa in the Academy. He must have known you were my friend, to clear your biochip access without any other information from me.” She could kick herself for missing something so obvious in hindsight. 
 
    Oh hell, she remembered suddenly. I told Topher that Risa had already lost someone she loved when I was begging him to let us in to see Carl. 
 
    Did he know she was talking about him? 
 
    Risa looked like she wasn’t sure how to take the knowledge that Topher had done her a favor after not speaking to her for over eight years. She digested it silently. 
 
    “After he let us in to see Carl, I decided he wasn’t so bad, for a Major,” Ana admitted. “And I knew he wanted to keep Jessamine and her father alive, so I called him and arranged a meeting with him to share the news about Fox, but I guess Fox beat me to it by trying to off Jessamine last night, so it’s a moot point now.” 
 
    “You actually got through to him on the phone?” Risa asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. The switchboard sent me to the Minors, and they called him and asked if he was willing to talk to me and then patched me through to his personal number.” She could see why this would sit badly with her friend right now. 
 
    Risa laughed, though it was half-hearted. “We should really talk to each other more, huh?” 
 
    Carl hadn’t said anything for most of the trip, but now he had a blandly pleasant look on his face and sounded like nothing had happened at all when he said, “We’re here. Everybody out.” 
 
    Ana wondered if he was really quite as unaffected as he seemed, since Carl’s typical response to unpleasant news was to ignore it completely or smother it with humor. 
 
    They piled out of the car and knocked on the front door, though it felt strange to come in through the main entrance when Hera usually routed them through the basement.  
 
    I guess she thinks the Provo have better things to do right now than worry about who is visiting people at home when the heir to the Viceroyalty is missing. 
 
    Max looked through the window to confirm their identities before letting them in, looking pleased to see them.  
 
    “I’m so glad you all are here,” he whispered to Ana as he shut the door behind them. “I don’t know what Hera and the Vicerina said to each other earlier, but they have been trying to out-polite each other all day and it’s really creeping me out.” 
 
    Ana raised an eyebrow and said, “You’d rather they argue?” 
 
    “No, but it’s creepy as hell watching them battle quietly over who can be more formal and who has the best etiquette. It’s like watching the world’s most intensely-polite hostage negotiation go down, and I can’t compete on their level so I just sit there looking like a stuffed idiot.” 
 
    Ana snorted in amusement, wincing at the embarrassing sound, though it seemed to cheer Max up. 
 
    “Who’s winning?” she whispered as they entered the kitchen. 
 
    “I think they’re tied.” 
 
    Sure enough, the Vicerina of their entire planet was sitting casually at the kitchen table, sipping tea and finishing the last of a buttered pastry. Her knife was set diagonally across her empty plate, which somehow had no obvious crumbs on it even though the pastry she was eating was quite flaky. Jessamine looked different with her hair down around her shoulders, though it was pinned neatly away from her face. Even wearing borrowed clothing made for someone shorter and broader than her, her straight posture and regal features made her appear in command of the room. 
 
    “Hello, Vicerina,” Ana said awkwardly, wondering if there was a more formal way she should be greeting the next ruler of their planet. Was she supposed to bow or shake hands or something? She hadn’t exactly trained for this. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Ana.” Jessamine rose fluidly to her feet and extended her hand, ending Ana’s internal debate over how to greet her. 
 
    “Ah, you remember my name,” she replied, still uneasy about the second-most-powerful person in the world knowing who she was and what she could do. 
 
    “Of course.” Jessamine turned to Risa next and said, “You must be Risa.” 
 
    Risa shook her hand, the displeasure evident in her features. Ana had often wondered at her friend’s apparent hatred of the Vicerina, especially since she was the only one in power who was really pushing for progress in the area of civil liberties for the Gifted. Now she thought she had a better idea of why Risa disliked a woman she had never met until now. 
 
    Jessamine is beautiful, powerful, intelligent, poised, and she has Topher… 
 
    “You don’t seem to care for me much,” Jessamine startled the room by saying this out loud, quite calmly. “I noticed it last night as well, but my thoughts were elsewhere. Have I done something to offend you?” 
 
    Risa was clearly displeased at being called out in front of everyone like this, but she tried to pull herself together quickly and said, “I don’t think much of the lack of progress you and your father have made in giving us our basic rights back, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Jessamine still looked quite relaxed when she said, “I can understand that. Change never happens as quickly as I’d care for, either. As an aside, the proper form of address for me would be ‘Excellence,’ not ‘Your Majesty.’ My father would be referred to as ‘Excellency,’ and my sister would simply be called ‘Vicerina.’ I don’t care particularly about titles, but it is the sort of thing my Majors are likely to be touchy over if you misuse them.” 
 
    Risa blushed at the mistake but only responded with, “I was being sarcastic.” 
 
    Jessamine raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement of this. If she was bothered by Risa’s rudeness, it didn’t show. 
 
    “Oh, good. Few people are comfortable enough around me to speak freely, and since even those who definitely should know better mess up my title every now and again, I’ve fallen into the habit of clarifying.” 
 
    Carl was either tired of being ignored or he wanted to give Risa a break and end the tension, because he leaned forward and said, “Carl Vucanis. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Excellence.” 
 
    Jessamine shook his hand and looked at him closely. 
 
    “I know your name…” She tilted her head inquisitively. “Where have I heard your name before?” She seemed to be straining her memory. 
 
    “Uh…” Carl blinked in surprise at the thought of the Vicerina knowing who he was. “I am currently in the application process for a position as a Ground-Captain, if that helps.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” her expression cleared instantly, only to darken a moment later. “So you are also part of the resistance against my family and our government?” She looked displeased. “And here I thought this would be a good thing for unifying our people.” 
 
    “No, Vicerina!” Carl waved his hands, obviously keen on explaining himself. “I used to be a part of Hera’s resistance, but only because I didn’t think I could ever have a real job after I became Gifted. Once I got the offer from the government, I backed out of my work here and I’ve been busting my butt trying to pass the psych tests for the job. I think what you’re doing is great, and it could definitely help ease tensions as long as you don’t use me to unfairly slaughter other Gifted.” 
 
    Risa looked quietly furious at the sight of Carl vying for the Vicerina’s approval, though Ana had to admit there was something about Jessamine that made her not want to let the woman down.  
 
    Risa probably thinks Jessamine is going to take Carl from her, too. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” the Vicerina allowed, turning as Hera entered the room. Something about her posture became slightly more rigid and formal, though Ana couldn’t put her finger on what changed. “Have you received any word from Topher yet?” 
 
    “No, Vicerina, not yet,” Hera responded. 
 
    Jessamine frowned at this.  
 
    “There has been nothing on the news yet, either,” Maxton added. 
 
    “There wouldn’t be,” Jessamine answered without breaking eye contact with Hera. “No matter what is happening inside the Augenspire, they would do everything possible to keep the public from hearing about it until things were under control again.” 
 
    “Nice to have a transparent government,” Risa mumbled mutinously, earning a reproving glare from Hera. 
 
    “If we didn’t have to worry about terrorists and resistance groups, we might be more comfortable with transparency,” Jessamine replied coolly. “Any sign of turmoil within the government will be viewed as weakness by our enemies and will be taken advantage of.” She glanced around the room as though to say, “Thanks for that.” 
 
    She walked past them and wandered into the living room, settling herself onto the couch and looking tired. Ana assumed she probably hadn’t slept well last night, after nearly being murdered in her own bedroom. 
 
    “I want Topher,” she announced to the room at large, and for a moment Ana wasn’t exactly sure how to interpret the statement. Then she added, “I can’t plot out my next move until I have more information about what is happening inside the government, and the quickest way to get it will be for Topher to return.”  
 
    She paced the room for a moment, talking to herself now.  
 
    “I suppose if this drags on too long I could call Reya–unless she is compromised as well. Best to avoid the Majors altogether until I have a clearer picture,” she convinced herself. “Andrea and Vince will be able to report on any high-level news, and can infiltrate anywhere I need them to be.” 
 
    “I’m sure Topher will be back soon—” Maxton began, but Jessamine cut him off. 
 
    “He’ll only return when he’s sure he isn’t being watched. It could be days before he makes it back here, and every day I remain in hiding is time lost. My father will keep things functioning without me, and will reach out to me through Topher to coordinate a timeline for my return when he feels it is safe.” She spoke with absolute confidence. “I’m simply being impatient and beginning contingency plans. I hate being out of the flow of information.” 
 
    No one had anything to say to that, and for a long minute they remained in total silence. Ana was studying Jessamine closely, trying to guess her thoughts without making eye contact with her and actually probing her mind. That kind of thing would get her killed. 
 
    She’s not much older than me, really, Ana mused idly. I can’t imagine being in her position in five years, having the future of the planet resting on my shoulders and worrying about terrorists, assassins, and resistance groups trying to kill me. 
 
    Well, Jessamine had been raised from birth to inherit control of the planet, so she must be used to it by now. But not everyone could rise to such a challenge, whether they were trained for it or not. Some people folded under pressure, or didn’t take their responsibilities seriously. Jessamine didn’t seem like the kind of person to break under pressure. 
 
    “Sorry to ask it, but why exactly did you want me to be here?” Carl spoke into the silence, addressing Hera. “I thought we agreed to go our separate ways as part of my new career goals.” 
 
    Hera opened a hand and said, “The situation is evolving. Now that we are allying directly with the Vicerina and her father, it doesn’t make sense to keep you out of the loop anymore. If we can get you into the military, you can be another ally for them on the inside, another set of eyes and ears to help spot threats before they become real issues.” 
 
    Carl made an exasperated face at her and said, “That’s all well and good, but I’m having a hard enough time getting through the interrogation process as it is, and you keep giving me new information I have to find a way to hide. If most of the building—like the Provo-Minors—don’t know Jessamine was attacked or that she is currently in hiding, then you’ve now made me responsible for keeping another massive secret from them while under chemical interrogation.” He looked angry with her. “Never mind the fact that you—Hera—are the mother of a Provo-Major, which means I could give you up in a heartbeat under my next dose of Synplex, and you and Topher are both going to be in a world of trouble.” 
 
    Hera shook her head at this and said, “Topher is a clever boy and he’ll sell me out in a heartbeat to maintain his position. I’m sure he will come through it unscathed.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned and said, “Topher is a good man.” 
 
    Hera sighed. “I’m not suggesting he would take joy in selling me out and seeing me executed, but he is my son. He understands the cause is more important than the individual, and in this case, you and your father are his cause. He will stand by patiently and watch them hang me—whether he wants to or not—if it means keeping himself in a position to serve you and your father.” 
 
    She didn’t sound like she would blame him for it, but Ana thought it was a cold sentiment to express about family.  
 
    Hera is more like her son than she would care to believe, she thought privately. 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” Carl sighed, aggravated now. He ran his fingers through his hair, causing it to stick up untidily. “I would rather you stop giving me top-secret intelligence when you know I’m going to pour my brains out to people who may or may not be our enemies.” 
 
    Jessamine was watching their exchange, but now she interjected. “If you can postpone your next interview until I get in touch with my father, I’ll see that he greases the way through for you. Hera is correct—I need more eyes and ears I can trust on the inside, so I’ll do what I can to help you bypass the other chemical interrogations.” 
 
    Carl looked mightily relieved by this and said, “Thank you, Excellence.” 
 
    Jessamine waved an acknowledging hand at this and said, “You all should sit down and watch some television. We have nothing to do but wait for news.” 
 
    Ignoring her own advice, Jessamine got to her feet and walked towards the stairs leading to the basement, her eyes focusing briefly on the dent in the wall where Topher punched the frame with his gauntleted fist the night before. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The words were out of Maxton’s mouth before he realized how impertinent they were, but before he could apologize, Jessamine responded. 
 
    “Topher left his heavies in the basement. I imagine he thought it would be suspicious if he returned from the theater in them. I’ve hung them up for him, but I should do his inspections for him and polish the armor before he comes back.” 
 
    “Would you like assistance?” Hera asked politely. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’ll be back in a little while; feel free to carry on without me.” And with that, she descended the stairs and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “She doesn’t want us knowing how their armor works,” Risa spoke baldly into the silence that ensued. 
 
    “I can’t really blame her,” Carl admitted. “The Majors are pretty close-mouthed about the capabilities of their heavy armor, since it’s part of what keeps them from being killed in a fight. And of all people to share secrets with, she’s probably not terribly comfortable with the ones who have been challenging her father’s government for the last decade.” 
 
    “Of course you’re taking her side,” Risa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Carl narrowed his eyes at her, bracing for a fight. 
 
    Ana tried to calm everyone down and bypass this conversation all together. “Let’s all just sit down and watch some—”  
 
    “Perfect Jessamine is always in the right,” Risa talked over her. “Just because she’s pretty and powerful and can swoop in and wipe out all the tough interviews for you so you can have your dream job, you’re ready to roll over and accept anything she has to say.” 
 
    “Risa…” Hera began in a tone of warning. 
 
    “You really must not think much of my character.” Carl raised his eyebrows at her, offended. “You’re doing yourself a disservice, Risa. You shouldn’t take out your low self-esteem on a woman you barely know, just because you’re jealous of her for having Major Topher at her beck and call.” 
 
    “Oh shut up, Carl, you’ll only embarrass yourself.” Risa’s tone was scathing, her cheeks flushed with anger. 
 
    “I don’t need this right now. I’m headed back to the Academy.” He turned to Ana. “Are you coming, or are you going to find your own ride later?” 
 
    “Oh, uh…” she looked around helplessly, eventually making eye contact with Max, who seemed hopeful she would stay. “I guess I’ll find another way home later,” she said on a whim, thinking she could take the bus if nothing else panned out. 
 
    “Really, Carl? You’re just going to leave us here?” Risa scowled. “Very mature.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” He turned and walked out of the front door, ears red with anger and posture rigid.  
 
    Risa looked like she couldn’t believe it, running to the window and watching him get into his ground-car and take off. 
 
    “That son of a—” 
 
    “Well, that was pointless,” Hera sighed, rubbing her eyes tiredly. “Risa, you must get better control of your temper if you are going to be useful in our new objective. We can’t have our allies going at each other’s throats.” 
 
    Risa looked chastened but still angry, and Max turned to Ana and said, “Hey, have you seen the beans I planted in the backyard? They’re starting to sprout.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. Show me.” Ana seized on the diversion gratefully, and the pair of them linked arms and fled through the kitchen and out the back door.  
 
    Alone at last, Max said, “Talk about drama.” 
 
    “I lost my ride home because of it.” She sighed, realizing that Max hadn’t released her arm yet. After a moment of consideration, she decided she was okay with that, and allowed him to lead her to the row of bean sprouts. 
 
    “Let’s stay out here until dinner. Maybe everyone will have calmed down by then, or at least Jessamine will be back and everyone will be too stiff and formal to tear each other apart in front of her.” 
 
    Ana took a seat on a patch of grass beneath the shade of a tree and said, “Sure, we can romantically stare at these sprouts until then.” 
 
    Max grinned at her in a way that made her very aware of him and sat down beside her. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. While we’re staring longingly at the plants, you should tell me more about your family and where you grew up.” 
 
    I’m starting to suspect he might like me… 
 
    It wasn’t a displeasing thought, and Ana suppressed a smile and said, “Sure, why not?” She paused and tried to think of where to begin, finally settling on the most basic information. “My mom’s name is Elissa, and my dad is Rand. I was born and raised in Giana, and it took me years to shake the horrible accent—” 
 
    “Oh yikes, this is you after years of trying to be rid of it?” Max gave an exaggerated wince. 
 
    Ana punched him in the arm and said, “Careful. I can still call it up if I need to.” 
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    Topher Augen 
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    You think you have known pain, little hero? 
 
    It has only just begun. 
 
    ~ 
 
    
  
 
    Topher walked purposefully into the High Chamber with an air of cold utility. Most of his peers were sitting around, awaiting orders from a useless Shellina. That wouldn’t do. 
 
    “Were you able to get in? Where is Jessamine?” Darius jumped to his feet, the first to approach him. Topher couldn’t tell if the man was genuinely concerned for her wellbeing or just worried about his marriage contract falling through, but he didn’t have the energy to spare debating it right now. 
 
    “We got in, but Jessamine is gone,” Topher stated bluntly, approaching Shellina and stopping in front of her, speaking loudly enough for the rest of the room to hear.  
 
    “Gone?” Shellina asked worriedly, lip trembling in fear. “You mean she’s—” 
 
    “We found no sign of her,” Gareth spoke now, to allay her fears. “The window was smashed open and Major Fox was lying dead in her bedroom, but no sign of the—of your sister. We think she has escaped through the window and is in hiding.” 
 
    Topher tried not to flinch at Gareth’s slip. He could understand why Gareth had chosen not to call her by her title, since Jessamine was now the Vicereine-elect until her confirmation as Vicereine. It was still jarring to think of the Viceroy being dead. 
 
    “She went out the window?” Jora asked in amazement. “On the three-hundredth floor?” 
 
    “Fox was dead in her room?” Andro asked quietly, looking shocked. Since Topher strongly suspected him of being part of the coup—he was close to Fox, and had encouraged Topher to stay out late tonight—he thought the man was a fantastic actor.  
 
    Or maybe he’s just surprised Fox was killed in the attempt on Jessamine’s life. 
 
    “It seems Parl wasn’t the only traitor in our midst,” Reya spoke now, disgusted. The others glanced around at each other uncomfortably, undoubtedly wondering who else was betraying them. 
 
    “But how could Jessa escape by herself?” Shellina demanded, still frightened and disbelieving. “It’s too high up to climb down from—” 
 
    “Unless she fell,” Kristoff suggested, grimacing unpleasantly and looking defeated once more. In the harsh light of the High Chamber his beard stubble was evident and his skin had a sallow look, though he was clearly trying to pull himself together. “Has anyone checked the probable trajectory of descent and searched for signs of her?” 
 
    They collectively shuddered at the thought of what a body would look like after falling past three-hundred floors of the Augenspire before hitting the ground. 
 
    “That will be the first place we look, once we receive official orders,” Gareth broke the silence, glancing at Shellina, who didn’t seem to realize they were still waiting for her to do something.  
 
    “Falling isn’t the only option. Perhaps she had help escaping,” Dred suggested, looking imposing in his heavy armor, which was only slightly darker than his skin tone. “She can’t fly out of here, but we can.” 
 
    “It would explain how she managed to overpower Fox when he was in his heavies,” Andro allowed, though he glanced around the room once more as though trying to determine who was absent. Aside from Nate and Pierce, who were still down in tech, they were all accounted for. 
 
    “If anyone was in a position to fly out of here with Jessamine, it would have been you,” Jora said to Topher. 
 
    “Oh sure, while I was at the Tetra with Lorna I just magically flew back here without my armor on and whisked the Vicereine-elect out of her window to safety from an attack I didn’t know was coming,” he said as derisively as possible, the first to refer to Jessamine by her new title. “Instead of us standing around uselessly speculating about how she escaped, we should be doing something productive to find her.” 
 
    “What a great idea, Topher. You’re the first one to think of doing something useful. Thank God we have you here to guide us,” Andro rattled off sarcastically. He seemed to grow more defiant after discovering that two of his friends were traitors. 
 
    Probably because he already knew. 
 
    “Then why are we all standing around?” Topher’s frustration was genuine, but he kept his tone as light as possible. He was furious with their lack of efficiency in dealing with this emergency. They were supposed to be better than this. 
 
    “We don’t have orders,” Andro glared at him, before gesturing to Shellina. “Since we have no proof that Jessamine is alive or coming back, we must take our orders from the Vice—” Topher shot him a look that was pure venom and he finished with, “—rina…” 
 
    If he dares call Shellina ‘Vicereine,’ I’ll kill him myself. 
 
    There was a collective exhale from the group at this. No one was comfortable choosing which Vicerina to back right now, since if Shellina claimed the title for herself it would be seen as a setting aside of Jessamine, who could come back and have them all executed for treason. But if they refused to take orders from Shellina in favor of Jessamine, and Jessamine never came back, Shellina could strip them of their rank and bring them up on charges of insubordination. Topher wondered how much of their tenuous position Shellina understood right now. 
 
    “Vicerina,” he turned to her now. “There are things we need to do immediately, and we will need your authorization in order to do them.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked softly. 
 
    “We need to pull the entire Tech group together and put them in interrogation until we figure out which of them are traitors. It can hardly be a coincidence that our entire communication network went down during an attempt on the Viceregals’ lives, and there is evidence that Fox gained access to Jessamine’s room, yet my biochip access was revoked when I attempted to get in just now.”  
 
    There were some alarmed noises at this, but Topher continued without stopping to address them. 
 
    “You need to detach a number of us to look into plugging the leak in Tech before anyone has a chance to flee the building. Another group of us—a large group—needs to split up and go search the city for Jessamine without drawing a lot of attention to the fact that she is missing. If she was attacked by one of us, she won’t know who she can trust right now, so we’ll need to pair off and try to return her safely.” 
 
    Shellina was staring up at him with wet eyes, listening silently. 
 
    “Whoever is left will need to work with Ground-Leader Skye and Sky-Leader Rolf—both of whom you need to wake up and summon here now—to discuss the best strategy for what to tell everyone else regarding the sudden absence of the Viceroy and his heir, while we try to recover the latter. You’ll need to be prepped for an internal press conference, and, depending on how long it takes us to find your sister, possibly an external one as well. You’ll need to call the General Assembly together to confer on how to keep things running smoothly in the interim. If this takes a while, Darius’ father will need to be notified and the terms of his stay here renegotiated.” 
 
    “It’s too much—I don’t know how to do any of this,” Shellina interrupted, looking haunted. 
 
    “Then appoint someone who does to help you,” he cut her off tersely, barely able to control his annoyance. No one seemed to find his brevity unusual; they probably expected him to be panicked and on-edge over the disappearance of Jessamine, and it would look suspicious if he was too calm. 
 
    “Don’t vent your feelings on her,” Darius said boldly. “She wasn’t trained for this.” 
 
    Damn it, yes she was, she just didn’t want to listen. 
 
    “My apologies, Vicerina,” Topher exhaled heavily. “I am distressed by the events of this evening. I need you to issue official orders so we can begin fixing this.” 
 
    She looked embarrassed and uncomfortable when she said, “Alright. Everyone, do what Topher says…” 
 
    Topher suppressed a grimace. 
 
    Well, I walked right into that one. 
 
    When he had told Shellina to have someone smarter advise her, he hadn’t been thinking of himself, nor had he meant for her to literally hand over control of the government to someone else. 
 
    The other Majors winced perceptibly at this massive loss of face. Shellina had no idea what a display of public weakness this was for her, or the true implication of what she just said. 
 
    “Shellina, you just told the assembled group of Provo-Major to take their orders from me. Do you understand this, and do you stand by those orders?” It was critical that he clarify this before anything else happened, or he could find himself on the chopping block on charges of trying to seize control of the government. 
 
    Shellina looked desperate when she said, “I trust you, Major. I stand by my orders.” 
 
    Topher turned to the group and said, “Reya, Andro—go find Nate and Pierce and begin the questioning in Tech. Lorna, round up Skye and Rolf and brief them on the events of tonight. I want them ready for a meeting of the General Assembly by tomorrow morning. Andrew and Dred, secure the building and organize a quick scan of the immediate surroundings for signs of Jessamine. Lara, divide up the others into teams of two and begin the coordinated search of the city and the Academy. Gareth, you’re with me. Sleep schedules will switch to Level-1 emergency mode, by ID. Vacations and days off are cancelled until further notice. Anything to add, Vicerina?” he turned to Shellina.  
 
    Shellina looked slightly more resolved as she nodded and said, “You have your orders, Majors. You are dismissed.” 
 
    The others looked variously unhappy about having Topher call the shots and pleased at finally having something productive to do. Topher summoned the first elevator, and he and Gareth were speeding downwards while the others were breaking up for their various tasks. 
 
    “What an absolute shit-show,” Gareth groaned, slumping against the wall in his armor as they sped downwards, looking haggard. There was dried blood spattered on his neck and in his hair. “Where are we going, by the way?” 
 
    “I want to see Hanna and the Viceroy for myself, before anything else happens.” He couldn’t accept the death of the man he’d been serving for the last ten years without seeing it with his own eyes. And Jessamine would want to know about Hanna as soon as she heard the news. 
 
    They stopped on the two-hundred-and-fiftieth floor and departed the elevator. Unlike most areas of the building at this time of night, two-fifty was well-lit and fully-staffed. This was where high-ranking members of the Augenspire received emergency medical treatment, so the floor served as a fully-functioning hospital wing.  
 
    The receptionist greeted them with wide eyes, jumping to her feet as she saw them enter.  
 
    Of course. She would have seen the Viceroy and Hanna brought in. She knows he’s dead. 
 
    Had anyone thought to brief the medical staff here on the official story until they had a plan for how to explain everything? Hell, did they even have an official story yet? This was what Shellina should have been doing for the last few hours. 
 
    Topher squared his shoulders, determined to see this through the way Jessamine would have wanted and said, “How many patients are on this floor tonight?” 
 
    “There are six in total, Majors. Two doctors, four nurses, and one general surgeon, in addition to myself and two other administrative assistants.” 
 
    God-bless this woman, she knew what he was really asking and why he was asking it. Topher took a moment to be grateful for well-trained government employees. 
 
    “We’ll need to speak to everyone except for the patients, if they can be spared.” 
 
    “I understand. It will take me about five minutes to get a hold of everyone and get them all together.” 
 
    “Thank you. Where are Hanna and the Viceroy located?”  
 
    The woman looked somber when she said, “The Assistant to the Vicerina—” she paused here to consider the change in Jessamine’s title, before plowing on valiantly, “—is in room five, around the corner. The Viceroy is in room six, beside it.” After a moment of hesitation she added, “Major Parl is in room one.” 
 
    Topher had completely forgotten about Parl in all of this, and was momentarily alarmed to learn he was being kept in the same place as Hanna and the Viceroy. Gareth flinched beside him, his hands tensing into fists. 
 
    They must not know he is a traitor yet... 
 
    “Thank you,” Gareth and Topher said at the same time, moving down the hall to the rooms she had indicated. Gareth kept his armor as muted as possible, which Topher appreciated, because he was starting to get an adrenaline headache. 
 
    They visited the Viceroy first.  
 
    Topher inhaled sharply at the sight of him lying there in bed, his body placed neatly on top of the sheets. He was unmistakably dead, though someone had taken care to clean him up and place his military insignias on his shirt. The sight of it, the finality of it, was overwhelming, and Topher sucked in a deep breath to stave off tears, staring at the man he had held in such high regard for all these years. 
 
    Gareth remained in the doorway. 
 
    After a minute of inaction, Topher blinked and turned away from the Viceroy for the last time, closing the door behind him and moving to the next room to see Hanna. 
 
    I’m sorry I failed you, Excellency. I will do better for your daughter. 
 
    “I wish to hell I had been faster at disposing of Parl,” Gareth muttered beside him. “I tried to keep him alive to interrogate, but I’m not sure he’ll make it, even with the doctors here doing their best.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself. You were the one on the spot, and you did as well as anyone could have—better than most, actually. Parl is a slick fighter, and you kept him from finishing off Hanna and getting away clean with the murders. You raised the alarm, or the rest of us wouldn’t have known anything was wrong until morning.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like enough.” 
 
    “It didn’t feel like enough when Jessamine took a back full of razor-spikes in front of me, either,” Topher admitted. “I don’t suppose it will ever be enough. All we can do is our best.” 
 
    Gareth nodded as they entered Hanna’s room.  
 
    Topher frowned at the sight of her there, sprawled out in bed with an oxygen tube down her throat and bandages around her middle. IV lines were tied together, feeding into either arm, and she was clearly sedated. Hanna had been with Jessamine since she was a little girl, and Topher had come to know and accept her as a solid and ever-present force in the Vicerina’s life. It felt indecent to see her in such pitiable condition. 
 
    “Her vitals appear stable,” Gareth remarked, reading off of the screens. “I assume she’s cleared surgery by now, which is a good sign. I don’t guess there is anything to do but wait and see if she recovers.” 
 
    Topher nodded. 
 
    “Time to see if Parl’s still alive,” he sighed, clenching his fists to release some of his rage as he walked calmly down the hall to room number one. He wasn’t sure he would have had the presence of mind to try to keep Parl alive for interrogation, were he in Gareth’s place, and admired the man all the more for it. 
 
    They exchanged a glance before pushing the door open in unison. Parl was lying on the bed without restraints, though he was hooked up to enough monitors that Topher could tell there was little risk of him getting up anytime soon. His skin was a waxy, grey color, and he was sweating profusely despite the coolness of the room. Iodine was smeared across his chest and arms, where the medical staff had wiped him down before operating on him, and his face still had dried blood spattered across it. 
 
    The Viceroy’s blood, Topher realized in alarm.  
 
    Gareth approached the bed warily, looking tempted to finish what he’d started a few hours earlier. 
 
    “Jessamine will want him alive for questioning,” Topher reminded him gently, though he was inwardly screaming support for murdering Parl right now. 
 
    “It might not matter what Jessamine wants,” Gareth observed flatly, gesturing to one of the monitors. “He’s in a bad way. He may not make it.” 
 
    Rather than acknowledge this, Topher approached the bed and began binding Parl to it at the wrists and ankles, while Gareth systematically removed all of Parl’s weapons and Talents from his belt. 
 
    “We’re going to have a hell of a time explaining why we need to keep him restrained, especially when he starts talking. How are we going to stop anyone from releasing him without telling them what a traitor he is?” Gareth asked. 
 
    Topher narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. 
 
    “There’s one way to keep a Major silent and cooperative.” 
 
    The silence spiraled horribly for a moment before Gareth said, “Dark Talents haven’t been used in decades.” 
 
    “He murdered the Viceroy.” 
 
    Gareth made an abortive gesture to cede the point and said, “We’ll need Jessamine or Shellina’s access codes to get them.” 
 
    “I imagine they’ll be willing to oblige.” Topher stared at Parl for another long moment before abruptly turning his back on him. 
 
    “Let’s go meet with the others. We need to tell them something official to prevent this from spreading like wildfire through the building until Jessamine gives us orders.” 
 
    “They work in a hospital; they’re used to keeping things confidential,” Gareth pointed out. “I doubt they’ve run gossiping to anyone just yet.” 
 
    “True,” Topher acknowledged. “But for something of this magnitude, we must be certain.” 
 
    “Well then, go and tell them something.” Gareth gestured tiredly for him to lead the way.  
 
    He’s going to need to sleep soon. He’s exerted himself harder than anyone tonight, and the loss of the Viceroy is sitting heavier with him than with most. 
 
    “What should I say?” Topher asked helplessly, feeling quite fatigued himself as his adrenaline petered out. It was the middle of the night and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could sustain this momentum. 
 
    “You’re the one running this circus right now, so I guess it’s your call.” He shrugged. 
 
    It was true. Shellina had officially appointed him as the de facto leader of the government, whether she understood the full implications of it or not. If he was an ambitious man, he could use it to make a case for setting her aside and becoming a Viceregal himself.  
 
    Fortunately, I’m not ambitious, but damn it—Shellina needs to learn that her words have weight. She can’t just blithely put someone else in charge every time she gets scared. 
 
    Topher sighed and went to meet with the assembled medical personnel, who were all clustered together in their breakroom. They looked unhappy and uncertain as he acknowledged them. 
 
    How the hell am I going to explain this? 
 
    “By now you all know about the terrible tragedy that has befallen us tonight,” he began. “Viceroy Roald is dead, and his heir is now Vicereine-elect.” 
 
    “Major?” A man raised his hand timidly. “The Viceroy’s wound—the cause of death—was it…accidental?” 
 
    You mean, did he commit suicide or was he murdered? The man could hardly have slit his entire throat while shaving, so they all knew it was one or the other. 
 
    “The wound was not self-inflicted,” he acknowledged, wishing he’d had time to prepare a proper statement about how to explain this. “At this time the investigation is underway, and I can’t reveal any further details regarding the nature of his death. Major Parl is to be confined to his bed at all times, and I want to be notified immediately if he awakens. Hanna is considered a protected witness, and any questioning of her that is not strictly related to her medical care will result in prosecution.” It was important that no one interrogate Hanna before he could speak to her and make sure they got their stories straight. 
 
    The others nodded uneasy understanding of this, a few of them startled by the news about Parl being confined to his bed. They were used to treating people with top-level security clearance so they knew not to pry, but a few of them looked desperately curious as to why a top member of the government was being restrained. 
 
    “It goes without saying that none of this leaves this floor. Your other patients will hear nothing of this, and you will not speak of it amongst yourselves until an official announcement has been made to the building. I trust you all to treat this with the highest level of confidence possible, or else—well, you know the alternative.” 
 
    A terrible, horrible death. 
 
    “What if someone comes asking about the late-Viceroy, or about Hanna and the Major?” someone asked hesitantly. 
 
    Topher considered this for a minute.  
 
    “Everyone who needs to know about the Viceroy’s status is already aware of it, so treat anyone else as an outsider and tell them he is not here. The same can be said of Hanna, though if a member of the Provo-Major requests a status update on her recovery, you may inform them of her condition. No one is cleared to see her or Parl—including my peers—with the exception of myself, Gareth, and Vicerina Shellina until you hear otherwise.” It’s not like he could effectively bar the Vicerina from Parl or Hanna’s room if she wanted to visit, though he doubted she would. 
 
    “Do you speak with Vicereine-elect Jessamine’s authority?” one of them asked. It was a fair question, since under normal conditions he didn’t have the ability to ban his peers from anything. 
 
    “At present, Vicerina Shellina is in command of this building, and she has delegated her authority to me in matters pertaining to this investigation. She will be transmitting her orders officially to you when communications are restored.” 
 
    There were some raised eyebrows at this, as they wondered what had happened to Jessamine if her sister was currently in charge of the Augenspire. Too late, Topher realized they probably hadn’t been aware of the communication systems being shut down before he told them. 
 
    Damn, I’m getting sloppy. 
 
    “I…understand, Major.” 
 
    Topher was glad they weren’t questioning him further, but hated that he had to bar his peers from visiting Hanna. Now the staff here would know there was a problem within the Provo-Major itself, but Topher couldn’t risk someone coming down here to finish Hanna off. She would need to testify if they ever found someone to put on trial, and she was of great personal importance to Jessamine and could not be risked.  
 
    Then again, if one us came down here in our heavies, hell-bent on killing Hanna, none of these people could stop them. 
 
    Topher would have to put a security detail on the floor, but figuring out who he could trust to do it was beyond him at the moment. He hoped Parl and Fox were the worst betrayals they would have to contend with, but the last thing he wanted to do was station one of their allies outside Hanna and Parl’s doors. 
 
    “Thank you, that is all. Call my personal number if Hanna’s condition changes.” 
 
    He left them, motioning Gareth back into the elevator heading upwards. 
 
    “Get some rest. One of us is going to need our wits by tomorrow.” 
 
    Gareth raised an eyebrow at him and said, “Is that an order?” 
 
    “If it must be, then yes,” Topher sighed. 
 
    “You need to rest, too.” 
 
    “Everyone will be expecting me to hunt down Jessamine.” 
 
    “Yes, but they know you’ll be forced to stay behind, since you’re calling the shots right now. They’ll expect you to be furious about the position you’ve wound up in, but to do it with your usual aplomb.” 
 
    Topher hoped Gareth was right, because he was running on empty and could really use a few hours of sleep. He would have spent the day napping if he had known how much would be required of him tonight. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” he yawned, departing the elevator at two-ninety-eight along with Gareth and heading towards his room. “See you in a few hours.” 
 
    “Hopefully things look better in the morning.” Gareth waved him off and shut the door behind himself. 
 
      
 
    Things looked worse in the morning. 
 
    Topher forced himself back into action in time to make it to the meeting with the General Assembly, where Shellina gave a passable explanation of the death of her father and her sister’s disappearance. Topher could detect Ground-Leader Skye’s words in her responses, and was glad that at least someone else was helping coach her; he simply didn’t have the energy to spare. 
 
    He wore his light armor, mostly because his heavies were still in his mother’s basement, but ostensibly because he was confined to the Augenspire, helping Shellina and Darius. A few members of the General Assembly panicked at Jessamine’s absence and were pushing to declare Shellina the Vicereine-elect right then and there, fearing instability from a lack of clear leadership. Thankfully, cooler heads talked Shellina out of allowing this, and Topher spent the rest of the day visiting different members of the General Assembly to allay their fears and assure them that everything was under control, even though it wasn’t. 
 
    The only bright spot to his day was when he got to see Hanna again. This time she was conscious and had her breathing tube out, though her voice was hoarse so she wasn’t allowed to speak to him for long. She confirmed her visit to the Viceroy the previous night to tell him Topher thought there might be trouble. The Viceroy had trusted Topher’s intuition enough to call for a guard without knowing any of the reasons why he was concerned. 
 
    It made Topher miss the man all over again.  
 
    “Hanna, you are a wonderful person and if you hadn’t gone to warn the Viceroy, Parl might have gotten away with the whole thing. I’m sorry you were injured, and even sorrier that I was too short-sighted to think of sending help to the Viceroy myself.” 
 
    The only thing Hanna wanted to hear from him was whether Jessamine was alright. Topher quietly assured her they had made it out safely, and that Fox was dead, which seemed to appease the woman and make her near-fatal stabbing worth it.  
 
    He and Gareth approached Shellina in the morning to requisition the Dark Talents for Parl. She was alarmed at the thought of using them on a Major, but quickly agreed once they explained the necessity. 
 
    Despite Topher asking for this, he was still nauseous when he and Gareth snapped two of the Talents into Parl’s enhancers while he slept fitfully. The Dark Talents were designed to control a Provo-Major if the need arose, and the two they plugged into Parl would effectively keep him in a vegetative state until they were removed. No amount of healing or medicine would return his mind to normal with these Talents in. 
 
    He hoped he would be able to return to Jessamine the next day, but it wasn’t until the fourth day after her father’s death that he was finally able to break free of the Augenspire and go out into the city. 
 
    His delay was mostly because he got a lot more mired in administrative work than he had expected. Jessamine and her father had always made it look easy, but running the government was a nightmare he would happily try to avoid in the future.  
 
    The other reason it took him four days to leave the Augenspire was because he needed the shift rotation to line up correctly to put his preferred group back together. 
 
    Topher, Gareth, Lorna, and Reya were all on day-shift, headed into the city to continue the search for Jessamine, along with a dozen others. They were split off in groups of two, though the four of them had plans to meet up in an alley so Topher could bring them to his mother’s house.  
 
    They were also in plainclothes, theoretically so they didn’t alarm anyone during their search of downtown. Truthfully, Topher needed to get his heavies back from his mother’s basement, and the only way he could haul them out was if he was wearing them. 
 
    It felt strange to be standing in the alley behind the Ticoria with another Provo-Major, especially because he rarely saw Gareth in plainclothes. It was even stranger because Gareth came from money, and kept looking around the alley like he didn’t want to be seen in it. 
 
    “So…you grew up here,” Gareth said awkwardly, kicking at a pebble with his boots. 
 
    “Well, not here in this alley,” Topher corrected him, amused for the first time in days. 
 
    Thankfully, Lorna and Reya arrived shortly thereafter, though they looked similarly intrigued by the prospect of standing in an alley. It was probably their first time. 
 
    Must be nice to be so wealthy. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go.” He led them to the spot where the alley ended, lifting the section of pavement covering the hidden door. He descended the ladder and told whoever was last to close it behind them. 
 
    “How many of these bolt-holes are there in the city?” Reya asked with interest as they descended into darkness, following behind Topher as he led them through the winding series of interconnecting basements and hideouts towards his mother’s house. 
 
    “Hundreds, at a minimum,” he replied quietly. “Most are left over from the days of the Great War, when people were worried about getting dragged into the fighting if they were above ground, but now they’re mainly used to run unregistered businesses or smuggling.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Reya responded faintly. “We’ve all read about them, of course, but seeing it in person makes it more real.” 
 
    “So, tell me again about how your mother is Hera,” Gareth prodded him, as he was wont to do whenever they were alone together these days. “And don’t forget the part about how in the hell you missed it for the last ten years we’ve been hunting for her.” 
 
    Topher grimaced in the darkness and said, “We were never extremely close, and we haven’t spoken much since I moved into the Augenspire.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Gareth grumbled. 
 
    “At least we know she is supportive of Jessamine, and that her group wasn’t behind any of the recent threats and attacks.” 
 
    “Yeah, but on the down side, it means it really was Fox and Parl and whoever else within her own government attacking her,” Reya pointed out darkly. “They might have been in on the First Orbital attack too, for all we know.” 
 
    They were getting close now, and Topher stopped them and said, “I think it goes without saying, but just in case it doesn’t, we are about to walk into a house with at least one resident Gifted, and whoever else happens to be visiting. They are not likely to have warm, fuzzy feelings towards us Majors right now, and it is imperative we keep tensions low and don’t make any threats—real or implied. Jessamine is in there, and her safety and our allegiance to her is paramount.” 
 
    “No shit, Topher, or we wouldn’t be standing in this musty basement with you right now,” Reya nudged him with her shoulder. “Let’s go report in to our Vicereine-elect.” 
 
    Topher took a breath and preceded them up the stairs, opening the door into the kitchen and hearing an immediate thud of footsteps coming from the other parts of the house. The Majors braced themselves and fought the urge to draw weapons as the hurrying footsteps came closer, and suddenly Jessamine barreled around the corner wearing an old T-shirt of his and a spare pair of his pants from before his last growth spurt.  
 
    His mother and Maxton were right behind her, along with Ana Crumb. They all stopped in their tracks upon seeing four Majors in the kitchen, with the exception of Jessamine, who looked delighted. Topher hated what he was about to do, but he had to get this unpleasant business out of the way as soon as possible, even though it would wipe the smile from her face for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Topher! Majors! It’s about time you made it back here! I was starting to—” 
 
    “Vicereine-elect,” Topher went down on one knee, interrupting her joyful outburst before she could finish. 
 
    “Vicereine-elect,” his peers copied the gesture, dropping to their knees as well. 
 
    It was horrible to watch the joy drain from her features, like watching a living, breathing woman turn to stone. More than ever, Topher wanted to get up and embrace her, but now, more than ever, it was not an option. 
 
    “Oh,” she replied calmly, woodenly. So much pain went unspoken in that one word and Topher truly admired her for staying calm. “Rise, Majors. We have much to discuss.”  
 
    She was back in business mode, turning away from them and walking into the living room where there was more space to spread out, though Topher suspected she simply wanted an excuse to look away from them and compose herself. 
 
    “The Viceroy is dead?” Hera asked softly, staring at him with intense eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Topher answered, rising to his feet and following the others into the living room. Jessamine was still facing away from them, towards the closed window, so Topher did all he could to give her a while longer with her thoughts. 
 
    “Mother, Ana, Maxton…allow me to introduce you to Majors Gareth, Reya, and Lorna. They are loyal to Jessamine and have been fully apprised of recent events.” Well, except for the part where Jessamine is Gifted and I’m hearing strange voices in my head. 
 
    The others didn’t look thrilled to learn that more members of the Provo knew who they were and what they were a part of, but his mother stepped forward and broke the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “It is good to meet more allies. I am Hera.” 
 
    “Oh goody…more Majors,” Max mumbled in mock celebration. 
 
    Reya, who was half a foot shorter than him, narrowed her eyes and said, “You’re the one Fox was torturing? Topher told us the truth about what happened.” 
 
    “That’s all you have to say after Max was dragged out of his dorm for no good reason and nearly tortured to death for three weeks by one of your peers?” Ana demanded. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what else to say,” Reya admitted. “None of us really knew much about the whole thing, other than Fox had a prisoner he thought could lead him to Hera. Sorry for your wrongful imprisonment,” she said the last to Max. 
 
    Jessamine had finally composed herself and now turned to face them, her face a mask over her emotions. 
 
    “Majors, report.” 
 
    Topher and Gareth tried to succinctly bring her up to date on what had happened, in the order it happened in, alternating between the two of them since Gareth had been the one with the Viceroy when he died. When he finished explaining what happened in his room Jessamine said, “They got Hanna, too?”  
 
    Her face was still a mask but Topher could sense the fear behind her eyes.  
 
    “No. She was stabbed twice in the abdomen and required surgery, but she is currently recovering,” Gareth explained, and Jessamine exhaled a sigh of semi-relief. 
 
    They told her everyone else was accounted for and well, including Darius and Shellina, at which point Hera asked, “So Vicerina Shellina is presently running the government?” 
 
    “Actually, your son is running the government,” Gareth replied calmly, causing Jessamine to raise her eyebrows in surprise. “I’m surprised they let him out of the building long enough to meet with you today.” 
 
    “What? Why isn’t my sister issuing orders in my stead?” 
 
    “To put it bluntly, it was beyond her depth,” Topher admitted. “I tried to encourage her—” 
 
    “You told her to get her shit together and appoint someone who knew what the hell they were doing,” Gareth amended for him, before glancing at Jessamine. “Excuse me, Vicereine-elect.” 
 
    Topher frowned. “I didn’t say it like that.” 
 
    “That was how you meant it, and it needed to be said, so good on you for having the nerve to do it,” Lorna defended. 
 
    Jessamine watched them in silence. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking, or whether she was pleased or furious with him for what he had done so far. 
 
    “Shellina gave her authority to me in the short-term, and I have been immersed in trying to execute what I believe your orders would be, until I was able to return to you.” 
 
    “Remember how I said you have an ambitious family?” Maxton whispered to Hera, though the others could plainly hear him. 
 
    “I’m not ambitious. I simply did what needed to be done,” Topher stated. He felt like he had to say it a lot these days. 
 
    “You’re running the entire planet right now, so I beg to differ,” Max pointed out. 
 
    “He does so under my authority,” Jessamine intervened now, in her most businesslike tone. Topher didn’t like how hard to read she was, but didn’t know how to get her alone right now to speak more openly. “He is acting as my steward for the next few hours, and I thank him for doing it.” 
 
    “The next few hours?” Topher asked. 
 
    “Gareth, can you confirm that Parl said he was striking out at my father due to his softening stance on the Gifted?” 
 
    “Yes, Vicereine-elect. When we were fighting and I asked why he turned traitor, he said, ‘Roald is getting old and weak, and his daughter’s the same. He should be stuffing those freaks on an island to die, not putting them in our military.’ ” 
 
    Jessamine nodded. 
 
    “Then I have new orders to issue.” She turned to Hera now. “I need you, Ana, and Max to spread word as quickly as you can through the Academy that there is going to be an important announcement in front of the clock-tower at six.” 
 
    “Who will be speaking?” Hera asked for clarification. 
 
    “No need to specify, just get the word out and get me a maximum number of witnesses.” She turned to the Majors. “Lorna, make some discreet calls to the media and inform them of an exclusive televising opportunity for the government, at the Academy clock-tower at six. Tell each station they are the sole recipient of this advance notice to discourage them from spreading the word.” Lorna nodded at the orders. 
 
    “Jessamine...” Topher began, alarmed by the sound of all of this.  
 
    “Reya,” she spoke right over Topher. “Make sure there’s a speeder here to take me to the Academy before six. I want you in it, too. Also, bring me my light armor if you can manage to sneak it out of my room. Topher, you’ll be riding with us as well.” 
 
    “Of course,” Reya saluted. 
 
    “Gareth, you have the most important job of all. I want you to let the Augenspire know I have been located at around five fifty-eight, and that I’ll be speaking at the Academy on live broadcast. I want the Majors, Minors, and everyone in-between tuned in to their televisions by the time I start talking, but I don’t want them to have enough advanced notice to mobilize and show up at the Academy in person.” 
 
    Gareth looked absolutely stunned by this, but only said, “I understand, Excellency.” 
 
    “Good, then you are all dismissed. I’ll see you tonight. Topher and Reya, wear your light armor and be prepared for guard duty.” 
 
    The abrupt dismissal was jarring after waiting so long to see her, and while the others moved uncomfortably towards the basement stairs, Topher said, “A word, please,” to Jessamine. 
 
    Her face was still carefully controlled, but she allowed him to lead her to his old bedroom, which it seemed she had been occupying during her stay here. Topher shut the door and said, “Jessa, talk to me. What are you planning?” 
 
    “I’m going to speak at the Academy,” she answered. 
 
    “I worked that much out for myself,” he leaned closer. “What are you going to say?” 
 
    “I’m going to make my enemies regret the day I escaped the Augenspire alive, and then I’m going home.” 
 
    Topher had been afraid of that. 
 
    “Jessa, I know you’re reeling right now from the news of your father’s—” 
 
    “Don’t make the mistake of assuming my feelings right now. I understand what I am doing, Major. All I need to know is whether I can count on you to stand beside me or not.” 
 
    There was something cold and pitiless in her eyes, and as much as he wanted to fix the hurt he saw there, he knew there was only one answer he could give, and he gave it. 
 
    “I am yours to command, Excellency.” 
 
    “Good, then make sure you and Reya are prepared for six o’clock.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you, too,” Topher blurted out as she turned to walk away from him. 
 
    She stopped at the door and turned to face him again. 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, Topher. I don’t want to die, either. But it was a mistake for me to be gone for so long, and it is one I intend to rectify. I will drive my enemies out into the open, and I will crush them like bugs, or die in the attempt. Unlike my sister, I refuse to sit around crying until they come for me in the night.” 
 
    And with that, she left him standing there in his childhood bedroom, thinking it was moments like this that made him love her and wondering how in the hell he was going to protect her now. 
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    Jessamine Elaria 
 
    


  
 
    For days she had been sitting around idly, twiddling her thumbs and waiting for the world to speed back up. Well, now it had. The news of her father’s death meant she was in charge of everything, and suddenly there wasn’t enough time to make all of the plans she needed to make before tonight. 
 
    She hated sending the Majors away, but she needed to be alone. Topher obviously thought she was about to do something stupid—and maybe she was—but it was her choice to make, and she couldn’t bear the thought of hiding any longer.  
 
    I’ve been gone too long already. 
 
    All this time she had been operating under the assumption that her father was still in power, thinking the attack had been focused solely on her. If the Viceroy had survived, there would be no hurry for Jessamine to return home, and they could coordinate plans carefully and strategically. 
 
    Without a Viceroy there was a vacuum of power. Jessamine understood the implications even before they told her Topher was calling the shots—and what the hell was Shellina thinking to allow that to happen, anyway? As much as Jessamine loved her younger sister, Shellina had never been intended to rule at such a young age, and had been neglecting her lessons until recently. If Jessamine didn’t come back to get things in order, the vultures would settle in around her sister, sensing weakness, and begin picking apart the government for their own personal gain. 
 
    The General Assembly is probably already whispering about confirming Shellina in my absence and trying to take the Viceroyalty from me. 
 
    What a nightmare that would be, having to go through the nasty process of claiming usurpation charges against everyone involved—including her naïve sister—and fighting to regain her birthright.  
 
    She was sitting in Topher’s room with sheets of notebook paper strewn about her, jotting down ideas as they came to her and trying to develop a comprehensive strategy for how to re-stabilize the government before her big speech tonight. 
 
    Mercifully, no one bothered her, not even to suggest she eat or drink anything, which was good because she would have snapped at them to get out and leave her alone.  
 
    My father is dead. 
 
    The thought kept interrupting her progress, but there was no time to mourn him. Forward momentum was what she needed, now more than ever. Her enemies wouldn’t be resting, so neither could she.  
 
    There are many of them and only one of me. They can afford to lose, here and there, but I can’t. 
 
    Speaking of which, what should she do about Parl and Fox? It still wasn’t clear whether the former would even survive, or what his mental state would be if he did. She would need to send a very clear message about how traitors were dealt with, even at the highest levels of the government. Fox’s family would want his body returned to them for burning, and both Majors came from powerful families who had a lot of pull with her father. 
 
    Not anymore, she thought brutally, jotting down some notes for herself on what to do about the whole mess. 
 
    It didn’t feel like much time had elapsed when there was a knock on the door, and Jessamine growled in frustration and prepared to snap at whoever was daring to disturb her with whatever petty thing— 
 
    It was Reya and Topher.  
 
    Jessamine glanced frantically at the clock and realized with dismay that it was already after five. 
 
    Where did the day go? 
 
    “Excellency,” they greeted her solemnly, though Topher was staring at her with such intensity that he obviously wanted to say something more to her.  
 
    Sorry, Topher, she thought ruefully. I know you are used to counseling Jessamine the woman, but right now the world needs Jessamine the Vicereine. 
 
    “Were you able to obtain my armor?” she asked Reya, opening the door further to allow them in and turning to gather all her notes from the floor. 
 
    “I was, Excellency.” 
 
    “Good work. Please bring it in here and give me a minute to change.” 
 
    They did so in silence, and Jessamine could feel the heightened level of formality between them now like an impassable chasm. She was no longer just the heir to the Viceroyalty; she was the leader of the planet. Did her father ever feel this isolated and lonely, or had he learned to navigate these waters many years ago? More than ever, Jessamine wished he was there to talk to, to get advice from. Why had she wasted so much time that she could have spent with him? 
 
    Forward momentum, she chided herself, closing the door on the Majors and stripping off the clothes she had borrowed from Topher. 
 
    She pulled on the stretchy black bodysuit she had been wearing during the night of her escape, because it was more comfortable to wear under armor than anything else. She did the cursory inspection of her armor by rote, flexing the joints and examining them for signs of obvious damage before pulling the armor on and securing it. Finally, she turned to the mirror and pulled her hair back into its usual bun. 
 
    I finally look like myself again. 
 
    She didn’t feel like it, but that would have to come later. She opened the door to find Reya and Topher waiting patiently on the other side, standing at attention in the hallway. 
 
    “Come in. We have a few minutes before we leave, and I need to brief you both on what’s coming.” 
 
    They entered the room, Reya glancing at her surroundings with obvious interest, perhaps forming her own picture of how Topher grew up based on what she saw. Jessamine handed her a stack of paper and said, “These are draft notes of mine. I always think better when I can put pen to paper instead of dictating to my comm. I’ll need them burned before we leave.” She had consolidated everything of importance onto a single sheet of paper, which was currently tucked into a pouch on her belt. 
 
    “We have been preparing for you to speak in person at the Academy tonight,” Topher spoke now, his expression as unreadable as ever. “To that end, we made a covert trip down there earlier to do a threat assessment. We looked for optimal vantage-points for potential sniper threat, and mapped out a security detail with our most trusted people. We have located the ideal place for your speech. To ensure maximum protection, the southwest side of the clock-tower will be best. We also assumed you would want a speaking platform. Lorna has been overseeing the placement and arrangement with our security concerns in mind.” 
 
    “Good work, all of you.” She paused for a moment. “I plan on addressing the world tonight. I want the maximum number of people to see me alive and well to deprive any other traitors inside from having the chance to dispose of me quietly and claim I am still missing.” 
 
    Reya nodded to indicate this made sense. Topher’s face remained blankly neutral. 
 
    “We will return to the Augenspire immediately following my address at the Academy. I expect the General Assembly will scramble to greet me, but first I want a meeting with all of the Majors, Darius, and my sister. After we are finished in the High Chamber, I intend to go visit Hanna. After all that, I will meet with the General Assembly in full.” 
 
    The others accepted her orders in silence, though Reya glanced at the clock behind Jessamine’s head and said, “We should leave soon, Excellency.” 
 
    “Then let us depart—after I thank Hera for hosting me on short notice for the better part of the week.” Her relationship with Topher’s mother had gotten off to a rocky start, but she could certainly understand why the woman had some bad feelings about where her son ended up, and she had taken Jessamine in on no notice and provided her with everything she asked for. 
 
    At a glance from Topher, Reya said, “I’ll go thank her on your behalf, and ours. You and Topher can…get the speeder ready for departure.” 
 
    Jessamine recognized the pre-arranged attempt to get her alone, or perhaps Topher just didn’t want to see his mother right now. The two of them hadn’t really spoken to each other since the night he and Jessamine barged into the kitchen together after fleeing the Augenspire. Jessamine felt she really ought to thank the woman personally, but they were getting short on time, and Topher clearly wanted to say something to her. 
 
    Screw it. The world can wait. 
 
    “I’ll keep it brief.” Jessamine walked past them and went to the living room, where Hera was burning her notes in the fireplace. 
 
    For a moment the two women stared at each other in silence. Jessamine could feel all of the things that went unsaid between them. But some things needed to be said aloud. 
 
    “I want to thank you for opening up your home to me with no notice and for accommodating my work here. I know we got off to a rough start, but I am truly glad to have made your acquaintance, and I hope we can work together going forward.” 
 
    Hera gave her a thoughtful look and said, “Of course. I may not agree with the way your family has run the government for the last two-hundred years, but I look forward to working with you towards a better future.” 
 
    The two shook hands, while Topher stood to the side looking rigid, eyes flickering between the two of them as though trying to puzzle out how their relationship got off to a rough start. 
 
    “I’ll just use the restroom before we go,” Reya announced, giving Topher and Jessamine a chance to speak privately. 
 
    They walked together through the house and out the front door to the aerial speeder parked out front. She wasn’t sure where Maxton and Ana were—though she assumed Ana was probably at the Academy, still spreading word about the speech. 
 
    What if no one shows up? 
 
    Jessamine shook her head. Not possible. Her father had cultivated a culture of fear of repercussion for too long. Tonight she would use it to her advantage.  
 
    She opened the door and slid into the backseat of the speeder, surprised when Topher joined her there, rather than getting in the front. When the doors were shut, she said, “You wanted to speak to me privately?” 
 
    “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “So am I,” she admitted with a humorless smile. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but someone tried to kill me the other day.” 
 
    He didn’t react to this, face still grave when he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t really have much choice,” she responded. “I either need to land on my feet or I’m going to have a very short reign.” Her entire life would be summarized in a footnote in their history books: Vicereine Jessamine ascended to power for a minute or two and then was promptly murdered by her own people. “I appreciate your concern, Topher. I really do. But this is what I’ve been training for my entire life. You’ve always put your trust in me. Please continue to do so.” 
 
    Topher was silent for a few minutes.  
 
    “Are you angry with me?” Topher said at last, and Jessamine felt they’d finally reached the thing eating at Topher. “I failed you by failing your father, and Hanna.” 
 
    “What? No, Topher. I’m not angry with you. I know why you came to me and not my father that night; he would have thought the voice in your head was some sort of tech-induced madness and taken you off of assignment. Honestly, I kind of thought the same thing at first,” she admitted. “But you were assigned to me, and you knew I would hear you out, so you did your job and you saved my life. I guess I need to tell Gareth I’m not angry with him either—lord knows I can hardly blame the man for saving Hanna’s life and bringing down my father’s killer just because he didn’t do it fast enough.” 
 
    She shook her head to clear her thoughts. The list of things she needed to do and the people she needed to talk to was growing exponentially, and she wouldn’t have enough time in the day to get to everything. 
 
    “If I’m mad at anyone, it’s those ungrateful shits—Parl and Fox—for doing this in the first place. My father gave them the greatest honor possible, and they betrayed him and murdered him because they disagreed with his policy?” She scowled unpleasantly. “For that, there is no Hell horrible enough to contain their worthless souls.” 
 
    “Jessa,” Topher reached out to touch her hand, but she pulled it away. 
 
    “Don’t coddle me, Topher,” she said, hating the words but needing to say them. “Especially in public. I have always valued our friendship—you know that more than anyone—and I am boundlessly grateful to you for stepping up and helping Shellina this past week, but I am the Vicereine-elect now. I need to be strong and in command of the situation, and, more importantly, I need to be seen as a strong leader by those around me. I have always valued the input and honesty of my people, and I will continue to do so, but you can’t have pity on me or worry over me in front of others anymore. You can question the validity of my decisions, but not my emotional state while making them; do we understand each other?” 
 
    Topher looked like he understood the rebuke completely. His face was still an unreadable mask, but there was something rigid about him when he said, “I understand, Excellency.” 
 
    He opened the door and got out of the speeder, leaving her in the backseat alone as he took the passenger seat beside Reya, who was opening the driver-side door and climbing in. 
 
    “Are we ready to go?” she asked the pair of them, studying her colleague’s face closely and frowning thoughtfully at whatever she saw there. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” Jessamine said from the backseat, feeling miserable for having to push Topher away, necessary though it was. Part of her felt like nothing so much as a scared child in the backseat of a speeder, flying towards her inescapable death. 
 
    Forward momentum, she coached herself mentally. If they’re going to kill me, I might as well go out with a bang. 
 
    The trip to the Academy was mostly silent, which left Jessamine stewing in her dark miasma of worries and fears. Reya must have found the mood in the speeder oppressive, because she eventually said, “Topher, do you want lateral-sixty or lateral-one-twenty?” 
 
    “Sixty, if you don’t mind,” he responded evenly. “You have better aim at long-distance, and one-twenty will give you a better vantage against any snipers.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ll be equipping Eyes and Infrared then.”  
 
    Jessamine agreed silently; Reya would want heightened vision and the ability to see heat signatures for energy-powered weapons if she was going to be watching for snipers. 
 
    “I’ll likely use Scan and Block,” Topher replied. 
 
    “Block?” Reya asked in surprise, glancing sideways at him. 
 
    “Yes,” Topher responded calmly, offering no further explanation for why he was equipping a Talent that would dampen all of his emotions, when they had a different Talent that would suppress only fear, and others to heighten certain feelings. 
 
    Maybe he just wants to be completely rational and focused on security, instead of worrying about any of the other thousand things going on inside his head right now, she allowed. 
 
    Jessamine listened to them discuss security plans in silence until they banked the speeder on the lawn of the Academy, only a few yards away from the portable wooden stage she would be speaking on in a matter of minutes. She was pleased to see that hundreds of people had turned up to hear whatever the big announcement was. Many of them look worried. 
 
    Announcements haven’t gone well for them in the past, Jessamine sighed. 
 
    Risa Vorhees had told her she could never understand the plight of the Gifted. Jessamine thought she understood their fears quite well.  
 
    We have the same fears, she thought glumly. I am more like you all than you know. 
 
    After Topher and Reya exited the speeder, Jessamine paused for the count of three heartbeats and then followed. 
 
    The noise of the crowd increased considerably when they caught sight of her ascending the stairs to take the stage. There was a podium set up for her, but in the moment, she decided she wouldn’t need it, preferring to face her people with nothing to hide behind. 
 
    The media had also come through for them, though none of them looked pleased about being lied to regarding the exclusivity of the filming. The cameras were set up and reporters were speaking in front of them. Jessamine could see the blinking red lights on the fronts of the cameras, which meant this was being broadcast live instead of pre-recorded. 
 
    Good, she thought with grim satisfaction, trying to ignore her trembling hands by standing at parade-rest with them behind her back. Topher and Reya fanned out to their predetermined positions, both of them behind her so she couldn’t see them without turning. 
 
    It’s probably better this way, or I’ll be staring at Topher the whole time, trying to decide whether he thinks I’ve gone completely off the deep end and signed my own death warrant. 
 
    According to the giant clock-tower behind her, it was six o’clock. She had no idea if the Augenspire was watching or not, but trusted Gareth to come through for her. Hopefully they were tuning in to the broadcast inside the building as well.  
 
    Topher and Reya put me on the side of the clock-tower that doesn’t face the Augenspire. She couldn’t blame them for worrying about the possibility of a strike against her from the military itself while she spoke, but it was unnerving to think it was necessary. 
 
    Forward momentum, she thought one last time before accepting the voice projector to speak. 
 
    “Hello, everyone, and thank you for joining me here tonight on such short notice,” she made her opening remarks, allowing time for the level of noise to die down as people fell silent and turned to listen. “You are probably wondering why I’ve called this emergency broadcast.” 
 
    Time to find out whether I’m a fool or a genius. 
 
    “I called you here because my father is dead.” 
 
    There was a sudden upswing of noise and she paused to give it time to naturally die down. The newscasters were agape, talking frantically through their headsets, and she saw shock and fear on every face of the Gifted. 
 
    When the crowd was mostly silent again she went on. “My father, Viceroy Roald, was murdered four nights ago by a trusted member of his own government.” 
 
    Another outburst of noise followed this, and this time Jessamine held up her hand for silence. Miracle of all miracles, the crowd fell silent. 
 
    “Few people knew of this, until now. I’m sure my advisors will be horrified at me admitting this failure within the highest level of the government, for fear it will make us seem divided and weak. 
 
    “They wouldn’t want me to tell you that on the same night, another trusted member of our government attempted to murder me. But I’m telling you anyway.”  
 
    She took a breath, collecting her thoughts. 
 
    “They wouldn’t want me to tell you I have been in hiding for the last four days, waiting for news of my father and sister while I decide what to do. But I am telling you anyway.” 
 
    She could have heard a pin drop in the silence, as hundreds of stunned faces gave her their undivided attention and the cameras remained steady on her face. 
 
    “Now for the part they really won’t want me to tell you,” she continued. “I have come to learn that the reason my father and I were targeted was because these particular members of the government thought we were being too soft towards you, the Gifted. 
 
    Nervous muttering broke out at this, and Jessamine could tell they were growing frightened of what was to come. Was she going to blame them for this and order another purge like her ancestor, or give them further restrictions to appease her doubters? Her heart was beating hard and fast, for she knew that here would be where she set her legacy.  
 
    “I am convinced that the traitors within our ranks have been found and dealt with—” it was a lie, but one she needed to tell, “—and those who remain in the Augenspire are loyal to me and to our people. But in case I am wrong, let me make one thing absolutely clear to you and to them: I will not hide any longer. I will not give in to fear and hate. I will not strike out at you like my foolish great-grandfather, who was so weak that he called for genocide rather than dealing with his problems head-on.” More shocked looks at this. It was probably the first time anyone in her family had ever publicly admitted the Great War was a blunder. 
 
    “This adversity has only strengthened my resolve to continue working towards the equality and integration of all people across Elaria. This is why I am here tonight, telling you these things my advisors would be horrified by, offering you the truth instead of issuing a false statement from within the Augenspire, attributing my father’s death to some natural cause and covering the entire incident up. It would be an insult to your intelligence and to his memory. It is also why I am issuing my first official act as Vicereine-elect. 
 
    “I am lifting curfew on the Gifted.” 
 
    There was disbelief and shouting in the crowd, as people hugged each other and cried. Some cheered openly. She held up a hand for silence once more, though it took a minute for it to come this time. 
 
    “I know that for some of you this will not be enough, and for some of my advisors it will be seen as too much, too fast. For me, this is the start, but not the end of what I intend to do during my reign as Vicereine. For the time being, you will still be required to maintain official residence at the Academy, but I don’t give a damn how late you stay out at night. This becomes effective tomorrow, as I want to ensure I am able to communicate the message thoroughly to my Provo-Minor to avoid any unpleasant confusion. 
 
    “I want to thank you all for coming here tonight. I know that in the past, my family has been unfair and unkind, and your trust in me will be difficult and hard-earned. But I’m telling you all this anyway, because it’s time for change. And I’m ready to see that change through.” 
 
    There was applause and cheering as she descended the steps and walked into the audience, shaking hands with people as a general cry of, “Jessamine! Jessamine!” went up amongst them. Topher and Reya were beside her in an instant, keeping close to her and looking like they were going to break their jaws if they clenched their teeth any harder.  
 
    This must be security hell for them, watching me wade through a crowd of people who have special powers. 
 
    She was wearing armor, and if enough of these people still wanted her dead then they were going to get her someday, no matter what she did. She meant what she said on stage; she was done hiding. 
 
    She saw Risa in the crowd nearby, and though the Gifted woman didn’t shake her hand, she gave her a thoughtful look, like she wasn’t sure what to make of her. Jessamine inclined her head and said, “Was that transparent enough for you?” before continuing on.  
 
    She walked back to the speeder with her Majors, who were more tense than she could ever recall seeing them. They climbed into the front seat and lifted off quickly. 
 
    “Well, that will certainly save us from deciding how to explain the Viceroy’s death to everyone,” Reya said casually, still on edge as she turned the speeder into the emergency lane and made for the Augenspire. 
 
    “I doubt I’ve seen the last of the traitors, but this should drive them out into the open,” Jessamine explained. “The more legislation I can shove through, the less time they will have to formulate their plans if they are going to replace me with my sister. Speaking of which, it is time to begin educating Shellina more rigorously on her new duties, in the event I am actually taken down. Topher, you will help her, as you have already demonstrated an understanding of how to effectively run a government.” 
 
    “As you command, Excellency,” he answered neutrally, though Jessamine could sense his displeasure by his choice of the word ‘command’. There was no getting around it. Shellina needed a crash course in how to be a competent leader, which meant a lot of people were going to have to come together to help educate her very quickly. 
 
    They pulled up at the main entrance of the Augenspire and landed the speeder. Jessamine took a deep breath and said, “This is bound to be awkward,” before getting out of the car. 
 
    Sky-Leader Rolf and Ground-Leader Skye were waiting for her at the front doors, and as she approached, she wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from them. Were they going to challenge her before she even got into the building? 
 
    “Excellency,” they both greeted her, dropping to one knee as she passed them.  
 
    Jessamine tried not to look too visibly relieved as she said, “Ground-Leader, Sky-Leader. It is good to see you both. We will meet shortly.” 
 
    “It is good to have you back, Vicereine-elect,” Andrea Skye replied, sounding genuinely relieved.  
 
    Jessamine walked through the main lobby, and the other people there went to one knee as well as she passed, echoing the Ground-Leader’s sentiments as she went to the elevators.  
 
    Not all of them would be happy she was back, and some of the people here were doubtlessly still working against her, but it was a problem for tomorrow. For now she was content to take the elevator up to the High Chamber with Reya and Topher in silence. 
 
    When the doors opened into the Chamber, she was greeted by the sight of all of her Majors down on one knee in acknowledgment of her authority. Shellina and Darius were behind them on the benches, but also took a knee at the sight of her. Her sister looked embarrassed to see her—probably afraid I’m going to chastise her for doing such a poor job in my absence. 
 
    “I know this is a difficult time for all of us, and many of you might be angry with me for sharing our private failure with the world,” Jessamine greeted them. “You are entitled to your anger, as I am entitled to mine at the failure of my most trusted, valued advisors.” She let that sink in unpleasantly before continuing. “Fox and Parl have brought disgrace to your ranks, and it is with them your anger should lay. Their cowardice, greed, and presumption are what murdered my father and nearly killed me. I choose to believe they acted alone, excepting the technologists they corrupted, who are already being dealt with. I choose to believe the rest of you are as loyal and true to your oaths as ever. I would like to commend Major Gareth, in particular, for coming to my father’s defense and for saving my close friend, Hanna. You will receive a Medal of Bravery for your work.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head and said, “I don’t deserve your praise, Excellency. I failed to save your father.” 
 
    “I doubt anyone could have saved him under those circumstances, and you are worthy of my praise whether you believe it or not,” she corrected him. “As for the rest of you, I am willing to preserve my trust in you, and to not judge you by the actions of the few. If any of you feel unable to support me during my reign, see me privately and you may retire quietly, without prejudice. But know this: if any of you strike against me, I will do everything in my power to see you and your legacy destroyed. As such, I am stripping Parl and Fox of their titles, ranks, and all assets—both liquid and non-liquid. Anything they accumulated during their employment here now belongs to me, and will be donated to the Academy. Their families will receive no compensation for their deaths, and their records will be amended to include only the fact that they were the worst of traitors.” 
 
    The others absorbed this in silence, though she saw displeasure on some of their faces. Andro, Kristoff, and some of the others had been very close to Fox and Parl, and were probably horrified at them being posthumously eviscerated, though technically Parl was still alive. 
 
    I’ll need to watch them in the future, Jessamine noted mentally. All of the people closest to Fox and Parl would be the most likely collaborators in their coup. 
 
    “Where is Fox’s body?” she asked the room at large, but it was Shellina who answered. 
 
    “He has been dressed and packaged off to ship back to his family for burning.” 
 
    “Un-package it,” Jessamine said coldly. “We do not honor traitors; they are unworthy of the death rites.” 
 
    “But Jessa—” her sister interjected, horrified, though most of the Majors seemed to be expecting this. 
 
    “Have the scientists pour acid through his enhancers so the Talent technology can’t be stolen or mapped, and dump his body in a ditch somewhere for the birds to eat.” 
 
    “How horrible…” Shellina bit her lip, looking agonized. 
 
    Toughen up, little sister, or they’ll get you too. 
 
    “Does Parl live?” Andro asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    Jessamine leveled her gaze at him and said, “For the moment, though I am told his injuries are extensive enough that he will likely die in the next few days.” 
 
    She had made the decision in that moment, and there was no time to go back on it now. Fortunately neither Topher nor Reya made any attempt to contradict her statement. 
 
    “With that unpleasantness out of the way, please rise, Majors. It is time to put the past behind us and to move forward. I want you back on normal shift schedules and regularly assigned duties. I will meet with our commanders and get a list of potential candidates to replace Fox and Parl so we can begin interviews. Have someone call the General Assembly together on three-hundred in half an hour. Dismissed.” 
 
    She planned on addressing Topher next, but Major Kristoff called out to her first, looking sheepish as he asked for a private word. Topher and Gareth tensed marginally but Jessamine waved them away and stepped to the side with Kristoff. 
 
    “Yes, Major?” she began, alert for signs of treachery. 
 
    Kristoff dropped to one knee before her and bowed his head. 
 
    “Excellency, I want to apologize personally to you for not seeing my friends for what they truly were.” He looked ashamed, rubbing his eyes with one hand and blinking before looking up at her. “I knew Fox and Parl disagreed with some of the Viceroy’s policies, but I never thought they would act out on it. I want to assure you of my full support, now more than ever. Someday I hope you can forgive me for not seeing Parl and Fox for the snakes they were.” 
 
    Jessamine hadn’t expected this at all, especially from the typically arrogant Kristoff. She swallowed a lump of emotion at the idea that maybe she could use this tragedy to consolidate her rule more firmly and bring about change even in the upper-echelons of the government. 
 
    “Thank you, Kristoff. I will not judge you by the actions of others. If you continue to serve me well, whether you agree with my policies or not, then let us put this behind us.” 
 
    “Excellency.” Kristoff inclined his head once more and then rose to his feet, saluting her before walking off. 
 
    She stopped Topher before he could get away and pulled him to the side. 
 
    “Kristoff sucking up already?” he asked benignly, eyes following his peer out of the room. 
 
    “He was apologizing, actually, for not realizing what snakes his friends were,” Jessamine corrected. “I know you haven’t gotten along in the past, but he seems contrite, and I need every ally I can get.” 
 
    Topher nodded. 
 
    “I hope you know you also have my special gratitude for your role in saving my life, though I couldn’t say it in front of the group without showing your hand. I will also add a medal to your—” 
 
    “I don’t need a medal, Excellency, nor do you need to express your gratitude at me doing my job. I serve at your pleasure.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned at the formality and coldness, though she had asked him to be less casual with her in public.  
 
    Damn it, I hate this. 
 
    “Thank you, Major, that is all. I need to speak to my sister now.” 
 
    “As do I, Vicereine-elect. You tasked me with training her.” Topher walked alongside her, clearly displeased with his assignment but determined to do his best at it anyway. 
 
    Poor, wonderful Topher. She would make amends with him soon and everything would be alright. They were only tense because of the tragic death of her father, and everything else that had followed.  
 
    Things will get better soon. They have to. 
 
    “Shellina,” she greeted her sister properly at last. “I am glad to see you are well.” 
 
    Shellina jumped up and threw her arms around her, and Jessamine allowed the hug, swallowing a lump of emotion at the first physical sign of affection from anyone since this whole mess started. 
 
    “I was so worried about you when we heard you were missing; I feared the worst. But I should have known you would make it out—and however did you get off the top floor, anyway?—but Father was dead and you were gone and I didn’t know what to make of things. And then all these people wanted things from me and I didn’t understand what—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Shellina, it’s alright,” she cut her sister off before she could ramble on for hours. “Father and I didn’t insist on your education and involvement in matters of government, which was a mistake on our part. You’re going to have a lot of tutors now: Major Topher, Ground-Leader Skye, Assemblyman Harold, and whoever else I can drum up with knowledge and experience to help you catch up.” 
 
    Shellina smiled and said, “You’re going to help me too, Topher? Oh, thank you so much! I promise I’ll do my best and study hard and—” 
 
    “In the meantime, I have other important work for you as well,” Jessamine continued, taking a breath and preparing to cut the last of her ties to happiness. 
 
    Forward momentum. No more hiding. 
 
    “Oh?” Shellina asked curiously. 
 
    “I intend to marry Darius in two months, and I’ll need your help planning the wedding. We both know I’m hopeless at these things, and you excel at them.” 
 
    Darius looked surprised by this advanced timeline, but did nothing to argue it. Topher looked…blank. 
 
    Shellina squealed in delight. 
 
    “Oh, hurray! Of course I’ll plan everything for you—I’d already started before you left. But lord above, only two months? I’ll have to use all the influence I have to get coordinators lined up by then. Oh, you can count on me! It’ll be perfect!” 
 
    “I trust you,” Jessamine said with a smile she didn’t feel. It was hard to be excited about cementing her bond to a man she was apathetic about at best, but more than ever she needed to bring stability and continuity to the government, and that meant marrying and reproducing. 
 
    “Well, I must go see Hanna now. Major Topher, would you like to join me?” If anyone had a right to come with her right now it was Topher, and as miserable as she was, Jessamine still wanted to spend time with him. 
 
    “No thank you, Excellency. I would prefer to begin my work with the Vicerina, but please convey my hopes for a speedy recovery to your personal assistant.” 
 
    Jessamine’s heart sank at the rejection, but all she said was, “Thank you, Major, I will do so.” 
 
    And with that, she walked away from the man she loved, the life she used to have, and her old wild dreams of happiness and freedom, leaving it all behind her as she went to catch the elevator. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    6 
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    Carl slumped against the headboard, closing his eyes and trying to conjure up enough willpower to finish his homework. It was hard to focus on anything of substance with all of noise outside his room these days. 
 
    Two weeks after curfew had officially been lifted, the Gifted were still celebrating their newfound freedom. Since loud parties in the dormitories were still against Academy rules after nine o’clock, Carl’s peers in Deco-Reco had taken to starting their festivities during the middle of the day and wrapping up before the Quiet Hours. He couldn’t really blame them for celebrating their new Vicereine—who had officially been sworn in just last week—and had even attended a few parties around campus himself, but right now his heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    I still haven’t heard back from the Provo-Minor about my interview. 
 
    Jessamine had told him she would do what she could to get him past the chemical interrogations, but that was when she thought her father was still ruling the planet. Now it wasn’t his military, it was hers, and the fact that he hadn’t been called on yet by the Minors for a second interview didn’t seem to bode well for his chances.  
 
    Had she already spoken to them about Carl’s application and iced him out? Or had he simply dropped off of Jessamine’s radar as soon as she returned to the Augenspire, never to be thought of again? 
 
    Not that I can blame her for forgetting about me. It’s not like she has nothing else to do. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine how much work was involved in assuming control of an entire planet, not even factoring in the time and effort she was going to have to expend rooting out traitors and establishing herself as a strong leader within her own government. Then there was the wedding to Darius Hamish coming up in a matter of weeks… 
 
    No wonder she had no time to focus on staffing in the lower levels of her military.  
 
    But even without her interference, I would have expected to hear back from the Minors I interviewed with by now if I had done well. 
 
    Carl sighed and closed his textbook, abandoning the pretense of doing anything productive tonight. It would be the second unfinished homework assignment in a matter of days, but it was impossible to care about classes with everything else going on. Had he known the Viceroy was about to be murdered by a treasonous plot within the government, would he have even applied to become a Ground-Captain? 
 
    Well, yes, probably. In some ways it made the job more exciting. Aside from people hating him because he was Gifted, there would now be the added mystery of whether any of the people he was working with were plotting an assassination attempt against their new Vicereine. 
 
    There must be something wrong with me if I want to be involved in the politics and corruption of government. 
 
    He certainly didn’t want Jessamine to be murdered, and what better way to assist her than by gathering intel from within the military itself? They could be allies. 
 
    It’s the first time in centuries we’ve had a leader who isn’t set on punishing us just for existing, Carl ran a hand through his hair. There has to be something I can do to help her. 
 
    Major Topher would doubtless have her personal security taken care of, little though Carl liked to admit it. He had never actually met the man, but between everything he’d heard from Hera, and knowing Risa had been messed up for the last ten years about him going away to work for the enemy, Carl had a pretty solid dislike of the Major.  
 
    If not for him, Risa wouldn’t be so angry at the thought of me joining the military, and she probably would never have joined the resistance and spent half her life brooding over her long-lost love. 
 
    It was only eight-thirty, but Carl contemplated calling it a night and going to bed. Even with curfew lifted he had nowhere to go, as he had stopped attending Hera’s meetings when he decided to apply for a post with the Augenspire. 
 
    The knock on the door came just as he was getting up to change into his pajamas. Assuming it was one of his floor-mates wanting him to come out and join in their festivities, he answered the door in mild annoyance. 
 
    “I’m not intere—Minor. I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else,” he amended rapidly, stunned by the presence of the Provo-Minor standing outside his room. The dark-skinned man had almond-shaped eyes and slicked-back hair, his black robes draped around him and touching the floor. He pursed his lips at the noise emanating from further down the hall, near the lobby and the elevators. 
 
    “Applicant Vucanis?” he asked in a no-nonsense tone of voice. He obviously didn’t enjoy being in a building full of Gifted. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me,” Carl stood up straighter and tried to look competent and authoritative, thankful he hadn’t already changed into his pajamas for the night. Was the man here to give him an update on his application status or arrest him? 
 
    If he was arresting me, he would have brought backup. 
 
    “Your presence has been requested at the Augenspire. I am to escort you.” 
 
    “Right now?” Carl raised his eyebrows in surprise. If he knew he was going to have another interview tonight, he would have definitely showered and tried to neaten himself up. 
 
    “Yes. Is there a problem?” The Minor didn’t really look like he cared whether it was a problem or not. 
 
    “No, I was just hoping I could get a shower first—” 
 
    “You may not. Your appointment is scheduled for nine o’clock and the Vicereine’s time is valuable.” 
 
    Jessamine was summoning him for an interview? 
 
    Guess she didn’t forget about me after all… 
 
    “Oh, right. Let me just grab my shoes.” Carl ducked back into the room and tugged his shoes on without stopping to untie them first, nearly tripping at the threshold as he adjusted their position on his feet. The Minor seemed all too glad to be leaving this place, and they walked briskly down the hall and to the foyer where the elevators were located. The partiers fell abruptly silent as they stepped into view and summoned the elevator, watching Carl closely until the doors closed behind them. 
 
    “Why is the Vicereine summoning me?” he pressed for information, wondering how much the Minor would tell him in advance. The more prepared he could be going into this meeting, the better. 
 
    “Ask her yourself,” the Minor replied flatly. 
 
    Carl raised his eyebrows and said, “You don’t know why she’s summoned me, do you?” 
 
    Judging by the look on the man’s face, he had guessed correctly. 
 
    “It is not my job to know, only to do as ordered.” They passed through the main lobby of Building-6 and stepped outside, where an aerial speeder waited. 
 
    Since Carl hadn’t been in a speeder in years, this was something of a treat for him, though he was careful not to show his enthusiasm in case it made him look provincial. There was a driver already waiting inside of it—not the one he had become familiar with during previous trips to the Augenspire—and the Minor climbed into the backseat beside Carl.  
 
    The back of the speeder was set up like a booth at a restaurant, with two rows of seats facing each other, though there was no table between them. The Minor took the rear-facing seat and said, “Take us to eight,” to the driver, who nodded and immediately took off into the air. 
 
    The ride was much smoother than a ground-car, and Carl couldn’t resist the urge to look out the window as they pulled sharply upwards and over the tallest buildings in the Academy within the span of a few seconds, flying low in one of the government aerial lanes in direct line to the Augenspire. 
 
    “Upon arrival you will be processed through a security checkpoint and searched,” the Minor began speaking, recapturing Carl’s attention. “If you are carrying weapons of any kind, you will need to declare them and surrender them prior to the inspection or there will be consequences. Once you are cleared, you will be directed to your meeting.” 
 
    “Security?” Carl asked in surprise. He hadn’t had to go through security procedures during his previous visits to the Augenspire, but he supposed he should have expected it before being permitted to meet the Vicereine. 
 
    “You have a concern with being screened for weapons?” the Minor asked in a slightly mocking voice. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. We’re here.” He opened the door and climbed out first, with Carl following shortly after. They were back at the main entrance of the Augenspire, which was starting to feel less intimidating with repeated exposure. Carl wondered if he would ever come to feel comfortable in this building. 
 
    They passed through the front doors in silence, Carl keeping pace behind the Minor so he could follow without looking like he had no idea where they were going. The main lobby was enormous and had three different administrative assistants working the front doors, each at their own large desk with a wall of overhead monitors showing various aspects of the front entrance and parking lot. The first woman was on the phone, so they approached the man at the second desk, who stopped typing on his computer to acknowledge them. 
 
    “Scan in,” he informed them, though Carl was the only one who had to place his wrist on the reader at the edge of the desk.  
 
    His picture and profile popped up on the computer, and the receptionist scanned through the data briefly, glancing at Carl’s face a few times to confirm the accuracy of his photo before clearing them to proceed. 
 
    The Minor led him past the bank of elevators at the back wall and into one of several hallways to the right. They stopped as soon as they cleared the threshold, where a standard body-scanner blocked their path. 
 
    A yawning security attendant came alert when she saw them, motioning them over to her desk to the left and having Carl scan his biochip again. 
 
    “You are Carl Vucanis, age nineteen, Gifted residing in the Deconstruction-Reconstruction school of the Academy, secondary focus in Physical Manipulations, with full-spectrum, classic D-R aptitudes?” she rattled off, looking faintly impressed at the last part. 
 
    “I am,” he replied calmly. 
 
    “What is your business here tonight?” 
 
    “He has been summoned by the Vicereine,” the Minor responded smoothly. 
 
    This elicited another raised eyebrow from the security staffer. 
 
    “Are you carrying any weapons, including but not limited to: knives, swords, axes, explosives, steel or wooden bats, solid rods greater than one-inch in thickness and six-inches in length, razors, cutters, spike-launchers, sonic grenades, projectile launchers, or any other metal, wood, or plastic implement that could reasonably be considered a weapon?” She listed all of this very quickly. 
 
    “Uh, no,” Carl responded, wondering at some of the truly alarming things they must have seen here to make their list so inclusive. 
 
    “Any laser-powered devices, spectral glasses, thermal imaging technology, or other heat-or-light-generating implements?” the woman continued without hesitation. 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” he assured her. 
 
    “Any solid, liquid, or gaseous chemicals on your person that—either independently or when mixed—can create respiratory, dermal, ocular, or nervous damage to humans, animals, or aquatic lifeforms?” 
 
    Good lord, how many different kinds of weapons are we going to go through? Carl wondered in amazement. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Any live cultures, including animals, plant-life, other organic matter, disease or cell cultures?” 
 
    “I am literally only carrying the clothes on my person, and my emblem,” Carl insisted, in the hopes of speeding up this process. 
 
    “Standard questions,” the security officer grinned at him before saying, “Please sign your name on this form, certifying you have been given the opportunity to declare any and all weapons, and are aware of the consequences for noncompliance with the Augenspire’s strict no-weapons policy for non-government employees without clearance.” 
 
    She handed him a lengthy piece of paper that seemed to have everything she said—and then some—typed in fine print on it. He scanned it rapidly, paying particular attention to the paragraph explaining the painful and fatal consequences of noncompliance, and then signed at the bottom. 
 
    “Great. You’re all clear to go to Advanced Screening,” the woman waved them on cheerfully, but Carl raised a concerned eyebrow and said, “Advanced Screening?” 
 
    “You don’t really think we’re going to place you within striking distance of the Vicereine on your word alone?” The Minor looked at him like he was an absolute idiot, steering him down the hall and into a room no larger than a standard office. 
 
    “Then why did I have to answer all those questions ahead of time, if you were just going to have me searched anyway?” 
 
    A new voice answered his question this time. 
 
    “To give you the opportunity to declare any weapons you were—incidentally and unintentionally—carrying on your person, to be returned at your departure. Since you have sworn you are unarmed, anything we find on your person will be considered an attempt to plot violence against a member of this government and you will be dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    The man pulled on nitrile gloves as he spoke, keying up something on his computer and having Carl scan his biochip yet again.  
 
    “Good to know,” Carl grimaced, mentally making sure he wasn’t carrying anything on his person that could be even remotely considered a weapon. 
 
    Other than my emblem, I should be okay… 
 
    “Remove your clothing and place them into the receptacle by the door. There is a robe you may don if you would like to, as well as a pair of blackout lenses. Minor Finch and I will return momentarily.” 
 
    “I—” before Carl could get a coherent thought out, the two men stepped out of the room—one through the front door and the other through a back one—and he was all alone. 
 
    Well, this is a new experience… 
 
    He could only pray the physical search wouldn’t be too invasive or painful, removing his clothing and placing it into a lined metal canister that opened up from the wall when he pulled on the handle. It made a faint hissing noise upon closing, and Carl shivered slightly as he unfolded the white robe he had been left to cover himself. At least it was plush and comfortable. 
 
    The two men reentered the room without knocking, and it was back to business. 
 
    “Please remove your emblem and place it into this secure lockbox,” the officer held out a metal box that somehow opened and closed without obvious hinges, about the size of a standard jewelry box. 
 
    “You want me to remove my emblem?” Carl looked uncertainly to the Minor. It was against the law for a member of the Gifted to remove their emblem, and he wanted to make sure this wasn’t some sort of trap. 
 
    “It qualifies as a weapon and cannot be worn in the Vicereine’s presence,” the Minor explained without inflection. “It will be returned to you upon your departure. Please hurry; we are short on time.” 
 
    Carl removed the necklace with the crumbling cube on the end of it and placed it into the box, which was secured with his biochip. 
 
    “Only your unique credentials will be able to open this box, so it is quite secure,” the security officer assured him, before placing it to the side. “Don your blackout glasses. The Minor and I will be in the back room during your examination, which will occur under ultra-bright lights.” 
 
    Oh, good. They must not be doing a physical examination if they need ultra-brights. 
 
    Carl donned the glasses and adjusted them to make sure no light got through them. Once in complete darkness he was left alone in the room, which was a little eerie. He could hear the buzz of the ultra-bright lights as they flickered on, and closed his eyes despite the blackout glasses out of reflex. Not that he doubted the glasses; they were meant to prevent even the most powerful light sources from penetrating them. But still, better safe than blind. 
 
    He could hear other intermittent clicks and hums around the room now— probably other electronic scanning sensors which could only properly function under extremely bright-white light sources. He stood as still as possible, trusting it was safe to breathe because no one had told him not to. They could hardly afford to routinely kill visitors during their security searches. 
 
    It was over in about two minutes, and then the room fell silent. 
 
    “You may get dressed,” a voice said from within the room, and Carl removed the blackout lenses to find himself alone with the Minor. “Hurry up, we are nearly late.” 
 
    Carl was tempted to point out that none of their tardiness was his fault and maybe they should plan their schedules with a little more flexibility in them, but he kept his mouth shut and recovered his clothes from the testing bin, pulling them on and noting the sterilized smell wafting off of them. 
 
    “Hold out your wrists,” the Minor commanded. 
 
    Though tempted to ask why, Carl did as he was told, flinching when the Minor slapped a thin metal bracelet around each one. 
 
    “What are these for?” he asked, indignant. 
 
    “A safety measure. You didn’t think you would be permitted in the Vicereine’s presence without any, did you?” The Minor curled his lip at him. 
 
    “What do they do?” Carl touched them gently. They weren’t terribly tight or uncomfortable–mostly just cold. This did nothing to relax him. 
 
    “If you become a problem, this will allow you to be quickly stopped.” 
 
    Carl asked for more details about exactly what “stopping” him entailed, but the Minor didn’t speak to him again, leading him out through the main door and further down the security hallway, where they encountered a pair of elevators. 
 
    Carl stepped into the spacious elevator and the Minor stepped in after him and hit the button for the two-hundredth floor. 
 
    Carl had no idea what was supposed to happen when they got to the two-hundredth floor—he didn’t even know how many floors the Augenspire had, since he would be forced to change elevators after two-hundred anyway. He gripped the side-rail as the elevator shot upwards, bending his knees to absorb the force until he was able to straighten himself back up.  
 
    Does it really need to go this fast? He wondered mulishly. It felt like he was about to launch into space. 
 
    He couldn’t help but be impressed with how quickly he reached the two-hundredth level, despite his discomfort in the elevator itself. The Minor remained in the elevator when Carl stepped onto a landing to discover a Provo-Major in light armor awaiting his arrival. 
 
    “Uh, hi, I’m supposed to have an audience with the Vicereine,” Carl said uncertainly, unable to entirely suppress his natural panic at the sight of a Provo-Major in their light armor.  
 
    This one looked young, probably not much older than Carl himself, but with black hair and intense blue eyes that reminded him of someone. 
 
    Oh shit, this is Hera’s son. 
 
    Carl wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to acknowledge this out loud or not—probably not—or whether Major Topher had been briefed on where the Vicereine had met him. 
 
    “This way,” the Major said, all business, scanning his own biochip on a separate elevator. The door popped open immediately. He glanced briefly at the bracelets on Carl’s wrists before motioning Carl in ahead of him. 
 
    Not much of a conversationalist. 
 
    This was the man Risa had been in love with, the one she had been depressed and angry about for years now? This was the man who had caused his own mother to take up the fight against him after he had her friends murdered? 
 
    There was something strangely unanimated about his face, something missing that Carl couldn’t quite put his finger on. He wondered if the Major was always this bland, or if he was only showing his contempt for the Gifted right now. 
 
    They were speeding upwards to the two-hundred-and-ninety-second floor, only eight floors down from the top of the building.  
 
    Well, now I can say I truly know how tall the Augenspire is. 
 
    They exited the elevator into a foyer that would’ve been at home in a high-rent office building. Bold red sofas were grouped around glass tables throughout the room, but they walked through the foyer and down a much plainer hallway before Carl could appreciate the decor. 
 
    “What is this floor used for?” he asked curiously, wondering how much the Major would tell him. 
 
    “Whatever the Vicereine wants,” Topher answered without elaboration, escorting him into a small conference room that was already occupied. 
 
    Carl spotted Jessamine right away. She was sitting at the head of the table in her armor, her wavy red hair pulled back in its signature bun. She looked tired but resolved. 
 
    The other woman in the room was identifiable only because she was wearing the rare, four-pointed Star of Excellence pinned to her slate-grey military uniform. Since there was only one person on the planet right now who had earned one of those stars, Carl knew this was Ground-Leader Andrea Skye, the head of the military’s ground forces. 
 
    Seated beside her was a man in a similar uniform, except his tunic only had two white stripes on the upper arm to her three, and no Star of Excellence was on his breast.  
 
    A Commander, then, Carl reasoned out quickly.  
 
    Also in the room were two Majors, though they were standing in the corners of the room rather than sitting at the table, like menacing brackets around the Vicereine. Security, obviously. 
 
    “Carl Vucanis,” Major Topher introduced him to the room at large, and Carl looked at the Vicereine for some sort of visual cue as to whether or not he was supposed to act like he had already met her. Judging from her expression, he guessed not. 
 
    “Thank you, Major. You may stay if you wish,” Jessamine offered, but Topher said, “I have other business to attend to. Please excuse me,” and left as soon as she nodded agreement.  
 
    One of his peers at the back of the room—a short woman who looked like she could kick Carl’s ass in a fight—pursed her lips in apparent displeasure at Topher’s departure. Carl didn’t know why she wanted him here. He may be pretty, but he didn’t exactly have a winning personality. 
 
    Jessamine somehow looked even more tired than she had a moment ago, but she gestured him to a chair across the table and said, “Welcome, Carl. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    Carl sat, feeling distinctly awkward in this setting. When he met her at Hera’s house it was easy to forget she was the ruler of a planet, with billions of people at her beck and call. In the heart of the most impressive building on Elaria, it felt like sitting at a table with God. 
 
    “I apologize for your abrupt dislocation from the Academy, but my schedule is quite unpredictable these days and I was not able to plan this meeting further in advance,” Jessamine addressed him. 
 
    “I understand. It’s no problem,” Carl assured her, crossing his feet at the ankles and trying to appear relaxed. 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Excellency.” 
 
    Ground-Leader Skye spoke now. 
 
    “Do you know why you are here?” 
 
    Carl raised an eyebrow and said, “Not exactly, though I assume it has something to do with my application to join the military. I hope this summons is an indication that I am still being considered for the position.” 
 
    The Ground-Leader ignored this quiet plea for information and said, “Have you always wanted to be a Ground-Captain?” 
 
    Carl was woefully unprepared to be interviewed by the most important, militarily-savvy people on the planet, and knew one misstep or careless word could be the end of his hopes and dreams. 
 
    I need to be as honest as possible without saying anything flippant, stupid, traitorous, or Hera-related. If he could manage all of that it would be a miracle. 
 
    “Truthfully, no, Ground-Leader. As a child I was quite taken with technology, and had aspirations in that direction. After becoming Gifted, Tech was no longer an option, and I didn’t even bother considering a career in the military, since it was impossible for the same reason until recently.”  
 
    “It was impossible to become an officer, until recently,” the commander addressed him now, distrustful. “You could have still applied as a ground soldier or a consultant, as some of your peers have done.” 
 
    Carl had no idea how open he was supposed to be right now. Was he supposed to ignore the elephant in the room or charge right into it? This whole thing was a test and he had no idea how to pass it. 
 
    “With all due respect, Commander, the ‘consultants’ you speak of were given special privileges in exchange for spying on their peers, and the Gifted ‘ground soldiers’ you speak of were rumored to be assassins. I have no interest in either of those options.” 
 
    Hello, elephant. 
 
    “And you assumed the rumors to be true without corroborating them yourself?” The commander pressed him, still annoyed. “Knowing they were made by a group of people with a grudge against the government?” 
 
    “Historically, there has been good reason for that grudge, sir,” Carl pointed out. “The Gifted who are brought to the Augenspire by the Provo tend not to return, or not in the same condition they left in, at the very least. Can you really blame me for being wary?” 
 
    “I can blame you for trying to hop the chain of command and become an officer when you haven’t even served as a common soldier yet.” 
 
    Ah, so that’s why he hates me. He probably worked his way up from the bottom over the course of many years and is mad about me skipping steps. 
 
    He looked at Jessamine and the Ground-Leader to see if they would comment, but they watched him in silence. Apparently this was part of the test. 
 
    “That isn’t an issue I can address,” Carl replied calmly. “A Minor said there was a job opening and recommended I apply for it based on my skill-sets, so I did. The posting said previous military experience was a bonus but not strictly required.” 
 
    “Why do you want to be a Ground-Captain in my army?” Ground-Leader Skye asked him now. 
 
    “I think I will be suited to the job, and will benefit from the experience. I also think I can bring something new to the table, since I have a different perspective than your other Captains, being Gifted,” he explained. “I also appreciate and support the Vicereine and her goal of decreasing tensions between the Gifted and the military, and want to assist with the execution of her vision in any way I can.” 
 
    “Tell me about your Gift,” Jessamine spoke now, without giving any indication of whether she liked his previous answer. 
 
    Since she could easily read up on the details of his Gift—and perhaps already had—he assumed she wanted to hear about it from his perspective. 
 
    “I can break apart or reconstruct things at will.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “I have found no restrictions, so far. My Gift doesn’t apply to most chemical changes, but I haven’t tested it on every object I encounter, so I can’t say for certain what all of my exclusions are.” 
 
    Ground-Leader Skye said, “Does it work without your emblem?” 
 
    Carl raised his eyebrows and said, “I’ve never really tried, since I am always wearing my emblem.” He had no idea if this was a subtle test to see if he was following the law, or if she hadn’t been thinking when she asked the question. Some Gifted were able to use their abilities without their necklaces on or nearby, but most could not. 
 
    “Of course. My apologies,” the Ground-Leader back-tracked. 
 
    “I would like to know the answer to the Ground-Leader’s question,” Jessamine looked around the room for something suitable to break. “Try to break that vase, please.” 
 
    Carl raised his eyebrows and glanced at the Provo-Major, who were narrowing their eyes at him in faint displeasure and glancing at his bracelets. The rules were usually pretty clear about using weapons in the Vicereine’s presence, especially for the Gifted. 
 
    “Uh, am I allowed to? I didn’t think I was permitted to do anything with my Gift in your presence,” he said. “Downstairs they had me sign a document saying it was okay for you all to kill me if I did, actually, and I assume these bracelets aren’t decorative.” He held up his wrists. 
 
    “I am giving you my express consent for this one time,” she waved him to his feet. Reluctantly, Carl rose. 
 
    “What if I break it and I can’t put it back together?” he asked, mostly to buy time to prepare. He really didn’t like turning his back on the Provo-Major like this. 
 
    “I am not overly fond of that vase. It will be fine.” 
 
    Carl stood nervously in front of the vase, hearing the Majors move behind him and glancing back to see them standing much closer to the Vicereine than before. Carl turned back to the vase and set his hand on it, closing his eyes and trying to concentrate. 
 
    Break…break… 
 
    Nothing happened. The connection he usually felt with the world around him while wearing his emblem was gone. 
 
    “It isn’t working,” he felt like an idiot for saying it out loud. “I don’t feel the vase like I would if my powers were intact,” he elaborated. 
 
    “I see. Please rejoin us at the table.” 
 
    Carl was only too glad to do so, relieved when the two Majors returned to their original positions and looked slightly less edgy. 
 
    “Well, Andrea, what do you think?” Jessamine turned to the Ground-Leader with interest. 
 
    “One interview is hardly enough to go on, but in conjunction with his other interviews and his training sessions, I believe I can work with him.” 
 
    “I still think he should serve active duty as a grunt before he becomes a captain, to ensure he understands the workings of the military and the expectations,” the commander interjected. 
 
    “His test scores and aptitude analyses both here and at the Academy indicate his ability to cope with the environment,” his superior replied, before turning to Jessamine. 
 
    “What do you think, Excellency?” 
 
    “I think I am ready to begin making good on my promises and integrating the Gifted back into society—in all roles.” 
 
    The commander seemed unable to contain himself and blurted out, “But how can you trust someone like him? If you’ve seen the tapes of his powers, then you know how dangerous he can be to you. How are we supposed to protect you from his kind if you let them into the building?” 
 
    Jessamine looked unimpressed with the argument and her response was icy. 
 
    “Given the recent attacks on me by members of my own government, by your logic I should be asking him to protect me from you. Do you have any other reasonable objections to his appointment, Commander, other than your own bias?” 
 
    Ouch, Carl thought admiringly. She can cut to the bone. 
 
    “No, Excellency,” the commander answered quietly. 
 
    “Good.” Jessamine rose to her feet and turned to the Ground-Leader. “Make it happen, Andrea.” 
 
    “Thank you, Excellency.” The Ground-Leader stood up as well, motioning for Carl to follow her out a side door. When they were alone on an elevator heading downwards she said, “I’ll drop you off with instructions to get your paperwork filed so you can officially be cleared and your biochip updated with your new credentials.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Carl said, feeling awkward. “Uh, out of curiosity, will the commander from my interview just now be my direct superior?” 
 
    “No,” the Ground-Leader spared him a thoughtful glance, before adding, “But many in the military will think like him. Are you prepared to deal with it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carl replied, wondering if it was true. “I’ll just have to work hard to show them I can keep up and be relied upon.” 
 
    A moment of silence elapsed before Carl asked, “What do these bracelets do? I assume there is something to activate them?” 
 
    The Ground-Leader spared them a glance before answering.  
 
    “You are correct. They can be activated by anyone with level-three or higher security clearance and have two modes of engagement. If activated in alpha mode they will polarize away from each other with enough force to dislocate both of your shoulders–though occasionally the force has been sufficient to remove the arms entirely from the body. In beta mode, the bracelets will send a pulse of electricity between them, sufficient to render you unconscious, though it may also be strong enough to damage the heart.” 
 
    Carl spared a horrified glance at them, even as the Ground-Leader removed them with a flat key from her belt. No wonder they weren’t worried about me sitting with the Vicereine with only a few guards. 
 
    “The Vicereine is showing an enormous amount of faith in you, and if you prove her mistaken, I will be…displeased.” 
 
    “I understand. I am loyal to the Vicereine and will work hard to prove myself worthy of her faith in me.” 
 
    “Good. Then allow me to be the first to welcome you to the military.” She extended her hand at the bottom of the elevator, and Carl shook it without hesitation. “Welcome to the Augenspire.” 
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    Topher had to admit, Shellina was a quick study when she set her mind to something. He had only been tutoring her for two weeks, and she’d made more progress in that short time than she had after years of previous instruction. 
 
    If only she had taken an interest in her responsibilities a little sooner, he thought ruefully.  
 
    Not that he cared. These days, he didn’t care much about anything.  
 
    “Much better,” he said aloud, after grading the test she had just completed. “You only missed one question this time.” 
 
    “Which one?” Shellina demanded, displeased with herself for the failure. It was so reminiscent of her sister that Topher would have felt a pang of emotion if he removed his Talents. 
 
    “Number fifteen. It was ambiguous—the General Assembly does have the power to veto an executive order from the ruling Viceroy or Vicereine, though they typically do not exercise their right to do so.” 
 
    “But you said the General Assembly is more bark than bite,” the Vicerina strained to recall the memory, her strawberry-blond hair tousled from lack of attention. Topher didn’t think he’d ever seen her more focused on her work than her appearance, and it was a refreshing change. “If they really hated Grandmother’s order of admittance, why didn’t they squash it if they had the power to do so?” 
 
    Topher made a wavering motion with one hand. “I said it was ambiguous. Things grow murky where the General Assembly is involved. They do technically have the power to kill an order of Jessamine’s, but she also has the power to fire and replace them.” 
 
    “So they’re careerists?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Topher agreed easily. “None of them want to lose their high-ranking jobs, though your sister isn’t likely to fire anyone simply for disagreeing with her. Still, none of them want to fall out of favor with the ruler of the planet, who can find little ways to make their lives less pleasant if they are uncooperative with her agenda.” 
 
    Shellina absorbed this thoughtfully and said, “But if they all united against an order of Jessa’s with equal dedication…” 
 
    “Then yes, they could squash the legislature. It’s happened in the past, though not for many years. Besides, you’re forgetting another powerful force that comes into play.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The military. Your sister is their commander. Leaders Skye and Rolf are very influential within the General Assembly, and they have an entire army at their backs. The Assembly doesn’t want the military peeved with them, and they take their orders from the Vicereine, so they tend not to fight executive legislature unless they feel extremely strongly about it.” 
 
    “You’re right, this is murky,” Shellina tapped her fingers on the table in front of her as she processed this. “Government is a lot harder than I used to think.” 
 
    “There’s a reason it takes so many people to pull it off successfully,” Topher acknowledged. “Your sister has to consider the Leaders, the General Assembly, the Provo, and her other advisors assisting her by carrying out their various roles.” 
 
    “It didn’t feel like I had help during the four days I was in charge,” Shellina admitted, eyes cast downward in shame. “I felt like I was stranded on an island by myself, trying to hold up the sky while everyone watched me fail—except you.” 
 
    Topher raised an eyebrow at this and said, “You had help available, you were just uncertain of how to ask for it. Next time—if there is a next time—you’ll be better prepared.” 
 
    Shellina looked slightly cheered by this, eyes hopeful as they met Topher’s. Since she had buckled down and started studying, he found her much less irritating to be around. 
 
    It only took the murder of her father to open her eyes. 
 
    The loss of Roald Elaria didn’t bother him as much as it normally would, another Gift of his Block Talent.  
 
    “I owe you and all of my other tutors so much for helping me get up to speed. I know I shouldn’t have ignored my studies for so long, but it just didn’t feel real to me until—well.” Shellina looked sad for a moment before recovering. “Anyway, I know you’re busy, but thank you for taking the time to help me.” 
 
    “I was ordered to assist you. With that said, thank you for being attentive and working hard in order to learn more rapidly.” 
 
    Shellina nodded and glanced at the clock. 
 
    “If we’re done for the night, there was something else I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Oh?” Topher stood up, stretching his legs and adjusting his light armor. 
 
    “I—well, you know Jessa’s wedding is coming up in six weeks.” 
 
    Topher stopped and faced her now. His feelings regarding the wedding were so powerful they nearly seeped through the Block and overwhelmed him, but the Talent lived up to its name and he felt only the vestiges of those emotions instead. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I found a venue, finally. We’re going to have it at the Laurel. It was a pain getting them to cancel their other reservations and clear the place out for us, but after I pointed out what good advertising it would be to have the ruling Vicereine married at their establishment they—sorry, I’m rambling. I do that when I’m nervous.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Well, the military will be guarding the building for us, because it’s opened up to commoners and not just government employees, and it’s traditional for the Majors not to be on guard-duty during the wedding—” 
 
    “You’re still rambling,” Topher observed. 
 
    “No, it’s relevant, I promise.” Shellina sighed, wringing her hands. “Since you’re going to be there anyway, and you won’t have any official duties during the ceremony—Jessamine hasn’t asked you to do anything weird like walk her down the aisle, has she?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Well, since you’ll be there enjoying the party anyway, I thought maybe you would be willing to go as my personal escort?” Before he had a chance to answer she continued on. “I know you all aren’t officially on duty during the wedding, but I also know you’ll still spend the night looking for threats to Jessa and I because you’re dedicated to your job, and it would be a lot easier to spot trouble if you had an excuse to be near me all night, so—” 
 
    “You don’t really need to ask, you know,” Topher pointed out. “I don’t know if Assemblyman Harold has discussed it with you yet during your tutoring sessions, but you can order the Provo-Major to do anything you’d like, provided it doesn’t conflict with any of our oaths or other standing orders from your sister.” 
 
    Shellina looked slightly hurt when she said, “I know I can order you to go with me, but I don’t want to force you to do something you don’t want to do. I—I’m asking you if you’ll take me.” 
 
    Topher didn’t really care what he was doing or who he was with on what was bound to be one of the most unpleasant nights of his life. Shellina made a compelling point about being nearby in case of emergency, since he would be on the lookout for trouble whether he was asked to or not. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll escort you,” he replied. 
 
    Shellina looked shocked and ecstatic at his agreement, her mouth dropping open comically, which meant she was expecting him to reject her. 
 
    “Oh, thank you! It’ll be fun, I promise! I’ve got everything planned out and it’s going to be beautiful and—” 
 
    “Excuse me, Vicerina, my duty rotation is ending now and I am back on in eight hours, so I need to get some rest,” he interrupted her outpouring of emotion. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course.” She looked thrown by his behavior and then added, “Um, is everything alright with you, Topher? Recently you’ve seemed a little different.” 
 
    “I am well,” he replied evenly. 
 
    “You’ve just been a little…cold. Aloof, maybe? Gah—I don’t know the word I want, but you seem different at any rate, and I wanted to ask you about it and see if there is anything I can do to help. You can confide in me, you know.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong, Vicerina. Thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “Okay, well if you’re sure—” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.” 
 
    Topher left the sitting room and walked down the hall to the main foyer to catch an elevator down to two-ninety-eight. He could feel emotions buried beneath the surface of his mind, and he dreaded the moment when he would have to remove his Talents to sleep, opening up whatever floodgate was waiting inside of him.  
 
    Once in his room, he pulled off his armor and set it on the form beside his heavies, stripping down to his boxers and standing in front of the mirror. Physically he looked fine, if tired. Mentally… 
 
    Time to find out how I’m really doing. 
 
    He reached up to remove Block from his left enhancer, but before he could unsnap it, there was a knock on his door. 
 
    Relieved at postponing the moment of removal a while longer, Topher went to answer the door, surprised to see Major Reya on the other side. 
 
    “Let me in,” she brushed past him without waiting for an invitation, whirling around to face him once she was standing in the middle of his room. “Lord it’s dreary in here. You don’t have any hobbies, do you?” 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked tiredly, watching her eyes take in his semi-naked figure. “Did you come here to stare at me in my underwear?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and said, “God, you’re obnoxious with that Talent in. Take it out before I punch you.” 
 
    “You’d be dead before you made contact.” 
 
    “A little full of ourselves, aren’t we, Topher?” she gave him another cursory glance, as though unimpressed with what she saw. 
 
    “I’m stronger than you.” 
 
    “I’m meaner than you,” Reya countered easily. “Enough of this back-and-forth. You wouldn’t be such a dick right now if you weren’t wearing Block. Get it out so we can talk.” 
 
    Topher folded his arms across his chest and said, “I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    “Block is a lesser Talent and you know it. The only ones who wear it long-term are too weak to face their own feelings, and if you’re too fragile to face yourself in the goddamned mirror, then you’re too weak to be one of us and you might as well retire and do the world a favor.” 
 
    Topher narrowed his eyes at her, clenching his fists experimentally to vent some of the rage lying beneath the surface of his thoughts. 
 
    “Oh my, that seems to have struck home. You’re mad enough that it’s bleeding through that obnoxious Talent. Good, then let me reiterate how disgustingly spineless, cowardly, and weak—” 
 
    Topher unsnapped the Talent and removed it from his enhancer, attaching it to the ring of others and feeling a torrent of emotion slam into him like a wall of bricks. The world was brighter, the air smelled different, and he wanted to kick Reya’s ass, punch a wall, sob unabashedly and throw himself off the top-floor of the Augenspire all at the same time. 
 
    You are failing…the voice whispered in his head, which made him want to scream his lungs out in frustration. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” he snapped at Reya in the midst of this, grappling to get control of himself and to compartmentalize his emotions as rapidly as possible. 
 
    “I want you to tell me why you keep putting that stupid thing in your head every morning and walking around like a zombie all day. It’s a slap in the face to Jessamine, you know.” 
 
    Topher was so sensitive to his feelings right now that the very sound of Jessamine’s name upset him. He wished Reya would leave him alone for ten minutes until he got everything sorted out and was ready to be functional again, but knew better than to expect such mercy from her. 
 
    “This may come as an absolute shock to you, but I was bothered by the murder of Roald Elaria, who was something of a mentor to me. I was also bothered when I had to shove a knife in one of my peers as he attempted to murder Jessamine. And speaking of slaps in the face, how about the one where my mother turns out to be—who she is? One of the last things Roald said to me was to protect his oldest daughter, and she’s out there poking the lions with a stick, daring her enemies to strike out at her again as she attempts to outpace ten years of integration efforts within her first month of office.” 
 
    Reya actually looked sympathetic when she said, “I guess it doesn’t help that Jessamine is about to marry a man none of us think is worthy of her, and you two obviously had some kind of fight when we were at your mother’s house.” 
 
    “Thank you for pointing that out, I’d nearly forgotten,” Topher said acidly. “Incidentally, there was no fight. I was out of line for questioning her wellbeing in front of others, and she was right to rebuke me for it and suggest more distance between us.” 
 
    “Oh shit, did she really?” Reya blurted out, wincing. Topher just realized he hadn’t actually told anyone about their conversation yet, but it didn’t seem to matter since everything was going to Hell anyway. “I’m sorry to hear it, but she’s kind of right. Things are different now that she is the Vicereine, and you can’t worry over her in pub—” 
 
    “I’m aware of all of this. The problem has been resolved. Wearing Block enables me to do my job without worrying about the mess inside my head, and it is paramount that we keep Jessamine alive, regardless of what else is happening around us. I realize it makes me flat—and, as you put it, a dick—but I’ll make the tradeoff any day to keep her safe.” 
 
    Reya pursed her lips and said, “But are you doing your job when you wear that thing? Sure, you’re going through the motions and performing the technical aspects of your assignments quite well—Block doesn’t make you stupid, after all. But in a real crisis, when Jessamine’s life is on the line, are you going to care that she’s about to be murdered?” She answered her own question before he could. “Probably, because you love her enough that your fear would find a way around your Talent, but would it get you to her fast enough? That’s the real question. Are you going to watch Jessamine die because you responded half a second too slowly?” 
 
    Topher hadn’t considered this before, and he searched himself honestly for an answer. Block didn’t completely stamp out his emotions, it just buried them beneath the surface. He could usually still identify what he was feeling, he just didn’t care because it didn’t touch him directly. If the hesitation cost him Jessamine, though… 
 
    “Are you really protecting her when you wear Block, or are you protecting yourself?” Reya needled him, driving the point home. 
 
    “Perhaps I should resign, since there seems to be no right answer.” Topher sighed, surprising his colleague. “I’m not in a good position to defend anyone right now; I have too many unresolved demons of my own.” 
 
    “You’re being a little hard on yourself. None of us are perfect and we all have our issues, but we’re the best there is and we do what we can. Gareth is still kicking himself over letting Roald die, even though Parl is the little shit that killed him. You think he should resign too?” 
 
    Topher shook his head and said, “When Jessamine was attacked by the laser cannon in the park, I noticed too late.” He hadn’t admitted this to anyone else, but he needed Reya to understand. “I was too focused on her—on her company, her beauty, my feelings towards her, her happiness. I would have noticed the assassin charging his weapon half a minute sooner if not for my inability to block her out. I nearly got her killed by those razor-spikes, and it’s all I can think about now. If I can’t protect her properly when I’ve got my Talents out, and I can’t protect her properly when they’re in, what good am I?” 
 
    Reya looked like she was venturing into new territory when she suggested, “Maybe you should tell her how you feel. It would address the elephant in the room and clear out one of your mental demons, as you say.” 
 
    Topher chuckled humorlessly and said, “It wouldn’t change anything. She will still marry Darius Hamish, and she will still be the Vicereine, and my boss. The only thing it will do is make her uncomfortable and further drive a wedge between us.” 
 
    “But if it helps you move past your feelings and become better at protecting her—” 
 
    “So I should trade my discomfort for hers? No,” he sighed. “I will never do that to her.” 
 
    Reya frowned and said, “Then talk to your mother. You can’t tell me there’s a good reason for not going to work out why the hell she’s been secretly acting against you for a decade. If you insist on being an idiot about Jessamine—who I personally think is crazy about you—then you should at least tackle the other skeletons in your closet.” 
 
    Topher had been avoiding his mother ever since he found out she was Hera. He still wanted to punch a wall whenever he thought about spending ten years searching for the leader of the resistance when all he had to do was stop by his childhood home. 
 
    “I don’t want to see her. She’s made her feelings about me perfectly clear.” 
 
    “Nothing about you or your mother is ‘perfectly clear’,” Reya snorted in amusement. “You are two of the most opaque, aloof, enigmatic human beings I’ve ever met. Go talk to the woman or I’ll start calling you a coward again.” 
 
    “Don’t,” he warned her. 
 
    “I figured it would get to you,” she smirked. “It doesn’t matter if you want to see her. You just told me you have too much shit in your head to do your job properly, and you swore to Roald you would protect his daughter to the best of your abilities. So, do it for her, if not for yourself.” 
 
    Damn it, I hate when she’s right. 
 
    “Fine, you’ve moved me sufficiently. I’ll go in the morning.” 
 
    “You’ll be on duty in the morning. Go now.” 
 
    “It’s late. She might be asleep.” 
 
    “You’d love nothing better than to inconvenience her while she’s sleeping. You’re just trying to delay.” 
 
    “Does Gareth actually enjoy spending time with you or is he just in it for the sex?”  
 
    Reya grinned delightedly. 
 
    “Oh definitely the sex, though he likes me more than he cares to admit. I’m thinking of ending things with Mave to be with him.” 
 
    Topher raised his eyebrows in surprise and said, “I feel compelled to tell you that he was out at lunch with another woman recently, and according to him, they slept together afterward.” He would feel bad if she left her serious boyfriend for Gareth, only to learn of this after the fact. 
 
    “The one you told Shellina was his sister?” Reya still looked amused. 
 
    “You heard about that?” 
 
    “I have eyes and ears too, Topher. Here’s the part he doesn’t think I know: the girl with him that day was an escort he paid to make it look like he was screwing around with other women. Dred has been calling him a whipped dog, so he’s been trying to convince the others he’s playing the field to get them off his back about me.” 
 
    “You’re both exhausting,” Topher said bluntly. Reya laughed. 
 
    “It’s been a fun game, but it’s almost time to end the charade and just start dating the man,” she admitted. “Anyway, promise me you won’t wear that disgusting Talent again except in the direst of situations.” 
 
    Topher scowled, wondering why she deserved any such promise from him. He was surprised to discover that her friendship actually meant something to him. 
 
    When did I stop being happy alone? 
 
    “Fine, no Block. Now will you get out of my room so I can get dressed?” 
 
    “I’ve already seen you in your underwear. Does putting clothes back on somehow make you more naked than you are now?” 
 
    “Damn it, get out of my room.” He threw a sock at her. 
 
    Reya grinned and left. 
 
    Topher pulled his clothes back on and vacillated over whether to wear his light armor and what message it would send to his mother if he did. Deciding she would see it as a sign of weakness, he left it behind and went out in plainclothes, borrowing a speeder for the trip to her house. 
 
    Odd that I think of it as her house and not mine, he realized as he merged with traffic. How long has it been since I felt at home there? 
 
    Probably since his father died, though he could barely remember the man now. For all that I loved him, I barely knew him. So many years had passed since he watched his father marching in military parades, waving proudly from the sidelines with his mother beside him. Now he was in a position higher than his father could ever have hoped to achieve, and he had no idea if the man would be proud of him or not. 
 
    It will fall… 
 
    The voice in his head was most unwelcome right now, and Topher reflexively reached for his Block Talent before stopping himself.  
 
    “You’ve been telling me it will fall for months now,” he snapped at the voice in his head, nettled. “Hasn’t the worst already happened? The Viceroy is dead—it’s already fallen, hasn’t it?” 
 
    It will fall…the voice repeated unhelpfully. 
 
    Topher snarled and snapped his pain-blocking Talent into place instead, which made him feel slightly more alert as it relieved his aches and fatigue. 
 
    He banked the speeder outside of his childhood home, landing carefully in the darkness. After a deep breath for clarity, he departed the speeder and used his Level-1 biochip clearance to override the locks on the front door. 
 
    He walked into a living room full of people. His mother was there, along with Maxton Mercuria, Ana Crumb and Risa Vorhees, all of them sitting around a coffee table with maps strewn on top of it. They startled at his sudden arrival, and Risa’s face drained of color. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he addressed his mother, ignoring the others.  
 
    She rose to her feet and pursed her lips in annoyance.  
 
    “You should have called and asked if this was a good time, or at least knocked on the door to announce your arrival,” she scolded him. 
 
    “My time is at a premium these days, and I don’t really care if my arrival is convenient for you,” Topher answered. 
 
    “Small surprise you’ve turned into such an ass,” Risa grumbled, getting to her feet. “You used to actually care about people, but now you’re too important for us.” 
 
    Topher had no patience to spare for Risa right now. She was another of his emotional demons, and after he sorted things out with his mother he would eventually return to speak to her. But not tonight. 
 
    “I have no energy to deal with you right now,” he informed her coolly. “I’m here for a specific purpose.” 
 
    Risa looked like he had slapped her and the others winced. Topher began walking towards his room, assuming his mother would take the hint and follow. She did. 
 
    “That was poorly done,” she said from behind him. “You should have a care for her feelings.” 
 
    “Right now I am so full of my own feelings that I have little to spare for anyone else. I hope to rectify the situation shortly.” 
 
    They entered his room and shut the door behind them. Topher rounded on his mother. 
 
    “Why did you become Hera?” 
 
    They stared at each other in silence for a long moment before she answered. 
 
    “Because of Corithans. And Halstead.” 
 
    Topher raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “You hated seeing me successful so much you staged a decade-long rebellion over it?” 
 
    His mother’s voice was flat when she said, “You consider what you did to be a success?” 
 
    Physically and mentally exhausted, Topher said, “Very much. My strategy at Corithans resulted in minimal loss of life and put an end to that particular conflict. By all military definitions it was a success.” 
 
    “You killed people who were fighting for justice and equality.” 
 
    “I killed people who were attacking and murdering members of the lawful government,” he corrected. “They weren’t protesting peacefully or campaigning for legislative changes; they were using guerilla tactics in an attempt to draw out the military in an extended conflict so they could eventually attempt to overthrow the Viceroy.” 
 
    Hera frowned at this but said, “You think peaceful protest would have affected change?” 
 
    “It depends on how effectively it was managed. I have no idea if it would have worked, since the rebellion never really tried.” 
 
    “And Halstead? Are you proud of your work there as well?” 
 
    “The execution was undoubtedly flawed—Commander Jarlais was a short-sighted fool—but my strategy was sound and effective, yes.” 
 
    “Interesting choice of words…since an execution was exactly what it was.” His mother seemed to be goading him on purpose. 
 
    “I already acknowledged the commander’s shortcomings. In the original plan, I recommended his troops fully infiltrate the city during the night and seize control of all the key businesses by dawn. It would have been a hostage situation, but Ash would have known it was impossible for him to win it, and he would have yielded quickly, with minimal bloodshed.” 
 
    His mother looked disgusted with him, cheeks reddening as she waved an aggravated hand, as though to bat away his words. 
 
    “You don’t know Ash half as well as you think,” she snapped at him. “He would have made a final, desperate fight, and it would have ended in the exact same slaughter.” 
 
    “The consequences would have been on his head then, and not Commander Jarlais’,” Topher said dismissively. 
 
    “I was supposed to be there, Topher.” 
 
    It took him a long time to understand what she was saying, and when he did, his features twisted in confusion. 
 
    “What do you mean? Why were you supposed to be at Halstead with the traitors?” 
 
    His mother’s voice was deathly calm when she said, “Ash was a longtime friend and mentor of mine. He had been trying to recruit me for a year, and I told him I would be there but changed my mind at the last minute. In light of recent events, perhaps you can now understand how it feels to lose a mentor and father figure to the government.” 
 
    Topher felt her words like a knife to the heart.  
 
    “Nothing clever to say to that?” she demanded. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you knew him.” 
 
    “Would it have mattered if you did?” She seemed genuinely curious. “If you had been a part of Jarlais’ squadron and you knew what Ash and his people were to me, would you have still gone there to kill them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Topher answered without hesitation. “While I think Jarlais killed far too many innocent people with his gas attacks, if he was my commanding officer I would have followed his orders. I am a soldier.” 
 
    Something seemed to deflate inside of his mother. Fine lines he had never noticed before creased her face, and her eyes had lost some of their energy. She looked old and sad. 
 
    “I know you are, and I hate you for it.” She paused. “It feels so ugly, to hate my own son—but in some ways I do. Your defenses are logical, but logic does not factor into my feelings.” 
 
    “I understand,” Topher sighed. “Were I in your position, I would probably feel the same, but I can’t be ashamed of the work I have done so far for the government. Roald was like a father to me at a time when I desperately needed one, and Jessamine is—” he had no idea how to explain the importance of the Vicereine with mere words. 
 
    “I know,” his mother said. Topher believed her.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry my work caused the death of someone you cared about. I don’t expect an apology to help anything, but you have it anyway.” 
 
    She acknowledged this with a tilt of the head. 
 
    “I can’t really accept your apology or offer you forgiveness, but I appreciate the sentiment.” 
 
    They stared at each other for another long moment. 
 
    “Is Risa going to be a problem in all of this?” Topher changed the subject. “Jessamine said she was quite bitter during her stay here, and while I can understand her feelings, I am growing quite edgy about people who may pose a threat to Jessamine right now.” 
 
    His mother frowned. 
 
    “Risa is still very hurt over your abrupt absence from her life, especially after she became Gifted and you never spoke to her again. Now Carl is following in your footsteps, and it has stirred up some of her worst fears of betrayal and isolation.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question. Is she going to be a problem for Jessamine?” 
 
    His mother pursed her lips and said, “I’m not sure. I don’t think she would do anything to jeopardize Jessamine’s rule.” 
 
    Topher frowned, not entirely reassured by the answer.  
 
    I’m going to have to clear the air with her sooner, rather than later. 
 
    There weren’t enough hours in the day to do everything he needed. 
 
    “Can we work together for the good of Jessamine’s rule? Or are our differences insurmountable?” he asked his mother sincerely. He had no idea if he would be able to work peacefully with the people who had conspired to murder the Viceroy if they made a similar request of him. 
 
    “We will probably never be close again, but yes, we can work together.” 
 
    Topher nodded. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for Jessamine, and for the future Ash would have wanted for our people if he was still alive to see it.” 
 
    “Then I thank you on the Vicereine’s behalf,” Topher amended, stung by the knowledge that his own mother loathed him. It was perhaps this moment of vulnerability that made him blurt out, “I hear things in my head sometimes.” 
 
    He immediately wished he could take the words back. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she looked confused by the blunt admission. 
 
    “Have your people been trying to hack into my neural network? I’ve been wondering about it for quite a while now, since I occasionally get intrusions into my thoughts by an outside voice. It speaks in fragments and never responds to any question I ask of it. I thought perhaps you were working to attack the Provo-Major from the inside, and I was the unlucky one you targeted first.” 
 
    His mother raised her eyebrows, mildly concerned for him, which was mollifying since it perhaps meant she didn’t completely hate him, but she didn’t answer his question. 
 
    “Is the voice in your head all the time?” 
 
    “No. Only occasionally and without warning. It’s the reason I knew something bad was going to happen on the night of the attack, which drove me to go to Jessamine and prepare to fight.” 
 
    She answered his earlier question. “None of my people are trying to hack the Majors’ neural networks. I hadn’t even considered such a thing was possible until you mentioned it.” 
 
    Great, then I’m just crazy. 
 
    “Our technologists are confident it isn’t, but they are also unaware of the problem I’ve been having.” 
 
    “Does anyone else know about it?” 
 
    “Jessamine, and only recently,” he admitted. 
 
    “Then why did you tell me?” 
 
    Topher frowned and said, “I have no idea. Perhaps because, despite everything, you are my mother, and I would like to think I can trust you.” 
 
    “In future, you should not. I have spent the last ten years avoiding the sound of your name and the very sight of you. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m not sure I can trust myself not to in a moment of pique.” 
 
    Topher swallowed a lump of emotion and said, “Thank you for your candor. I’ll leave you now.” 
 
    He walked out of his bedroom without waiting for her to follow and made his way down the landing and through the living room, ignoring the others and glancing only fleetingly at the papers strewn about the table as he opened and shut the front door behind him.  
 
    He was merging into traffic with his aerial speeder before he realized there were tears in his eyes. 
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    Risa Vorhees 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For eight years Risa had been desperately hoping to see Topher again, if only to clear the air between them and see how he was doing. Now she had seen him twice in the last few weeks, and on both occasions he had treated her like a piece of furniture, not worthy of consideration. 
 
    “I don’t know what I expected,” she told Ana, rubbing her eyes and organizing the sheets of paper they had been poring over in the living room. Though each sheet was labeled ‘detailed Augenspire layout’ along with the floor number, they were depressingly sparse. 
 
    “It’s not your fault he’s being an ass,” Ana assured her.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s got a lot going on right now, with the new Vicereine and everything,” Risa allowed, trying to sound equable and not whiny. 
 
    “That’s no excuse for a lack of common courtesy.” Ana scowled on her behalf, folding her arms across her chest. “Well, I doubt Hera will be in much of a mood to continue tonight’s meeting.” She got to her feet and brushed off her clothing.  
 
    “You two are leaving already?” Maxton’s face fell at the prospect, though he helped them gather their things.  
 
    “I don’t think we’ll accomplish much more tonight,” Risa sighed. “I know Hera’s not going to be great company after dealing with Topher, but it’s not too long until curfew so we’d better be going.” 
 
    Ana raised an eyebrow and said, “Jessamine cancelled curfew, remember?” 
 
    Risa winced. It was hard to unlearn years of conditioning that told her if she wasn’t back in the Academy before eleven o’clock she would be punished by the Provo. Tonight she had actually been looking forward to using curfew as an excuse to go home and spend some time alone with her thoughts; Topher’s brief visit had left her in low spirits. 
 
    “Oh, yes…of course. I suppose we can stay a bit longer, then.” 
 
    Something in her voice must have signaled her lack of enthusiasm, because Ana narrowed her eyes shrewdly and said, “Actually, Max, I wanted to check out your progress in the garden and see if the beans are still hanging in there. Risa, if you want to head home I can catch up with you later?” 
 
    Risa exhaled in relief, thankful for the excuse to be alone. 
 
    “Hey now,” Max interjected, defensive. “I haven’t killed a plant in weeks now.” 
 
    Ana twirled her index finger in a lazy circle and said, “Yippee,” the good-natured sarcasm evident in her tone. 
 
    “In that case, I think I will head back. You can tell me if the beans survived tomorrow.” Risa excused herself, stepping out of the front door and shutting it behind her. 
 
    Darkness had already fallen, despite the earliness of the hour, and Risa glanced around reflexively to gauge her surroundings and determine if anyone was outside with her. 
 
    The sounds of a party in a backyard nearby were barely audible, but she didn’t encounter another human being until she had left the neighborhood entirely and approached a main thoroughfare in search of a bus stop. 
 
    The bus was pulling away from the stop as she approached, and with a frantic wave she managed to get the driver to acknowledge her and stop, opening the doors for her with a disgruntled look on his face.  
 
    “Thank you,” she greeted the man, stepping onto the bus and scanning her biochip.  
 
    He spared her emblem a glance and muttered something too low for her to hear, and Risa took a seat in the first vacant spot she could find, keeping an eye on the road as the bus pulled away again. This bus wouldn’t go directly to the Academy, but it would get her close enough to walk the rest of the way if she got off at the right stop. 
 
    Downtown ground traffic slowed them considerably, as the clubs and bars along this street were among the most popular in Silveria and did a booming business at this time of night. Risa grabbed the metal pole near her seat and braced herself for the jerky starting and stopping of the bus, which seemed to happen every ten seconds or so. 
 
    I’ll be lucky to get home by midnight at this rate, she thought ruefully, idly fingering her emblem. 
 
    She stared out the window and watched the passerby, wondering what it would be like to be one of them. If she had never been Gifted, her whole life would be different. She could be like that group of girls over there, walking arm-in-arm along the sidewalk in high-heels, stumbling drunkenly and laughing raucously about it as they weaved unsteadily.  
 
    Two men stood kissing under a streetlight the next time they stopped, one in jeans and a T-shirt, with bright white hair coiled in a knot behind his head and the other wearing a three-piece suit and glasses.  
 
    A sandwich stand was set up outside of a club further down the road, wisely calling out to the people exiting the club and tempting them with the promise of good food. 
 
    Risa let her thoughts drift aimlessly, wondering at the lives of all the people she passed and nearly causing her to miss her stop when it finally came. 
 
    “Wait!” She jumped to her feet, running to the front of the bus and apologizing to the driver as he opened his doors once more for her to depart. 
 
    The further she moved away from the bustle of downtown nightlife, the fewer lights dotted the roads leading to the Academy. While not afraid of the dark, she started to get nervous at being alone in it, as the streets rapidly emptied and became alleys the further she walked. 
 
    Little noises began to startle her, and she kept her ears strained for any signs of pursuit—a reflex of being a Gifted alone at night. They all seemed to know someone who had been accosted by a group of intoxicated, bored people who felt low and wanted to make someone else feel even lower. Since society had been taught to treat them like freaks for the last several hundred years, it was going to take Jessamine a long time to fix that reflex. 
 
    Hopefully she can stay alive long enough to try. 
 
    A crunch of gravel behind her drew her attention, and Risa flinched and looked behind her, squinting in the semidarkness. There was nothing there but an empty alley, and she mentally chided herself for being silly and set out again. She hadn’t been walking for thirty seconds before she heard it again, closer this time.  
 
    She whirled around again. Nothing.  
 
    Concerned now, she picked up her pace, turning sharply off of the road and crossing over a grassy hill that would get her to the Academy quicker, though it was slick with dew. As she struggled to avoid slipping, she glanced behind her and saw a large figure in the shadows hurrying after her. 
 
    There were no lights on the hill, as it wasn’t meant to be used as a thoroughfare, but Risa thought the figure looked huge, like a body-builder of some sort. 
 
    Or someone in armor… 
 
    The thought sent a thrill of fear through her and she took off running, slipping in the grass on the steep downward slope and landing hard on her back, sliding out of control. Wet grass and mud raked up the back of her clothing unpleasantly, and she frantically looked behind her for her pursuer but could no longer see them.  
 
    For a moment she thought she was safe, sliding to a stop as the hill leveled out and jumping back to her feet, adjusting her clothing and looking in all directions.  
 
    She had no idea what made her think to look up at the last minute, but she saw something huge and dark hurtling towards her in the air and panicked, clutching her emblem and activating her Gift. 
 
    Between one blink and the next she switched place with her attacker, which unfortunately meant she was flying through the air towards the place she used to be standing. Since she lacked technology to keep her airborne, she rapidly fell back to the ground, landing on her feet and tripping, using the momentum to roll back to her feet and keep running while her assailant tried to recover from the change in orientation. 
 
    She heard something heavy behind her and sprinted frantically into the Academy, where the lighting became better and it would be harder to drag her off without anyone noticing. Squinting into the distance she could see the silhouettes of three people in the distance, and she activated her Gift again, rapidly switching places with one of them. 
 
    “Hey!” One of the men she had burst into the group with called out in surprise, but she continued running, legs burning but determined not to stop until she reached the safety of her dormitory. 
 
    Although, if a Major is targeting me, nowhere is really safe… 
 
    Risa had no idea if someone was coming after her specifically, or if she just happened to be in the area when they were hunting. She didn’t stop running until she had burst into the lobby of her dormitory, showing her emblem to security as she hurried past them, taking the elevator to her room. 
 
    In her room, she took the time to catch her breath and compose herself, glancing in the mirror. Her face was white with fear; even her lips were pale. Her orange-red hair was plastered with mud in the back, as were her clothes, and she began tugging them off of her, only belatedly thinking to call someone. 
 
    She was halfway through dialing Ana’s comm when she remembered her friend was likely still at Hera’s with Maxton and wouldn’t be able to get to her quickly, even if  she wanted to.  
 
    Who else can I call? 
 
    As soon as she had the thought, she knew the answer. Grimacing, and wondering if it was the right thing to do, she pulled up Carl’s number instead. 
 
    It rang twice before the blank display was replaced with the face of a tired-looking Carl. 
 
    “Risa,” he blinked once. “This is a surp—what happened to your hair?” he tilted his head as though trying to turn the display to see her better. 
 
    “Can you come over? Now?” she blurted out. Something in her expression must have been worrying, because Carl simply said, “On my way,” and ended the call. 
 
    Risa paced the room to vent her fear, glancing out the window every few seconds and frowning ruefully at the flimsy locks on it.  
 
    At least the window has locks. If anyone wants to get at me, they just have to come in through the main door. 
 
    She wondered when Jessamine would get around to allowing them door locks and whether it would be before or after Risa got murdered. 
 
    Don’t be silly, she chided herself. No one is trying to murder you. 
 
    She blinked and forced herself to change clothing, doing her best to wipe the water and mud off of her skin with a nearby towel and hoping Carl wouldn’t barge in while she was semi-nude. 
 
    Thankfully, Carl knocked before entering, and Risa was dressed in an oversized shirt and shorts by then.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked without preamble, looking around the room for threats with his hand on his emblem. 
 
    “I’m fine—I think,” Risa amended, teeth chattering as she sat on the edge of her bed, pulling a blanket around her. “I’m probably overreacting anyway.” 
 
    “To what?” Carl asked, expression still serious. For a moment, Risa could see him as a soldier, calm and poised and in control of the situation. She hated the small part of her that acknowledged it was a good fit for him. 
 
    “I was walking home from my cousin’s house and I noticed someone following me. I couldn’t see who it was, thanks to the crappy lighting in the in-between, but it’s got me really freaked out.” 
 
    “Are you sure they were following you?” Carl seemed to realize he’d phrased his question poorly because he added, “I’m not trying to cast doubt on your ability to judge a situation. I’m just trying to gather information.” 
 
    Risa nodded. 
 
    “I thought maybe I was being paranoid, but every time I looked back there was no one behind me. So I left the road entirely and tried going down the hill instead.” 
 
    “Yikes, that explains all the mud.” Carl gestured at the pile of dirty clothes in her hamper. “The hill is a nightmare to navigate even in broad daylight.” 
 
     Risa chuckled darkly. 
 
    “I looked back and he—well, I don’t know if it was man for sure—was running after me. Of course, the lighting on the hill is almost nonexistent so I couldn’t make out anything except that they were either massive or wearing armor.” 
 
    “Armor?” Carl grimaced, understanding the implication immediately. 
 
    “Like I said, it was dark, so it’s hard to be sure.” 
 
    “Did they continue pursuing you?” 
 
    Risa clasped her hands together to warm them, nodding.  
 
    “They were behind me on the hill, and then I slipped and fell down most of it. When I got to the bottom I didn’t see them anymore, but something felt off so I looked up—I have no idea why—and I saw them flying towards me.” 
 
    “Flying?” Carl looked truly alarmed now, his expression grim. 
 
    “Well, they were sailing through the air towards me. I obviously can’t tell if they were truly flying or if they maybe ran and jumped or something.” She had no idea why she was trying to talk herself out of it being a Provo-Major, except that the prospect was so horrifying. 
 
    “How did you escape?” 
 
    “I panicked and switched places with them, which I think threw them off, and I took off running until I saw another group of people and swapped with one of them.” She slapped a hand to her mouth in horror. 
 
    “Oh my God. I didn’t even think—what if it was just a Major bent on tormenting a Gifted, and I swapped out with another Gifted without even thinking about it in my desperation to escape. What if I just traded myself for another innocent person?” 
 
    Carl moved to sit in front of her, though he made no effort to touch her, perhaps thinking it would be unwelcome. Risa couldn’t make up her mind on whether she wanted him to hold her hand or not right now. 
 
    “You panicked and did what you could to survive. Anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    “But if something happens to the other Gifted—” 
 
    “Then it will be the fault of whatever Major decided to chase you all down, and not you,” Carl assured her. “Do you have a reason to believe you were being targeted specifically, or do you think it’s random?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything I’ve done that would call attention to myself,” she answered, narrowing her eyebrows in concentration. “If they are after me though, nowhere is safe. All they have to do is walk through that flimsy door,” she pointed to it, “and they’ve got me. No one will even stop them as they drag me away screaming.” 
 
    Carl’s gaze was intense with worry as he turned his thoughts inward. After a moment he said, “Any chance it was Major Topher and he just wanted to talk to you? Or maybe one of the others who are on Jessamine’s side?” 
 
    Risa shrugged hopelessly and said, “If it was, why would they bother sneaking up behind me instead of just calling out to me and letting me know who they were?” 
 
    Carl exhaled heavily through his nose, and the silence hung between them for another long moment before he said, “I know you don’t love my career choice, Risa, but I swear to you I will do everything I can to figure out who the traitors are and why they might have gone after you tonight. It can’t be Jessamine’s allies stalking Gifted in the night, so for right now, our enemies and her enemies are one and the same.” 
 
    Risa frowned thoughtfully and said, “I know—and I know I haven’t been great about your new position. I just…it’s hard. It’s taking me time to sort through my feelings about it, and I still haven’t entirely figured them out yet. I don’t want the Augenspire to devour you the way it did Topher, and I certainly don’t want you to die trying to root out terrorists.” 
 
    Carl smiled sadly and said, “I understand. When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be ready to listen. In the meantime, let’s put it aside and just get through the night. Do you want me to stay?” 
 
    Risa blinked twice as she considered his offer. With no curfew, he was actually allowed to be out of his dormitory all night if he chose to be, as long as he maintained his official residence in the Academy. 
 
    “I…would appreciate it, yes.” 
 
    Carl nodded curtly and settled into an armchair by the door. 
 
    “I’m not sure what good it’ll do, if a Provo-Major busts in here in their heavy armor intent on killing us.” 
 
    Carl shrugged and said, “I’m not sure, but let’s not forget why they went to all the trouble of making us second-class citizens and stripping away our rights.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    Carl smiled now and said, “Because they fear us. If one of them busts in here, let’s give them something to be afraid of.” 
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    Jessamine Elaria 
 
    


  
 
    A half-eaten meal grew cold on the coffee table while Jessamine read through her schedule for the next day. 
 
    “You really should eat,” Hanna reminded her, not for the first time. “A body needs food to run, or it’ll waste away.” 
 
    Jessamine’s assistant was perched on the couch amid a pile of pillows and blankets while she herself sat on the floor, resting on bent legs to pore over the papers on the table. Hanna had assured her she didn’t need to be coddled over something as minor as a near-fatal stabbing, but Jessamine insisted on her assistant taking the more comfortable seating until she fully recovered. 
 
    “I’ll eat later,” Jessamine said airily, frowning down at a line item that caught her eye. “Why is there an hour-long appointment booked for Darius on here?” 
 
    “You say you’ll eat later every time I ask. It’s been days, Jessamine. Starving yourself isn’t going to make you more effective as a leader.” 
 
    The Vicereine scowled and said, “I’m not starving myself, Hanna. I just haven’t been terribly hungry as of late, and there’s so much work to do that I never seem to have time for eating anyway. Now tell me why my husband-in-waiting has booked my time for an hour tomorrow.” 
 
    Hanna looked like she wanted to press the issue of food, but ultimately decided against it. 
 
    “He says he hasn’t spoken more than ten words to you in the last week, and was displeased at the lack of time you two have had to…” Hanna paused, biting her lip to stifle a laugh, “…connect.” 
 
    Jessamine’s scowl deepened. Does Darius really think his desire to form a romantic bond with me takes precedence over the work I’m trying to do? 
 
    Hanna added, “He seems to be having a hard time of things here, with you and Shellina both closeted up in meetings and other obligations, and him left to his own devices.” 
 
    At the limit of her patience, Jessamine stood up and snapped, “Oh, well by all means let me drop everything because Darius is lonely.” She paced the room to vent her frustration. “The General Assembly wants funding for an overhaul of the western bridges, Rolf is on my back for money to replace a quarter of the outdated sky fleet, Andrea needs my approval for the redistricting of fifty-thousand ground troops, I have to meet about a hundred more bankers, businessmen and guild leaders to prevent them from feeling snubbed by the new Vicereine, I have a wedding in six weeks—” 
 
    “Jessamine—” 
 
    Jessamine ignored the interruption. 
 
    “I’m still sorting through my father’s legal documents with his attorney, I need to coordinate auditions for all of the candidates to replace Fox and Parl as Provo-Major, I promised the Gifted I would ram through some more legislation towards giving them their rights back, Topher is barely speaking to me, and—oh yeah—there might still be assassins interwoven throughout the thirty-thousand people who work in this building. But really, I look forward to having Darius explain his suffering to me for an hour tomorrow,” she wound down, breathing heavily. 
 
    Hanna said nothing as Jessamine put her head in her hands, attempting to force back the surge of anger. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hanna,” she said after a long moment of silence. “I’m tired, and scared, and—yes, lonely. I don’t know how I can be surrounded by people all day long and still feel so isolated, but I do.” 
 
    Hanna moved off of the couch with obvious effort, taking care not to pull at her still-healing wounds as she lowered herself to the floor beside Jessamine. 
 
    She took Jessamine’s hand. “You’ve got the hardest job on the entire planet, and it’s taking its toll on you. Maybe it would be good if you delegated some of your work to Darius,” she suggested brightly. “It would give him a way to be involved and feel more useful, and it would lighten your load as well.” 
 
    “That’s—a really good idea.” Jessamine hadn’t really considered the option of giving Darius something to do, and she felt like an idiot for overlooking the possibility. “Hanna, you’re amazing.” 
 
    “How could you think of anything when you’re just trying to keep your head above water?” Hanna smiled at the compliment.  
 
    Giving it some real thought, Jessamine said, “The problem is, he’s not terribly qualified for most of my work. It would have to be something on the business side…something not terribly important, in case he does it poorly.” 
 
    “What about the meetings with the bankers and guild leaders?” Hanna offered. “By tradition, the new Viceregal has a meeting with each of them, but there’s nothing in the rulebook that says you have to attend them all in person. In fact, your father only went to a few dozen of his meetings and sent your mother or members of the General Assembly to the rest on his behalf.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded and reached for a half-eaten roll on her plate, taking an absent-minded bite. Hanna smiled even wider. 
 
    “You’re right. Darius will feel comfortable at those meetings, since he’ll know most of the big players through his shipping company and social connections. It would get him out and about in Silveria, and give him something useful to do for me.” She took another decisive bite of her roll, exhaling a breath of relief at freeing up about a hundred hours from her schedule. “Yes, that’s an excellent idea.” 
 
    “You could ask Major Topher to coordinate the tryouts for the vacant Major positions. He’s certainly qualified to do so, though you’ll need to give the final interviews and approvals before anyone is confirmed,” Hanna suggested. 
 
    Jessamine’s flicker of energy abandoned her as abruptly as it came. 
 
    “Topher is extremely busy with the mountain of work I’ve recently assigned him. And he’s made it perfectly clear that I’ve burned my bridges with him since becoming Vicereine, and he doesn’t seem eager to mend them.” 
 
    Saying it out loud made her want to cry. She took another bite of roll instead, chewing and swallowing it painfully to give herself something to do. 
 
    “I don’t deny he’s been a little distant recently,” Hanna admitted. “But maybe he’s just reacting to the stress of his job in his own way.” 
 
    “He tried to comfort me after I learned of my father’s death and I pushed him away,” Jessamine confessed. “I didn’t mean for it to happen that way—I just wanted him to stop worrying over me in public, but I think he took it as a request to stop caring about me at all.” 
 
    “Well then, go clear up the misunderstanding.” 
 
    Jessamine shook her head. “I’ve been trying to for weeks, but he declines every offer. I feel him slipping away. Sometimes I wonder if he thinks less of me because—” she paused here, almost slipping and giving away her secret. 
 
    “Because of what?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Jessamine paused here and searched her friend’s face. Weary of lies and deception, she wondered if Hanna would turn against her or if her own judgment was sound. 
 
    “I’m Gifted, Hanna,” she said quietly. “No one ever knew but my father, and Topher found out on the night of the attack. Now you know, too.” 
 
    “Well, now, there’s a thing to know,” Hanna blinked as she absorbed this new information. “But you can’t think Topher holds that against you?”  
 
    Expecting a much stronger—and more negative—reaction than this, Jessamine could feel the knot of tension in her chest loosen.  
 
    “Why not? Don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course not. There’s nothing wrong with being Gifted—isn’t that what you’ve been telling everyone for years? We’re all people, and we’re all worth the same.” 
 
    Jessamine gave her a small smile and said, “Glad to hear you’ve been listening to my speeches.” Then, more seriously, “I don’t know how Topher feels about it, though. You know a lot of the Majors have a more archaic view of the Gifted, especially since their traditional role has been to wage war against them. And Topher and I never really had a chance to talk about it after he found out, since we were fleeing the Augenspire at the time.” 
 
    “Just talk to him and clear up the misunderstanding.” 
 
    “How do you propose I get him alone if he refuses to speak to me?” 
 
    Hanna pursed her lips and said, “You’re his boss. Insist that he speak with you.” 
 
    “I don’t like to use my power to force people to talk to me against their will.” 
 
    “You do things you don’t like all the time. You’re just afraid of what you might say to each other when you do talk, and you’re letting your fear paralyze you.” 
 
    The words hit their mark, and Jessamine opened her mouth to acknowledge the truth in them just as someone knocked on the door. 
 
    They exchanged identical looks of surprise at the intrusion. 
 
    “Are you expecting visitors?” Hanna whispered. 
 
    “No.” Jessamine rose to her feet and withdrew a knife from the sheath on her belt, but before she could approach the door it beeped and opened from the outside. 
 
    “Hi Jessa, is this a good—dear God,” Shellina stopped in her tracks, alarmed. “Are you going to stab me?” 
 
    Jessamine exhaled in relief and returned the knife to her belt. 
 
    “Just being careful. Come in.” Jessamine waved her over and resumed her seat around the coffee table. “You should warn me next time you plan on visiting, though; I’m still a little jumpy about people accessing my rooms at night.” 
 
    “Oh—right, of course!” Shellina blushed, embarrassed at the oversight. “I’m sorry…I didn’t even think about it.” 
 
    “It’s fine. What brings you to see me at this time of night?” 
 
    Shellina looked awkwardly at Hanna and then moved to sit on the couch, perhaps wondering if Jessamine was going to send her assistant away. As far as Jessamine was concerned, Hanna had more than earned her trust and could remain if she chose to. 
 
    “Wedding details, actually. The big day will be here sooner than you think, and there are a few things I need to get your approval on as soon as possible.” 
 
    Jessamine hated thinking about her wedding and wished she could just ignore it entirely until the day passed her by, but she sighed and forced herself to be attentive. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got the venue booked and the catering contracts lined up—should I give you a list of them all to review?” 
 
    “No, I trust your judgment with the food and drinks,” Jessamine assured her sister, thinking there could be no greater hell than being forced to sift through dozens of menus to pick out food she probably wouldn’t eat three bites of anyway. 
 
    Shellina beamed at this sign of faith and said, “Great. Well there’s still the issue of invites, and I know we reviewed them earlier but I need to know for certain how many total people you want to allow in. I’ve already drafted them up for all of our personal acquaintances, a percentage of the staff, and key business leaders around the world, but I assume you also want to allow the public in…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jessamine confirmed. “As far as I’m concerned, you can invite everyone in the city.” 
 
    Shellina frowned and said, “We can’t get millions of people into the Laurel, you know. Maybe ten thousand, if we push it and utilize the outdoor gardens as well.” 
 
    “The Laurel sits on a fair bit of land, given its location. Set up an outdoor and indoor party,” Hanna suggested. 
 
    Shellina looked at her like she was insane. 
 
    “The Laurel may have some land, but it is near downtown and impossible to restrict access to. People will be crowding into the streets and blocking traffic for miles in all directions.” 
 
    “Then block the streets off,” Jessamine shrugged, knowing what a massive undertaking it would be for Shellina to coordinate, but unwilling to be moved. “I don’t want this to be another elitist social gathering that excludes most of the working class and the Gifted. Make it an open invitation and plan to section off streets accordingly.” 
 
    Shellina grimaced and said, “You realize the security nightmare you’re planning, don’t you? If everyone in the city suddenly has access to you when your Majors are supposed to be off duty—” 
 
    “I agree, Vicereine,” Hanna interjected before Jessamine could respond, surprising everyone in the room. Hanna rarely agreed with Shellina on anything. “I know you want to be inclusive, but we must consider your safety.” 
 
    Shellina nodded curtly in approval, and Jessamine narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. 
 
    “Fine, then make the outdoor portion open to anyone but entry to the Laurel by invitation only—you can color-code the two differently or something.” She waved a hand at this minor detail. “We’ll post security at all the entrances to make sure no one unauthorized gets in, and set up monitors outside to show the ceremony itself.” 
 
    “I guess that would be okay,” Shellina allowed. “I would just need to know if there is anyone in particular to include on the elite invite list—anyone I wouldn’t think to include on my own.” 
 
    Jessamine began counting off on her fingers. “Anyone working above level two-fifty of this building, anyone Rolf or Skye want to reward particularly from their troops, top-ranking Minors, leaders of large financial institutions or businesses around the world—but especially in Silveria…” 
 
    “All planned for,” Shellina smiled brightly. 
 
    “Give away a hundred or so invites to the general public, through media stations or non-profit organizations to raffle off.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s a good—” 
 
    “And reserve some invites for the Academy,” Jessamine concluded. 
 
    “The—the Gifted?” Shellina looked scandalized. “Jessa, you can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Why not?” the Vicereine asked in her flattest tone. 
 
    Her sister looked to Hanna for support, saw nothing there, and continued on alone. 
 
    “Jessa, I know you want to reintegrate them into society—I don’t agree with it, mind you, but I understand your goals and support you in them. But they’re dangerous, like wild animals.” 
 
    “They’re people,” Jessamine frowned at her sister, wondering whether Shellina would think she was a wild animal if her sister knew the truth. 
 
    “They have freakish powers no human should have,” Shellina corrected her. “They went to war against our great-grandfather—and yes, I know he forced their hand, but they still killed a lot of soldiers before they were contained—and they’ve been rebelling against our family ever since. We still don’t know if they were behind the razor-spike attack on you—” 
 
    “I’m pretty confident Fox and Parl were behind the razor-spikes,” Jessamine said bluntly, wondering, as always, whether any of the other Majors or Minors colluded with them. She was still having her Minors investigated as quickly as possible, but it would take years to get through them all at this pace. 
 
    “But no one is supposed to be armed in your presence at the wedding, except for your security,” Shellina pointed out, looking strangely victorious. 
 
    “So?” Jessamine asked, failing to see the issue. 
 
    “The Gifted wouldn’t be allowed to wear their emblems into the Laurel while you’re there, but it’s illegal for them to be without their emblems, so it won’t work.” 
 
    Jessamine briefly considered passing a law here and now that the Gifted no longer had to publicly display or wear their emblems, but she would probably be murdered this very night if she made such a big step.  
 
    One day, she promised herself. 
 
    “Then we will make it known to our security team that Gifted will be permitted to wear their emblems in the Laurel for this special event. As a compromise—” she added, before Shellina could protest, “—we will screen the Gifted we extend invites to, to only include those who have had a clean Academy record and have never been accused or convicted of criminal activity. If they’ve kept a clean record for all these years, then they are better than half the general populace and deserve to be rewarded for it.” 
 
    Shellina frowned at this but didn’t seem able to come up with a good counter-argument. Jessamine didn’t doubt she would get to it sooner or later, but she was determined to control at least this one aspect of her own wedding.  
 
    That reminds me, she realized abruptly. I need to clear Maxton’s criminal record and explain that Fox had him falsely imprisoned. She mentally vowed to see to it tomorrow. After all Max had been through, it was the least she could do for him. 
 
    “Alright, fine.” Shellina scowled, before brightening suddenly. “I was thinking for your dress, something golden and high-necked to cover your scars. I’ve got some sketches for you to review.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed of my scars,” Jessamine pointed out. “And I was thinking something purple, not gold.” 
 
    “Purple?” Shellina asked dumbly, as though she’d never heard of the color before. More likely, she was just shocked at her sister having an aesthetic opinion on something. “Please tell me you don’t mean something dark and gloomy.” 
 
    “I was thinking of a vibrant, mid-level purple. Something in silk, maybe.” 
 
    Shellina made a contemplative face and finally said, “It could work. It would make your skin look paler, but you like being pale, and the red in it would highlight your hair, though most people don’t do purple and red together. I still think you should cover your back.” 
 
    “I’m thinking the opposite.” Jessamine smiled benignly. “I earned those scars, and I intend to show them off, and I don’t care what ‘most people’ would do. Find me something backless but tasteful.” 
 
    Shellina looked like she was going to burst a blood vessel in her head, but she wisely knew when the fight was lost and simply made a few notes for herself. 
 
    “Anything else?” Jessamine asked, tired. 
 
    “Not really…oh, there is one more thing.” Shellina fidgeted, biting her lip to contain her enthusiasm. Jessamine wondered what could have her sister so excited. “Do you have any special role planned for Topher in your wedding?” 
 
    Completely thrown by the question, Jessamine’s mouth dropped open dumbly and she said, “What?” Beside her, Hanna tensed slightly. 
 
    “You weren’t going to have him stand in for Father and walk with you, were you?” 
 
    Jessamine hadn’t even considered the possibility of such a thing, and was aghast at the idea of him having some part in a ceremony that was going to make her miserable. She would have bad feelings about it for the rest of her life, whether he asked for the role or not. 
 
    “Lord, no. I will walk down the aisle alone,” she said with absolute certainty. 
 
    “All alone?” Shellina looked surprised. “I mean, I know both our parents are gone so they can’t be with you, but I thought you would bring in substitutes to replace them. Leaders Skye and Rolf could escort you, if you want to send a message of united military strength and all of that.” 
 
    It was actually a good idea, depending on the message she wanted to send to her people. A lot could be read into who she chose to stand beside her as she walked towards her fate.  
 
    “Mother and Father are irreplaceable, and I would rather walk alone than attempt to fill their shoes.” 
 
    “Darius will have his parents with him—” 
 
    “I don’t mind the asymmetry. Besides, I am the Vicereine. I’m used to standing on my own.” 
 
    Shellina raised her eyebrows at this, faintly impressed. 
 
    “Alright then, I’ll make sure Darius knows.” 
 
    “Why did you ask about Major Topher, anyway?” Hanna pressed, darting a quick look at Jessamine. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Shellina brightened again. “I asked him to be my date for the event, and he said yes. I wanted to make sure you didn’t have any other plans for him, since I’ll be sitting right behind the officiant and it’ll be pretty obvious if the seat beside me is empty. He thought you didn’t have plans for him, but I wanted to make absolutely sure.” 
 
    She was beginning to ramble, but Jessamine hadn’t heard anything after the first part. It felt like a block of lead was sinking into her stomach and weighing her down, threatening to pull her straight through the floor and into the earth itself. 
 
    Topher is escorting Shellina to my wedding? 
 
    “Did you order him to go with you?” Jessamine blurted out in the middle of whatever her sister was saying. Hanna winced as Shellina looked shocked. 
 
    “Of course not—what a mean question!” Shellina pursed her lips. “I’ll have you know that I can get men too, even without being the ruler of a planet.” 
 
    Jessamine felt like she’d been slapped in the face. 
 
    “I—you’re right, that was rude. I didn’t mean it to sound the way it did, I was just surprised. Topher doesn’t seem like the type to enjoy these events.” 
 
    Shellina softened at this and said, “Well, I asked him and he said he would come with me, so maybe he’s looking forward to a night of festivities after all.” 
 
    Jessamine didn’t know what she had been expecting. Topher would have been a required attendee at the ceremony anyway, as a member of the Provo-Major. Why wouldn’t he escort someone and enjoy an evening off of work while he could? 
 
    She had been quiet too long. Shellina looked uncomfortable when she said, “There was a time when I thought you might be fond of him…” At the look on Jessamine’s face she added, “I mean, obviously you’re not, and you’re marrying Darius and all. I just wanted to make sure…I mean…you’re okay with me going with Topher, aren’t you? There’s nothing going on between you two I should know about?” 
 
    Jessamine felt like she was standing at the end of a very long tunnel, almost removed from her body when she said, “No, there’s nothing going on between us. I’m glad he’s taking you.” 
 
    Shellina smiled in genuine relief and said, “Good, because I’ve always really liked him, and between you and me, I’m kind of hoping all this time we’re spending together in tutoring will make him like me, too. I asked Father, once, if he would object to me marrying a Major someday, and he had no problems with it.” 
 
    The thought of her sister marrying the man Jessamine loved made her want to vomit. And cry.  
 
    Hanna, blessedly, took the opportunity to stand up and say, “I think I’m ready to go to bed, and so should you. Vicerina, could I trouble you to help me back to my room to make sure I don’t reopen any of my wounds?” 
 
    Shellina looked slightly stunned by the abrupt end of the conversation, but rose to her feet obligingly and said, “Of course. You can lean on me if you need to.” She offered her arm. 
 
    Jessamine couldn’t begin to voice the gratitude she felt at having someone drag her sister off so she could be miserable by herself, and said only, “Yes, I’ll go to bed directly. Thank you both for your help, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    When they’d been gone for a few minutes, Jessamine opened the door and followed, walking briskly to the elevator without giving it a second thought. She passed two members of the cleaning crew in the sitting room but ignored them, summoning the elevator and palming the button for level two-fifty. 
 
    She felt strangely detached from her body, as though someone else impelled her forward. At first she had no idea why she had hit the button for two-fifty when she had been planning to go to Topher, but when she stepped out of the elevator into the foyer of the medical bay, she suddenly had a plan. 
 
    This is a bad idea. 
 
    She walked purposefully to the receptionist, who sprang to his feet in alarm and saluted her with a hasty, “Excellency!” 
 
    Ignoring the man’s discomfort, Jessamine said, “I need to speak with Dr. Kessel.” 
 
    The receptionist processed this with a blink and said, “He’s off shift right now, so it will take him a minute to get here.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Send him to room one when he arrives.”  
 
    Jessamine didn’t wait for a response, walking purposefully to the locked door and using her biochip access to open it. The door hissed shut behind her as she stepped into the room and contemplated the sight of Parl lying in bed. He was cuffed to the rails, and though his eyes opened and widened at the sight of her, the Dark Talents prevented him from crying out or struggling against his restraints. 
 
    “I take it you aren’t happy to see me.” Jessamine approached slowly, until she loomed over him, viciously satisfied by the sight of him helpless and pinned down. “You may have killed my father—who was a better man than you will ever be—but Fox missed me.” She glared down at him, anger radiating from her like a dark miasma. 
 
    Parl, of course, said nothing. With the Dark Talents in place, he couldn’t do much more than grunt and flail weakly. It felt indecent, witnessing the lack of animation in his face and knowing it was her that kept him chained within his own body. She stamped out a brief flare of pity at the thought of her father bleeding to death in his rooms at his hand. 
 
    Parl let out a low moan and rolled his eyes towards the door with obvious effort when it hissed open to admit Dr. Kessel, the head of the department. The Chief Physician was still pulling on his lab coat and smoothing his hair into place, having apparently been relaxing in his room when he was summoned. Despite the lateness of the hour, his grey eyes were keen and alert. Taking in the scene at a glance, he said, “Vicereine. How can I help you?” 
 
    Jessamine pursed her lips and said, “Is Parl recovering?” 
 
    There must have been something dark and forbidding in her voice, because Kessel folded his arms across his chest and said, “Slowly, but yes. He is stable but not completely beyond the possibility of unforeseen complications.” 
 
    He knows what I’m getting at. 
 
    “So no one would be terribly surprised if he took a turn for the worse during the night and died?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who else has been attending to him in here, and do they know anything about the Talents he wears?” 
 
    Dr. Kessel moved to stand beside her, staring down at Parl without emotion. 
 
    “Four members of my staff have been overseeing his care since his arrival. They have inquired about the Talents but were told they are for pain relief and to calm his thoughts and I instructed them not to remove them.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned down at Parl, making up her mind on the spot. 
 
    “I need to transport him to two-eighty-one for interrogation, and I don’t particularly want any of his friends to know about it.” 
 
    Dr. Kessel nodded curtly. 
 
    “It can be arranged. In a few hours I can cause him to appear deceased, and if you determine there is no need for an autopsy, he can be bagged and transported to two-eighty-one.” 
 
    Parl was drooling and rolling his eyes around wildly. From what little she had read about the Dark Talents recently, she knew he was able to understand and process their words, despite the inability to control his body. Jessamine spared him a glance before turning back to the Chief Physician. 
 
    “Do it. I am determined to root out any more traitors in this building. My father’s death will not be in vain.” 
 
    Dr. Kessel nodded and said, “I served the Viceroy for fifteen years. I hope to serve you even longer.” 
 
    The Viceroy had made it clear long ago that Jessamine could trust Kessel with anything. Her father had earned the doctor’s loyalty many years ago, and had involved him in many secrets, even those he wouldn’t share with his own Majors. Jessamine was glad she could count on him now. 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor.” She shook his hand firmly, looking him in the eye. “It’s time to bring the fight to my enemies.” 
 
    “Give them hell, Excellency.” He saluted her as she left. 
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    It wasn’t until she was standing right outside of Topher’s room that she stopped to think about what she would actually say to him when he answered. Her thoughts were a frustrating jumble, and in the end she sighed and knocked on the door with no plan in mind. 
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    Jessamine mentally counted to ten, listening for signs of movement within the room but hearing nothing.  
 
    Is he ignoring me or already asleep? 
 
    She glanced at her watch. It was late, but not unreasonably so. She knocked again. 
 
    Still no sound from inside the room. Paranoia told Jessamine he was avoiding her, but reason soon caught up to her. How would he even know she was the one standing on the other side of the door without answering it, when she herself hadn’t planned to come here until a few minutes ago? 
 
    The man did almost sleep through my violent murder. 
 
    She turned away, resolving to try again tomorrow and trying to convince herself it was for the best since she didn’t have her thoughts together right now anyway. She was still pulsing with a combination of revulsion and anger from her visit to Parl and her plans for him.  
 
    Jessamine only made it halfway down the hall before a door ahead of her opened and Major Gareth leaned out. 
 
    “Vicereine,” he greeted her, obviously surprised to see her there. 
 
    “Major Gareth,” she returned tiredly, realizing that in her haste escape her room after Shellina’s visit, she hadn’t donned her light armor. It must seem very odd to see her in the Provo-Major quarters late at night in civilian clothing. She imagined the picture it would paint in Gareth’s mind, and what he probably believed the reason for her visit to be. 
 
    “Is there something I can assist you with?” she asked calmly, wondering whether he was also planning on venturing out in his night things. 
 
    “No, Vicereine. I only opened the door because I heard a knocking sound and was curious about who was visiting at this time of night.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well then, goodnight.” She turned and walked away from him. She was almost to the elevator when Gareth said, “Excellency?” 
 
    Jessamine stopped and looked back at him, wondering why he seemed vaguely uncomfortable and if he was going to dare say something to her about why she was here tonight. 
 
    “If you were looking for Major Topher, he’s out running an errand for Reya right now.” 
 
    Jessamine raised her eyebrows at the oddity of this and said, “What is he doing for Major Reya at this time of night?” 
 
    “Talking to his mother, I think. Reya’s been annoyed with him recently and she says they had it out earlier tonight. He’ll probably be back soon, just so you know. Anyway, goodnight, Excellency.” 
 
    He retreated back into his room and closed the door. For a moment Jessamine stood there, not sure whether she should be grateful or irritated by Gareth’s assumption and interference. She settled on grateful, and turned back down the hall to Topher’s room, hesitating only fractionally before scanning her biochip at the door. 
 
    The room opened for her, though as the Vicereine, all rooms would open for her. She didn’t want to invade Topher’s privacy, nor did she want to stand around in the hallway for who-knows-how-long until every other Provo-Major on the floor knew she was there. 
 
    Topher’s room was plain and utilitarian, with little evidence of his personality or interests lying around. The exception was a bookshelf with a variety of historical and military texts on it, most of them book-marked in various places as evidence of use. Jessamine smiled sadly at these, because Topher had always been an avid reader when he got the chance, though she imagined he didn’t have much time for it anymore. 
 
    Just one more thing I’ve taken from him. 
 
    She took a seat in the chair at Topher’s desk, staring blankly out the window without really seeing, wondering what Topher was saying to his mother right now and if he was going to be in any mood to speak to her when he returned.  
 
    This is probably a terrible idea. He doesn’t seem like he ever wants to speak to me these days, and forcing it is only going to bring things to a head. 
 
    Still she sat there, waiting for whatever was to come, trying not to think too much about the possibility of Topher and Shellina marrying one day. As Vicereine, it was within her power to deny them the right to wed, regardless of what her father had promised before his death. It was a right she was tempted to exercise. But could she really live with herself if she denied the people closest to her something they wanted just to satisfy her own petty feelings? 
 
    The door lock beeped and clicked, and Jessamine was shaken from her morose thoughts as the door opened and Topher stepped inside. 
 
    At first he didn’t seem to notice her there, and his unguarded expression nearly took her breath away. Fatigue, tension, and sadness warred with resolution and relief. He flopped onto his back across his bed and rubbed his eyes, the motion exposing a bare slice of skin where his shirt lifted over his stomach. Then, all at once, Topher sat bolt upright, looked straight at Jessamine and said, “Am I hallucinating, or are you really here?” 
 
    “I’m really here,” she blurted out, not sure what else to say. 
 
    Topher blinked twice and scanned her features as though unsure whether or not to believe her, but then said, “Oh, good. The last thing I need right now is more mental problems.” He shook his head slightly to banish the thought then added, “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not long.” 
 
    He seemed different than he had over the last few weeks, a bit more like his old self. After seeing him look flat and apathetic ever since their last confrontation at Hera’s house, it was a relief to see something familiar. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Topher asked, stifling a yawn. “Have you discovered any of Fox’s conspirators, or has something else come up that you need me to do?” 
 
    He can’t imagine me wanting to see him for anything other than work… 
 
    Jessamine’s heart sank at the realization, and she took a breath to control her emotions and said, “No, nothing has come up. I wanted to speak to you, and you seem to be avoiding me lately.” 
 
    Topher’s expression changed ever-so-slightly, but the effect was gut-wrenching. His guard was back up, and his face was as unreadable as ever. 
 
    “I have been quite busy, as have you. What did you want to say to me?” 
 
    My father is dead and my sister and I have never been close and you are the only person in this world I want to be near sometimes and now you’re pulling away from me too. 
 
    “Shellina says you’re escorting her to my wedding,” she said without knowing where the words came from or why they were the first thing out of her mouth. 
 
    Topher’s face registered surprised, his lips parting slightly as he looked at her. 
 
    “Is it a problem?” he asked at last. “I did agree to accompany her to the event, since I am required to attend the ceremony anyway, but if you would prefer she be seen with someone other than myself—” 
 
    He’s only going to my wedding because he’s required to be there? Jessamine wanted to cry. What happened to the days of him telling me he’d be there to support me and to murder my groom if necessary? 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” she cut him off abruptly. “I’m happy for her—for you both. I was just curious.” 
 
    A long moment of silence stretched between them, sinking its claws into her and making her wish she had never come here tonight. She stood up. 
 
    “This was a mistake. I’m sorry to take your time tonight when you obviously need rest and have no desire to speak to me. I hope your talk with your mother went well.” 
 
    “I do want to speak to you,” Topher said quietly, and Jessamine stopped halfway to the door and spun around to face him, frustrated and angry and miserable. 
 
    “If you wanted to talk to me, you wouldn’t tell me to take a hike every time I ask you for a word alone, or avoid me like the plague whenever we’re in meetings together. Damn it, Topher, all I wanted was for you to not make me appear weak in public, not for you to shut me out of your life altogether, but you don’t do anything by half-measures. I know I’m not the ruler you signed up to serve—I can never be my father—but I’m trying as hard as I can, and if you’re disgusted with me now because I’m Gifted, I guess I can’t blame you for that. But I thought our collective history together would have meant more to you than something I can’t control or change about myself. If you’re only going to be at my wedding because your position requires you to, then I officially exempt you from any obligation to attend. If you think you saved the wrong Viceregal a few weeks ago, then you’re probably right, and if you want to resign then I’ll let you go—” 
 
    “I’m having a mental breakdown,” Topher cut her off, saying the words so matter-of-factly that it took Jessamine a moment to understand them. 
 
    “You—what?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “I’ve been losing myself since the night of the attack, Jessa—since before then, perhaps. I’m sorry as hell if you’ve been thinking any of this was your fault, or some baroque attempt to punish you. It’s me, Jessa. I’m the problem right now, not you.” 
 
    The anger and pain began to recede as Jessamine took a step closer to him, then another, until she stood directly in front of him. He remained sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Please explain,” she said at last. 
 
    “Jessa, your father was like a father to me as well—I think you’ve known that for a long time. I’ve already watched one father die, and now the second one is gone, too. Even worse, if I had had the foresight to consider the attack would threaten more than just you, I could have arranged to prevent it and he would still be alive. I failed him, Jessa. The only time it actually mattered, and I failed.” 
 
    She had been so consumed by her own grief all this time that it hadn’t even occurred to her how badly Topher and others might be hurting as well.  
 
    “You didn’t fail. He told you to protect me, and you did.” 
 
    “There are conspirators still working within the Augenspire—hopefully at the lower levels, but until we find them, you are still in danger. On top of that, my mother—the one parent I have left to me—is the woman I’ve spent the last ten years hunting down for trying to overthrow your government. She has spent the last decade hating me and fighting against everything I stand for, with one of my childhood friends working alongside her.” 
 
    Jessamine’s eyebrows lifted at this and she said, “Risa? I wondered why she seemed so angry around me all the time.” 
 
    Topher nodded wearily. 
 
    “There’s a voice in my head I still can’t trace the source of or communicate with—by the way, my mother’s people aren’t hacking me, so that leaves me with mystical-voice-of-unknown-origin or insanity as my two remaining options. Even after everything, the damn voice is still telling me ‘it is falling,’ which means the nightmare isn’t over for us yet, but you keep prodding at your enemies as hard as possible to drive them into the open.” 
 
    “I can’t let them win—” 
 
    “I know you can’t, and I applaud your strategy and your courage, but it makes it hard as hell for me to get a decent night’s sleep when I consider that my chief responsibility is to keep you safe and you’re determined to rile the people who want you dead. I’ve been wearing Block for weeks just so I can function—” 
 
    “You have?!” Jessamine exclaimed in shock. Suddenly his apathy and avoidance all made sense. “Topher, that’s dangerous! You shouldn’t block out all of your emotions for such a long time, or you’ll never work through them properly and your brain will get used to being wired a different way and struggle to come back to normal.” 
 
    “Reya said as much to me this evening.” He sighed. “I haven’t had time to work through my own issues, because I’ve either been running the government for your sister—who, thankfully, is finally improving—or working sixteen-hour days trying to keep up with everything and ensure your safety. It only takes one mistake for your enemies to get you, so there isn’t time for me to worry about myself. You telling me to back off in public wasn’t the issue—you were right to do so—but it was the last thing on a heap of other things, the collective weight of which is crushing me.” 
 
    Jessamine saw through the mask, to the pain and confusion and sadness beneath. He stared up at her from the bed, willing her to understand. And she did. 
 
    “Oh, Topher.” She sat down beside him at last. “I’m such an ass. I was only thinking about myself in all of this, and how it affects me. I didn’t even think about what was happening with you, or what it must be costing you to spend yourself so hard for me every day.” 
 
    “It isn’t your job to worry about me.” 
 
    “Yes it is, and don’t ever say otherwise again.” She touched the back of his hand. “I took for granted that you were invincible, and would just always be there, performing at peak condition no matter what was going on around you. It was wrong of me, and I’m sorry. Please don’t wear that horrid Block Talent anymore.” 
 
    “I’ve already promised Reya I wouldn’t,” Topher sighed. “We’re a mess, aren’t we?” he choked on a humorless laugh.  
 
    “A bit, yes.” Jessamine smiled, relieved. “Let’s hope our enemies never figure it out, or we’ll be in trouble.”  
 
    “Sometimes I don’t see how we can win against them. What if there are hundreds—thousands of them? They only have to get lucky once, and we have to be perfect every time.” 
 
    “We’ll win the same way we always do. Together,” Jessamine explained easily.  
 
    Miraculously, this seemed to comfort him, and he twisted his hand around to interlock their fingers.  
 
    For a moment she wanted to blurt out her plan to lock Parl in their top-level prisons until he told them who his co-conspirators were, but the words caught in her throat. She couldn’t bring herself to add another burden to Topher right now, not when things were finally getting back to normal between them. She also had no idea how he would feel about her plan to torment one of his former peers in the place all Majors feared. 
 
    Later, she promised herself. I’ll tell him later. 
 
    “I don’t think badly of you for being Gifted,” he said after a long moment of silence. “It’s a part of who you are, and you are still the person I’ve served since the age of thirteen—well, one of them.” 
 
    Jessamine exhaled in relief, resting her head on his shoulder sleepily.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. Some of your peers would be a lot less open-minded about it. Darius would probably void our marriage contract over it.” 
 
    “Then I encourage you to tell him as soon as possible,” Topher said with such deadpan seriousness that Jessamine burst into laughter, squeezing his hand and eliciting a genuine smile from him. 
 
    Serious again, Topher said, “If you don’t mind my asking…what is your Gift, anyway? I didn’t think it worked on Fox that night, but you said it did.” 
 
    Jessamine couldn’t meet his eyes when she said, “Well, I’m an illusionist. If I’ve got my emblem, when people look at me, I can make them see someone they love.” She glanced briefly up at him, but his features were neutral and impossible to read. “It was very hard to practice, because only my father knew about my Gift, and whenever I tried using it with him, he still saw me as I am.” 
 
    “Ah—yes,” Topher understood immediately. 
 
    “But it apparently worked on Fox, because he called me Marissa.” The rest of it seemed to follow silently. 
 
    But you said you only saw me… 
 
    ‘Love’ was a tricky thing to pin down though, and since Jessamine hadn’t been able to test her Gift extensively on a wide sample set, it was impossible to know what the qualifying parameters were. Love obviously didn’t have to be romantic, since her father still saw her as herself, so any close bond would probably produce similar results. She also didn’t know if her Gift revealed the person the target loved the most, or simply chose to reflect any person that qualified as “loved” at random. Jessamine’s father always said he saw her, but with enough different trials would he eventually see her mother or her sister instead?  
 
    At least I know Topher cares about me enough to be able to see through my Gift, whether it’s in the way I want him to or not. 
 
    “So how did your talk with your mother go?” Jessamine changed the subject abruptly, because the silence was growing uncomfortable. 
 
    Topher seemed relieved for the new topic and said, “About as well as expected.” He stared up at the ceiling over the door. “I was unaware of her close ties to Ash and his friends, but he was apparently a mentor to her before he passed, and she picked up where he left off to honor his memory.” 
 
    “So she said while I was there. It’s a horrible coincidence.” 
 
    Topher raised his eyebrows briefly in acknowledgement of this. 
 
    “In some ways it made things easier—easier to understand, at least. I couldn’t figure out why she hated me so much that she was willing to pick up an entire revolution just to undermine me. The loss of a father figure and mentor is something I can understand.” 
 
    “Does she understand your involvement in Halstead?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s why she hates me, despite knowing my reasoning was sound. I was following orders and acting in accordance with my principles, and she was doing the same. Our principles simply do not align.” 
 
    “Wherein lies the issue,” Jessamine sighed. “You two are a lot alike, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” Topher made a face at her. 
 
    “Well, do you at least feel better for having gotten it out in the open?” 
 
    He paused to consider for a moment before nodding. “Yes, I think I do, though it was hard to hear her say she hates me. I believe we can work together for the good of your reign, at least.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a start,” Jessamine allowed, not sure how anyone could hate Topher. “It’s getting late. I should let you get some sleep, or we’ll both be useless tomorrow.” 
 
    Topher nodded and watched her go to the door. 
 
    “I hope our misunderstanding was resolved,” he said as she reached the threshold. “No matter what happens, please know I’ll always support you.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled. 
 
    “I do. Promise me one thing though.” 
 
    “Anything,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    “Save a dance for me at my wedding.” 
 
    “I promise.”  
 
    “I won’t forget.” She smiled, thinking at least five minutes of her wedding would be enjoyable. “Now I really do need to get to bed.” 
 
    “Then goodnight, Jessa.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Topher.” 
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    Max was doing push-ups in Hera’s living room when the comm rang. He knew without looking that it was not for him; the last few months had broken him of the reflex to check his comm when he heard one buzzing. He missed being able to communicate with the outside world, of being able to look online at funny videos or news articles at his leisure, but he’d been forced to give his comm to Hera’s team to be destroyed, the only way to avoid being tracked by it after fleeing the Augenspire.  
 
    Sure enough, Hera rose from her seat around the coffee table and went to take the call in the kitchen. Max had no idea what she had spent all morning working on at the coffee table; despite being in the same room with her, he hadn’t asked. Though they lived together, Hera still kept a lot of her work private, and Maxton had gotten good at knowing when it was acceptable to ask questions and when it wasn’t.  
 
    A moment later, Hera returned with a strange look on her face. Her lips were pursed slightly in confusion when she said, “Max, you have a call.” 
 
    He was just as surprised as she was. 
 
    “I have a call? On your comm?” he asked, trying to think of anyone he knew who would call him at Hera’s number. 
 
    Maybe one of the scientists or informants I usually talk to on her behalf? 
 
    But that didn’t make sense. He only borrowed Hera’s comm to keep up with their network of informants and technologists when she was unavailable during the day. None of those people were calling to talk to him, they were just relaying information through him to get to her.  
 
    But if they called her and she answered, then why would they want to talk to me? 
 
    “Are you going to answer it, or should I stand here holding the comm out for a while longer?” Hera asked, narrowing her eyes, and Max suddenly realized he had left her there with her hand outstretched while he was lost in thought. 
 
    “Sorry. Who is it?” he mouthed as he took the device from her, though he needn’t have bothered since the screen was set to video mode and he saw the answer to his question instantly. “Vicereine?” he fumbled with the comm and almost dropped it after seeing her face in the display. Jessamine was wearing her light armor and sitting against a plain backdrop. 
 
    “Hi, Maxton. How are you?” the leader of the entire planet asked him casually. 
 
    “Uh, fine—I think. Unless you’re about to tell me otherwise…” he trailed off, much more nervous than he’d thought. “Um, how are you?” 
 
    Jessamine smiled faintly and said, “Tired. Busy. Same as usual. I wanted to let you know I’ve had your name cleared from our Wanted lists, and the warrants for your arrest have been erased as well. Your records were expunged as of an hour ago, so other than the written warning you received for painting a mustache on a statue of my grandmother at the age of fourteen, you have a clean record.” 
 
    This was such a shock that Max almost dropped the comm again. 
 
    “Wait, you mean—does this mean I’m free to leave the house without being arrested or killed?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re free to return to the Academy—well, I say ‘free,’ but please realize your presence there is still compulsory for the time being,” Jessamine explained in a tone of faint displeasure. “But for all intents and purposes, you are as free as every other Gifted.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s…” he began, a million things racing through his mind at once. “Thanks!” he said at last. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t think to do it earlier. I hope this settles your unfair treatment while here at the Augenspire.” 
 
    “It’s fine—you’re the busiest person on the planet right now. I didn’t expect you to think of me at all or waste time helping me—wait, that makes it sound like an insult. I’m doing a bad job of this, but what I mean to say is I have no hard feelings towards you. Thank you for taking time out of your impossible schedule to help me.” 
 
    Jessamine’s smile seemed more genuine this time, though it made her look exhausted. 
 
    “Of course. Is Hera still in the room with you?” 
 
    Max looked up to see the older woman still framed in the doorway leading to the kitchen, leaning against the frame and watching the conversation with a neutral look on her face. 
 
    “Yes, Vicereine.” 
 
    “Good. Can you hand her the comm?” 
 
    Maxton nodded and passed the comm to Hera, though she remained beside him so he could hear the conversation as it continued. 
 
    “Excellency?” Hera said. Max had been trying to figure out how the two women really felt about each other for weeks, and he still had no idea if they liked each other, respected each other, hated each other, or some weird combination of the three. 
 
    “A new problem has arisen from my lifting of curfew on the Gifted.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “A Gifted was found dead in an alley on your end of town two weeks ago. Asphyxiation. The autopsy determined cause of death to be strangulation by another party.” 
 
    Max said, “You had a government autopsy done on a Gifted?” at the same time Hera asked, “You think this involves me because of the location?” 
 
    Hera silenced Max with a look, and Jessamine frowned and said, “No, I’m not suggesting this involves your people; I was merely mentioning the location of the incident. And yes, Maxton, I had an autopsy done. I’m particularly edgy about signs of backlash from my recent decisions, especially until I am certain the Augenspire is free of traitors. I have the Minors watching for suspicious deaths, so this was brought to my attention.” 
 
    “Ah, good thinking,” Max allowed, admiring her foresight. 
 
    “Just as I was meeting with the General Assembly to discuss whether the incident is a hate crime, a personal vendetta, or an attack against my regime, we received word of another murder downtown.” 
 
    “Another Gifted?” Hera asked with interest.  
 
    “Yes. This one was stabbed.” 
 
    Maxton frowned thoughtfully and said, “Where? They couldn’t be resuscitated? Any of the hospitals in the area should be able to patch or replace any organ in ten minutes.” 
 
    Jessamine acknowledged this with a tilt of her chin but replied, “After the stabbing but prior to death, the victim got a trans-nasal injection of bleeders.” She looked sickened and he could feel Hera tense beside him. 
 
    “What the hell are bleeders?” Maxton blurted out. 
 
    It was Hera who answered. 
 
    “Bleeders are a nearly-incurable strain of bacteria. Their duplicate helical-flagella and hook-configuration allow—” 
 
    “Less technical, more practical,” Max interjected. 
 
    “They eat certain types of tissue. Brain tissue, to be exact,” Jessamine explained. “If they can cross the blood-brain barrier, they’ll rapidly multiply and devour brain tissue until they’ve consumed everything and die out. They can liquefy a brain in an hour and a half.” 
 
    Max’s eyes widened in astonishment. 
 
    “How am I just now hearing about this? Shouldn’t it be big news if there’s a superbug out there that eats brains and can spread from person to person?” 
 
    “It’s actually been around for almost seventy-five years,” Jessamine explained. “And it’s not contagious, fortunately. Even if it got into your bloodstream, the body’s natural defenses would annihilate it rapidly. The only place it can thrive and grow is within the brain itself, which is why it has to be injected directly into the brain, usually via the nose.” 
 
     “If I recall, the bleeders were genetically engineered by the military as a bioweapon,” Hera added smoothly. 
 
    “Yes,” Jessamine admitted. “They were often used as a threat in uncooperative interrogations of confirmed terrorists. Since it is a particularly horrible way to die and ensures no possibility of revival, it was usually an effective threat. It hasn’t been used in over forty years, when my grandmother banned it towards the end of her reign, with good reason.” 
 
    “I assume you still have stores of it in the Augenspire,” Hera added. 
 
    “My father had most of the bioweapons lockers destroyed two decades ago, but we do still have some samples in our bio-labs.” 
 
    “Does anyone else have that stuff stored around somewhere?” Maxton asked.  
 
    “Not that we can think of.” 
 
    “So the sample had to come from within the Augenspire.” 
 
    Jessamine said, “It stands to reason, yes. The autopsy is still underway, but it will likely also confirm the delivery method to be consistent with the rings the military interrogators used to use.” 
 
    “Rings?” Max asked, confused. 
 
    “The twin needles contaminated with bleeders were attached to metal rings, which were fused together and could be slipped on over a gloved hand.” She held up her own hand and gestured with her two middle fingers. “The needles stick out, so an attacker would punch upward into the nose of the victim, puncturing the brain and depositing the bleeders.” 
 
    “And who usually wore those horrible death-rings?” 
 
    “In the old days, the Provo-Major, though it’s possible someone else could get their hands on the old rings.” Jessamine scowled. “So you can see my problem.” 
 
    Hera frowned and said, “It seems you are not yet finished weeding out traitors from your highest levels of government. I still fail to see how I factor into this.” 
 
    “Do you know any Gifted who would be able to help pinpoint who did this? Anyone who can read memories from an object—like an emblem—or someone who can detect guilt?” She sounded frustrated. “I don’t know the full list of all possible Gifts, or if what I’m asking for is too vague, but I don’t want to take this to the Minors because I don’t know who to trust. Right now, only a very few people know about this entire mess at all, and I want to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Hera thought for a moment. “About the best I can offer is someone who can get impressions from others. His name is Ryker, and if he touches another person he can get a general sense of what they are feeling or thinking.” 
 
    Maxton raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    “Would he need to touch the actual body?” Jessamine asked. “It could be arranged if it was absolutely necessary, but sneaking a Gifted into the Augenspire without most of my people knowing about it will take some effort.” 
 
    “It seems to work on belongings as well, as long as they are very closely connected to the person they belong to. You said they were Gifted. An emblem is very much bonded to the owner, so if you have those–” 
 
    “I do. It sounds like the best lead we have right now. Are you able to accommodate a group at your house tonight? I don’t want to do this here, for obvious reasons, and Ryker would probably be more comfortable in an environment the government doesn’t control.” 
 
    “Yes, I can accommodate. How many people will you be bringing? The less Ryker knows about what is going on, the better.” 
 
    “There’s truth in that.” Jessamine sighed. “I’ll make it myself, Topher, and Reya. Is seven o’clock okay?” 
 
    “That will be fine.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you at seven.” Jessamine cut the comm. 
 
    Maxton and Hera exchanged a look. 
 
    “Well, on the bright side, I’m free. On the down side, my people are being murdered at random on the streets—it is at random, isn’t it? We should have asked her if there was any connection between the two Gifted. Damn, I hope it’s no one I know.” 
 
    Hera exhaled and said, “At least she appears to be honoring her commitments and taking her role as a leader seriously.” A pause, and then, “She’s already made more progress than her father did over the last decade.” 
 
    “Mind if I borrow your comm one last time?” 
 
    Hera looked suspicious. 
 
    “Who are you calling?” 
 
    “Ana. I want to ask her out on a date,” he explained with perfect sincerity. 
 
    Hera looked slightly bemused, as though it hadn’t occurred to her that people would still do normal things like go on dates during a time like this. Finally, she said, “Alright,” and handed it to him before departing the room. 
 
    Max punched in her comm code and took a deep breath, clenching and unclenching his fists to work out some of his nervous energy. He thought things were going well with them, but he was about to find out for certain. 
 
    Ana answered on the fourth ring. 
 
    “Hey, I’m about to head to practi—Max, hi.” 
 
    “Hey Ana, sorry to bother you during the school day, but do you want to go out to dinner with me tonight?” 
 
    Ana arched an eyebrow and glanced behind her as though to ensure she was really alone. 
 
    “Uh, is this a joke? Have you forgotten about the arrest warrants against you, or do you have a death wish?” 
 
    “Sorry, I should’ve mentioned it first.” Max grinned. “Great news. The Vicereine called to let me know my record has been officially cleared, so I’m coming back to the Academy and everything gets to be normal again. Well, more normal, at least. For me, anyway.” Max realized he was rambling and closed his mouth. 
 
    “Really?” Ana looked pleased, her lips pulling into a lopsided smile. “That’s great news! I wondered if she would get around to clearing your name. It was the right thing to do. So you’re allowed to leave the house now?” 
 
    “Yes, and I want to celebrate. I need a new communicator, I need to enroll into the Academy again, and then I want to take you to dinner.” 
 
    “I think I can be free tonight,” she smiled. “When you get your new comm, send me details of when and where to meet you.” 
 
    “I’ll find somewhere cheap, since I’ve been off the grid for a while and I haven’t been able to make any money.” 
 
    “I’ll treat. It’s a celebration, after all.” Ana winked at him before adding, “I don’t want to be late for practicum or my snake of a coach will have me choked unconscious again.” 
 
    She made a slicing gesture with her thumb across her throat before cutting the call without saying goodbye, but Maxton was too happy to care. He could finally leave the house, he was getting a comm so he could connect with the world again, and he had a date tonight with a woman who had all the grace of a chainsaw.  
 
    With my luck I’ll get murdered by the rogue members of the Provo-Major as soon as I step outside. 
 
    He shuddered and dismissed the thought, bidding goodbye to Hera for the day and finally taking his first steps outdoors as a free man, though he couldn’t resist the urge to glance around to make sure no one was waiting to arrest him.  
 
    He boarded a bus and rode it to the nearest communications terminal, standing in line to apply for his new communicator and secretly praying there wasn’t a mix-up with the paperwork that was going to land him back in prison.  
 
    Calm down. If Jessamine says you’re clear, then you’re clear. 
 
    Unless one of her enemies gets a hold of you first… 
 
    The man in front of him was applying to swap out his communicator for a new one, as the model was obsolete and no longer serviceable. Max looked around surreptitiously, paranoid about being attacked by unknown government assassins. He wished he hadn’t been there to hear Jessamine’s conversation with Hera, because now he would be on edge any time he was out in the city until the murderer was discovered, especially considering what Risa told him about being chased the other night. 
 
    Damn! We should have told the Vicereine about that! He could have slapped himself for not thinking of it, but perhaps Hera had already informed her or Topher after it happened. Given that Gifted were now being murdered, perhaps she had narrowly escaped being victim number one. 
 
    “Problem with your comm?” the communications official at the front desk asked when it was Max’s turn to be helped.  
 
    “No, I just need a new one.” 
 
    “Exchanging an old device?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, the old one was taken from me by the Augenspire in error, and I was told to get another.” 
 
    The man looked slightly alarmed now, taking in the sight of Max’s emblem with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “The Augenspire? Scan your biochip,” he insisted, his right hand edging dangerously towards the underside of the desk while his left hovered over his computer terminal. Max suspected there was either a weapon or a call button under the desk. 
 
    He sighed and scanned his biochip at the reader, holding his breath and hoping for good news. 
 
    “Ah,” the officer said, his posture relaxing. “I see you have been pardoned by—good lord, the Vicereine herself. Your records were accessed and amended three hours ago and appear to be in order.” 
 
    He reached into a drawer of his desk and extracted a shiny new communicator, scanning the chip into his computer system and linking it with Max’s credentials. 
 
    “This should sync up with your data slot in the next minute or two, so anything you had or used on your old device will clone onto this one. The same standard rules apply to all government-issued devices, so you may not attempt to use this device for any anti-government activity. You should also know that at any time, if the government has a probable-cause warrant against you for suspected illicit activity, your search histories, calls, and texts may be monitored with or without your consent. Any attempts to sell your device or exchange it with another person, unless done so by an authorized government official, is punishable by a five-year prison sentence.” 
 
    “Who would sell their device, anyway?” Max asked conversationally. “I mean, they’re free, so I don’t really see the market for it.” 
 
    The man shrugged, and Max signed to indicate he understood the rules before accepting his new comm.  
 
    By the time he boarded the next bus his device had finished synchronizing, and it was like he had never been away from it. All his favorites were there, his search histories were intact, and his contact lists were imported in. 
 
    For all the things the government does wrong, the Right to Information Act was something they got right. 
 
    His next stop was the Academy to re-enroll in his classes, and to get his dorm room set up again. The woman at the housing office seemed surprised to see him. 
 
    “Maxton Mercuria. I’m glad to see you made it through your troubles in one piece.” She greeted him with a genuine smile.  
 
    “Uh, thanks. Do I know you?” 
 
    “No, but your face was all over the posters and the web for weeks. Did they really have you in the top-level prison at the Augenspire?” she asked with avid curiosity, leaning towards him.  
 
    Not sure how much he was supposed to say about it, Max shrugged and said, “You know how these things get inflated in the retelling. It wasn’t nearly as exciting as you think.” 
 
    It was about fifty times more exciting than you think and I hope to never go through any of it again. 
 
    “Oh, well, yeah that’s probably true. Anyway, are you here to get your room back and apply for basic care?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He scanned his biochip whenever she asked him to and signed a number of forms while she talked. 
 
    “Do you need basic medical or only the meal plan?” 
 
    “Both, please.” 
 
    “Alright, well you probably know all of this but I’m required to go over it anyway for you. The meal plan has been loaded to your biochip and will be accepted at any location on Elaria with the designated AMP insignia on their entrance. Individual food and beverage items may or may not be covered, so be sure to ask an appropriate serviceperson when in doubt. The AMP covers three meals per day plus associated beverages.” 
 
    Maxton knew all of this already, and signed off on the pad saying he understood the rules. 
 
    “The medical plan will provide full coverage for all basic and essential medical care at any participating facility. The plan excludes elective care, such as cosmetic enhancements—unless deemed medically necessary—and any other elective-but-nonessential care. A list of participating facilities in Silveria can be found on the Augenspire’s homepage, and all participating hospitals and clinics will have the ACP logo prominently displayed at the front entrance. Any care you wish to receive at a non-participating hospital will need to be paid for out-of-pocket.” 
 
    “No swanky hospitals for me; got it.” Max signed the pad once more, and just like that he had his whole life back.  
 
    He walked back to his old dormitory to find his things exactly where he’d left them. It felt strange being back in the Academy after all this time, as though the last few months had never happened.  
 
    He spent the remainder of the afternoon getting settled and figuring out what to wear for his date, eventually remembering to send Ana the details. He decided to stick with something casual, since Ana never seemed to dress up, preferring a more natural aesthetic.  
 
    By the time he got to the restaurant he was sweating nervously, checking and double-checking to make sure he was in the right place, even though he had made the selection. It was a fairly inexpensive location, specializing in different soup and sandwich combinations, but since it wasn’t an AMP-covered restaurant and she was buying he wanted to keep it as inexpensive as possible. 
 
    Ana walked in wearing a tailored pair of cream-colored pants and sleek black boots to match her gauzy blouse. It was the nicest outfit Max had ever seen her in, and he felt like an under-dressed idiot by comparison. 
 
    She caught sight of him and moved to join him at the table, clomping gracelessly and scowling at herself when she almost fell.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me we were wearing old t-shirts and jeans,” she greeted him, propping her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I know you don’t like dressing up so I thought you’d want to look casual and I tried to match…” 
 
    “Well I know you like preppy clothing, so I was sure you’d be in your finest and didn’t want to look like a slob beside you,” she said in exasperation. 
 
    Both of them laughed. 
 
    “Well, you were successful, because now I look like the slob.” He grinned and gestured for her to sit down. 
 
    “I just wish I’d worn normal shoes,” Ana moaned. “Whoever invented high-heeled boots should be beaten to death with one of them.” 
 
    Maxton grinned wickedly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re equally graceful no matter what shoes you’re wearing.” 
 
    She threw a napkin at him. 
 
    “I’ve never been dainty.” 
 
    “I actually like that about you,” he replied, eliciting an amused eye-roll from his partner. 
 
    “Are you all set up at the Academy again?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got my old room back and all my government stuff reissued. It’s really weird, because it’s like nothing ever changed, but there’s this several-months-long gap missing out of my normal life.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Ana grimaced sympathetically. “It must feel good to get out of your friend’s mom’s house though. That place can be dead-depressing sometimes.” 
 
    Calling Topher a friend was a bit of a stretch for Max, but she could hardly use Hera’s codename in the middle of a crowded restaurant. 
 
    “Yeah, next time I’m a fugitive of the law I’m going to find somewhere more low-key to hide out.” 
 
    Ana snorted, her cheeks reddening at the noise. 
 
    “We’ll have to find a new way to stay in the loop. A lot of important people keep showing up at her house, and you used to be my main source of information about what’s going on, but now we’ll both need to think of another way to stay involved.” 
 
    “On that note, remind me to tell you the latest update from this afternoon sometime when we’re alone.” He would definitely need to tell her to watch her back when she was traveling alone in the city if there was a high-ranking killer on the loose. 
 
    “Will do. Now, tell me, should I get the cream khish or the herb garden soup?” 
 
    “That depends. Do you want to feel like you just ate a mouthful of weeds?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Then go with the khish.” 
 
    “Khish it is.” Ana folded her menu decisively and returned it to the slot on the table. “So is this a date-date or just a celebration-of-freedom date?” 
 
    Max raised his eyebrows in surprise at the forward question.  
 
    “The former, unless that isn’t what you want, and then definitely the latter.” 
 
    Ana laughed.  
 
    “Date-date it is. On our next one, we definitely need to plan the dress-code before we go out.” 
 
    “Who lives may learn.” 
 
    There might be murderers roaming the streets looking for Gifted to kill, and he might be missing an extremely important meeting with Hera, Topher, and Jessamine about it, but right now Max found it hard to feel anything but happiness. He was a free man, and he was enjoying a nice evening out with someone he liked. If this was his reward for suffering through weeks of torture in the Augenspire then he was glad he endured it for the chance to meet Ana. 
 
    “Are you going to sit there grinning at your menu like an idiot, or are you going to order?” she broke his train of thought, and Max blinked and looked up. 
 
    “Well if you put it like that, I guess I’ll order.” 
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    Topher punched Lorna in the stomach so hard her mouth guard flew out and landed on the ground between them. He paused to allow her time to retrieve it, which proved to be a mistake when she delivered a sharp kick to his knee instead, forcing him into a kneeling position. 
 
    A hiss of pain escaped his lips, and he raised an arm to block the next swing, grabbing her arm as it came within reach and pulling her sharply towards him. Lorna stumbled into him and tripped, and Topher used the momentum to throw her over his head, hearing the thud of her body hitting the floor behind him. 
 
    Lorna coughed and returned to her feet as he stood, testing his weight on his knee. It was painful but not unbearable.  
 
    “We aren’t aiming to cripple each other,” he pointed out, crouching into a combat stance as they paced in a circle. 
 
    “Then why did you just try to make me cough up my uterus?” 
 
    “Your stomach is padded. My knees are not.” The two of them were sparring only in basic padding tonight, in case they ever needed to fight without armor on.  
 
    “Next time don’t leave your knees unguarded,” she replied coolly, darting forward to attack again. 
 
    Topher was prepared and was able to block her first attack with his forearms, but it still felt like being hit by a ground-car. He was stronger, but Lorna was more agile, and she always seemed to amass enough momentum to make up for the difference in brute strength. 
 
    He elbowed her in the face and she turned her chin up, deflecting most of the impact but still leaving him an opening to smash into her chest, knocking her back to the floor and making her cough. She swept his legs out from under him while still gasping for breath, and Topher toppled to the ground beside her, rolling onto her and pinning her with his legs. 
 
    “As much as I love watching you two unnecessarily beat the shit out of each other,” an unexpected voice said from the door, “it’s time to break it up.” 
 
    Topher growled and pushed himself to his feet, annoyed by the interruption to his conditioning and even more annoyed by the source of it. Andro had always been an ass, and after the treachery committed by two of his closest friends, Topher didn’t trust him at all. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked, allowing some of the irritation to bleed into his voice. 
 
    Andro scowled.  
 
    “I happened to be the one nearby when Jessamine asked someone to find you. You’re wanted on three-hundred.” His voice was even, and annoyingly calm, though his gaze was penetrating and distasteful as they made eye contact. 
 
    Topher pulled off his padding, checking for obvious signs of damage while he processed this. 
 
    “Right now?” he asked to buy time. 
 
    “Yes,” Andro confirmed. “Your sparring with Lorna will have to wait until later.” 
 
    “We were nearly finished anyway,” Lorna replied smoothly, removing her own padding and gently massaging her stomach. “I’m going to get some paste before my stomach bruises.” 
 
    She walked past Andro without comment, stopping at the door and glancing back at Topher as though to ask whether he needed her to stay. At a slight tick of the head by Topher, she nodded and left. 
 
    He wiped his face with a damp towel and pulled on his light armor without acknowledging Andro, walking to the door to search for Jessamine and wondering what new crisis had befallen them now. 
 
    “I’ll walk with you,” Andro offered, falling into step beside him as they neared the elevator. 
 
    “I can find three-hundred without assistance,” Topher commented dryly.  
 
    Andro ignored the broad hint and continued to stand beside him in silence while they waited for the elevator. After a moment he said, “I heard there are a couple of murders being investigated.” 
 
    Topher compressed his lips slightly and stepped onto the elevator. He didn’t know how Andro had found out about the Gifted murders, or whether he knew they were tied to the Augenspire in some way, but it was an unpleasant surprise. 
 
    “We are supposed to investigate all murders, so I’m relieved to hear it.” 
 
    Andro scowled at him as he punched the button for the top floor.  
 
    “Stop being a smartass. If anyone knows what I mean, it’s you, since you’re privy to all Jessamine’s most private business.” 
 
    “Then you know any information I’m privy to stays between the Vicereine and myself, unless otherwise requested by her.” 
 
    Topher said nothing more and the elevator reached the top floor. Before the doors could open, Andro palmed the button to hold them closed. Topher immediately tensed in preparation for a fight, mentally assessing the restrictions of the enclosed space. 
 
    “Is it true that someone is whacking the Gifted?” 
 
    Topher frowned and relaxed marginally. 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “Certain members of the General Assembly leak like sieves. Word is that two bodies have been found and there is reason to believe someone in the Augenspire is responsible for them.” 
 
    Not just the Augenspire, but possibly the Provo-Major. 
 
    “You seem to know more about it than I do,” Topher shrugged. “I’m not in any of the good gossip circuits these days.” 
 
    “Cut the crap,” Andro snapped. “You’re in almost all of the General Assembly meetings since you took the reins from Shellina, so anything they know, you know.” 
 
    Topher’s voice was low and dangerous when he said, “I took nothing, if you’ll recall. She gave the order that put me in charge, and when Jessamine returned I gladly bowed to her authority. Never question my loyalty.” 
 
    Andro knew the danger of his misstep and held up his hands in surrender of the point. “Fine, but don’t insult my intelligence by pretending not to know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Why have you taken such a sudden interest in the wellbeing of the Gifted?” 
 
    Andro frowned at the continued evasion.  
 
    “Jessamine may have told us she thinks all the traitors are sorted out, but we both know she’s got her eyes out for anyone who might have been colluding with Fox and Parl, and with Parl dead he can’t even be interrogated to learn the truth.” 
 
    They were informed of Parl’s death first thing in the morning, and while most of his closest friends looked grim and sad, Andro had seemed furious. Topher was definitely planning to keep a close eye on his movements, strongly suspecting him of being part of Fox and Parl’s plot to overthrow Jessamine. 
 
    Shame Parl died before we could interrogate him. 
 
    “We also know she’s pissed a lot of people off with her recent pandering to the Gifted agenda, so even those who might not have been in with Fox and Parl from the beginning might be plotting against her now,” Andro continued, a bite of annoyance coloring his tone. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know anything about it. Would you?” Topher asked coldly, and Andro spared him a disgusted look.  
 
    “Of course not, you judgmental ass. You’ve never liked me because you only like people who are as boring as you, but that doesn’t make me a traitor.” 
 
    Topher raised an eyebrow and said, “I don’t like you because you’ve been an elitist dick since the day I was appointed. You think I don’t know who started those jokes about what a ‘gutter rat’ was doing in the Provo-Major all those years ago? You think I enjoy you and your asshole friends making snide comments to me about Jessamine and Shellina because you’re jealous of the access I have to them?” He rolled his eyes in disdain. “Those are the reasons I don’t like you. The reason I think you’re a traitor is because some of your best friends turned out to be traitors. If I ever get any proof of your complicity, there will be no hell deep enough for you by the time I’m finished with you, so I hope for your sake you’re on the right side of history.” 
 
    Andro removed his hand from the button without breaking eye contact with Topher and the elevator doors slid open. He watched wordlessly as Topher exited the lift and the doors closed behind him. 
 
    Topher exhaled his frustration and continued through the lobby and into the sitting room, where Jessamine and Reya were already waiting for him, both in their light armor. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re dressed appropriately,” the latter said from the couch, rising to her feet and grinning. “What happened to you?” she asked after a closer look at him. 
 
    Topher didn’t meet her gaze when he said, “Lorna and I were sparring downstairs. Andro said you wanted to see me.” 
 
    “Is that why you look like you want to punch a wall?” Reya raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “Andro and I were speaking in the elevator, which never brightens my day,” he admitted. “He’s heard something about the business from the last Assembly meeting,” he added. “Apparently someone has been leaking intel.” 
 
    Jessamine narrowed her eyebrows. 
 
    “Good to know. We’ll discuss it further after we finish our mission tonight.” 
 
    “What is our mission tonight?” Topher asked. 
 
    “We are going to meet someone at your mother’s house who might be able to give us some insight into the very Assembly business you just mentioned.” 
 
    Topher raised his eyebrows. It was a good idea, little though he liked the thought of visiting his mother right now. 
 
    “Are Reya and I your only security?” he asked prudently. 
 
    “Yes. I promised I would keep the crowd to a minimum to avoid skewing the proportion of ‘us’ versus ‘them.’ ” Jessamine sighed. “One day I’m going to make it so there is no ‘us’ and ‘them,’ or die trying.” 
 
    Topher hid his distaste for the sentiment, forcing his face to remain neutral and his thoughts elsewhere. Without Jessamine at the helm they would be left with Shellina running the planet, and she was distrustful of the Gifted and would reverse any progress her sister made in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Is it imperative you be there in person?” Reya asked. “I’m not particularly worried about the people in the house, but getting you there leaves you open to attack.” 
 
    Especially since someone high-ranking in the military is still murdering people on the streets. 
 
    Jessamine didn’t respond for a moment. “Yes, I must. I won’t show them any fear. I am the leader of this world, and I intend to be seen in it.” 
 
    Reya nodded and they moved to the elevators. 
 
    “Who else knows you’re leaving the building?” Topher asked, working through the logistics. 
 
    “Hanna. I asked her to wait in my rooms and tell anyone who showed up that I am busy and will speak with them in the morning. In the event of an emergency, I have my communicator with me so I can be reached.” 
 
    And so you can be tracked by the Augenspire if we’re all killed out here and they need to recover your body… 
 
    Topher shook the thought and said, “Good. Does my mother know to expect us, or will this be another surprise visit?” 
 
    “I gave her warning. I don’t want to take advantage of my allies’ unplanned hospitality any more than necessary.” 
 
    “Are we flying?” Reya asked as they departed the building through one of the less-used exits and made their way towards the vehicle garages. 
 
    “I thought we’d take a hybrid,” Jessamine suggested. “I’d prefer we stay on the ground, since everyone expects me to be in a hurry and fly through emergency lanes to get places. It’s faster, but a single government vehicle flying through a dedicated lane tends to stand out and make for an easy target. We can easily lose ourselves in traffic on the ground, but I still want the ability to fly if the need arises.” 
 
    “I’ll see what we’ve got in stock. Wait here.” Reya entered the garage alone, leaving Topher and Jessamine waiting in a nearby secluded area of decorative shrubbery and trees.  
 
    “What does Andro know about the Gifted murders?” the Vicereine asked as soon as they were alone. 
 
    “He’s heard rumors that two Gifted were killed and it’s being tied to the Augenspire in some way. I didn’t get to question him thoroughly about it, since he was mostly pressing me for confirmation and I was determined not to give him anything. He said someone on the Assembly leaked the info.” 
 
    “Lavesh? Freeman?” Jessamine exhaled heavily. “Harold, Skye, and Rolf are all too ethical—and smart—to do it, and Jarlais has no reason to.” 
 
    “Do you need me to look into it?” Topher volunteered, mentally kicking himself because he had almost no free time as it was and he was asking for more work.  
 
    “No, thank you. I intend to bring Lara and Dred up to speed on the situation and assign them to the investigation team. While we’re on the subject, what do you think of Gareth, Andro, and Lorna for the team to do preliminary screenings of the candidates for Provo-Major?” 
 
    Surprised, Topher said, “I think it’s a good mix of skill sets, because they’ll all be looking for different qualities.” Truthfully, he was shocked his name hadn’t cropped up on either list. 
 
    It must have shown on his face because Jessamine said, “It occurred to me recently that I blindly assign you to too many things, because I know I can count on you for results and because I trust you. But I have fifty-nine—well, fifty-seven at the moment—other Majors who are all perfectly capable as well, though twenty of them are out of town on assignment. Most of them are probably even still trustworthy,” she added with a wry smile. “It would be poor leadership for me to ignore them and load up my favorites with all the work.” 
 
    Topher understood. “Please don’t hesitate to come to me with anything you feel you need me for, even if I am busy with other work.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded and Reya returned with their hybrid vehicle.  
 
    Topher climbed into the front seat and began doing a security scan while Jessamine got in the back. He equipped his Talents for infrared vision and heightened senses, looking around for suspicious heat profiles while they drove towards downtown. 
 
    Jessamine sent a few emails from her communicator, and the three of them kept mostly quiet until they reached Hera’s house. Per protocol, Topher climbed out of the car first and did a security sweep of the immediate area while Reya remained in the driver’s seat with the engine running until he gave the all-clear.  
 
    The three of them approached the front door and knocked. Topher’s heightened senses put him on edge until the door opened and they were safely inside. After a quick heat scan of the house confirmed there was no one hiding, he removed his Talents and returned them to their clips on his belt. 
 
    His mother was waiting for them in the living room, along with a Gifted man Topher had never met before. He looked to be in his forties, with greying hair tied in a ponytail and an emblem shaped like an intricate spider web hanging around his neck. Topher was intrigued by what power it was supposed to convey. 
 
    “Excellency.” The man stood up at the sight of Jessamine and bowed. The sudden movement had both Topher and Reya reaching for their weapons, but they relaxed after he made no move to come closer to the Vicereine.  
 
    “You must be Ryker,” Jessamine greeted him, ignoring her Majors’ twitchy reflexes and stepping forward to shake the man’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, though the circumstances are far from ideal.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” he insisted. “Meaning no disrespect to your late father, but many of us are glad to see you leading Elaria. Most of us would do anything we could to help you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jessamine looked to the furniture. “Let’s sit down. No need to stand about uncomfortably while we talk.” 
 
    Topher, who knew exactly how uncomfortable it was to sit on squishy couches while wearing light armor, would have preferred to stand. Upon reflection, Jessamine probably felt the same, but wanted to put Ryker at ease. 
 
    Jessamine sat between Topher and Reya, while Hera and Ryker took a seat on the sofa facing them. 
 
    “Has Hera explained the situation to you?” Jessamine began. 
 
    “Yes, sort of. You want me to try to read an emblem and see if there are any memories left behind that will give an idea of what happened when its owner was killed?” 
 
    Memories? Topher worked to contain his surprise, giving Ryker’s emblem a closer look. Those must be strands of memories, all interconnected… 
 
    “That is the long and short of it, yes,” Jessamine confirmed. “I should point out that this is part of an ongoing and confidential investigation, and it is critical that you keep any knowledge of this to yourself until the investigation has concluded.” 
 
    “Of course, Excellency,” Ryker assured her. “You’re the first ruler we’ve had in a long time that cares about us and our rights, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you as long as you keep fighting for us. It’s an honor to have you show such trust in me.” 
 
    Maybe we should think about relocating Jessamine to the Academy, Topher thought wryly. The Gifted love her, and with all their assorted powers, they’d probably be excellent at defending her. 
 
    Then again, it might be harder to hide her Gift at the Academy. He was still stunned, both by the knowledge that she kept such a thing secret from him for eight years, and realizing it didn’t bother him in the slightest after he learned the truth. 
 
    “Very good.” Jessamine reached into her pocket and withdrew a clear plastic evidence bag from within, the emblem plainly visible. The bag was sealed with red tape, which she now broke with one finger. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said to the room at large, extending the bag towards Topher. “I don’t think there is any blood or bodily fluids on it, but it hasn’t been cleaned.” 
 
    Topher met her eyes and suddenly realized why she didn’t want to touch it herself. 
 
    She’s afraid her power will manifest if she touches it. 
 
    He had no idea if using someone else’s emblem was even possible, but vowed to do some research later. After a glance at the emblem, he pulled on a thin glove from the emergency response pouch on his belt and lifted the emblem out of the bag. The weight of the imbued elarium in his hand was heavier than he expected, and also warmer. He leaned forward to pass it to Ryker. 
 
    The room around him was plunged into blackness, and Topher felt disoriented as the ground abruptly gave way beneath him. Screams filled the air as he fell through a fathomless void, hundreds—no, thousands of voices shrieking in agony.  
 
    The world reformed around him, and Topher was standing in a place he didn’t recognize. Jessamine and the others were nowhere in sight, and he had no idea how he had been teleported out of his mother’s house. Could the Gifted actually do such a thing, or was the emblem booby-trapped in some way? Did the conspirator in the Augenspire know Jessamine’s people would have to handle it at some point during the investigation, so they sabotaged it?  
 
    The area around him was undeveloped and rural; no skyscrapers or lights were visible in the distance, only some oddly-shaped hillocks in the grass nearby that didn’t look like natural formations. The screaming was still going on in his head, but it was quieter now, and Topher heard a noise above it like the rushing of air. He looked up and gasped out loud. 
 
    A spaceship was entering the atmosphere, slowing rapidly and coming to a cruising altitude overhead. Topher had never seen anything like it, nor could he read the strange markings on the outside of it from such a great distance. He reached reflexively to his belt to insert a Talent, only to discover his armor and weapons were all missing.  
 
    A wave of panic washed over him at being alone and weaponless, but he ignored it and turned to the marvel of the ship overhead. What was he seeing? Had he been brought to another world where space travel was still possible? 
 
    The world dissolved around him again and he was plunged back into the screaming blackness, but this time a voice found him as he was falling—a voice he recognized. 
 
    You have finally come. 
 
    Topher clapped his hands over his ears to try and block out the deafening shrieks of pain all around him, but he could still hear the other voice clearly inside his head. It was the voice that had been whispering to him for eight years now, though he had never heard it this clearly before. 
 
    “Where am I?” he called out to it. “Who are you?” 
 
    I did not know how weak—no, not this word—small? No…I’m sorry, I do not speak it well. The voice sounded frustrated, pausing.  
 
    Fragile—yes, this word. I did not know how fragile you would be, the voice explained. I pushed too hard and made you forget. You were not meant to forget. I did not know if my words still came to you after you blocked them. 
 
    “Forget what? What did I block?” Topher pressed, as the world reformed around him once more and brought him to another rural place, though this one he vaguely recognized. “What river is that?” he asked himself, staring at the mercury rolling past him. The screaming faded into the background once more. It looked almost like the river past the east border of Silveria, except neither the city nor the Augenspire were visible in the distance. 
 
    Lumps of elarium ore were spread out along the bank of the river like some kind of weird border, though there were large gaps in the deposits. Topher thought he saw a rock of elarium shift nearby and jumped back, startled. He waited to see if an animal would run out from beneath it, but the voice in his head spoke to him again and he lost track of it. 
 
    There were billions, once… 
 
    “Billions of what?” 
 
    A bright red targeting field about eight-feet in diameter appeared in the middle of the mercury river, and Topher jumped back and looked up at the sky to see another spaceship hovering overhead. The bright red targeting field seemed to be coming from it, and before Topher could figure out why a spaceship would be targeting a river full of mercury, something dropped out of the sky and plunged into the river, splashing mercury up all over the ore deposits. Topher ducked reflexively, and though it splashed over him, nothing appeared to get on him when he stood up, though there was mercury on the ground where he was standing. 
 
    Topher wondered if he was even really here. 
 
    No, the voice startled him by responding to the unasked question. Only watching. 
 
    The world shifted again and now he was standing in a field with hundreds of those lumpy hillocks in the grass, but this time there was another person with him.  
 
    The man in front of him was wearing a full biohazard suit, though not of a style Topher had ever seen before, his face visible in the only clear panel of the suit. He carried a heavy-looking briefcase and was taking in the surroundings with interest, looking straight through Topher without seeing him. More elarium was visible here, some of it heaped near the hillocks. 
 
    Did the old elarium mines used to grow out of the ground like this? Topher wondered, but the voice didn’t answer. 
 
    The stranger in the biohazard suit stopped in place, seemingly at random, and knelt down to open his briefcase, extracting something in a large, cylindrical canister and setting it on the ground. He pressed a button on the side of it and a light mist hissed out of the canister. 
 
    “What is that for?” Topher asked out loud, forgetting he wasn’t really here, but hoping the voice would answer anyway, except suddenly the world flipped upside down and he felt himself being ripped away from everything again. 
 
      
 
    Topher opened his eyes and found himself on the floor of his mother’s house, gasping for air and shaking. Jessamine leaned over him, an escaped strand of hair from her bun falling into his face as she frantically checked his pulse and called out to him. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    Reya was looming behind the Vicereine with her weapons drawn, though she looked like she had no idea who to aim them at, wavering them unsteadily. Topher had no idea what he was doing on the floor, the flood of memories and dreams—were they dreams?—fighting to sort themselves in his head. 
 
    “Topher!” Jessamine gasped, unbuckling his armor and pulling his chest-plate away from him. “Are you awake? Can you hear me? Can you breathe?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, and yes,” he groaned, struggling to sit up and figure out what the hell was going on. Had he gotten sick and passed out? What had he been doing before? 
 
    “Reya’s summoned an ambulance.” Jessamine pressed a palm to his chest to stop his movements. “Stay still and we’ll get you help—” 
 
    “No, cancel the ambulance,” Topher insisted, forcing Jessamine to lean back as he sat upright. “I’m not sick—I don’t think I’m sick,” he said, suddenly uncertain.  
 
    “Topher, you had some kind of weird seizure,” Reya explained. “You can’t tell me you aren’t sick.” 
 
    “Cancel the damn ambulance,” Topher told them again, voice stronger now. “We can’t risk it coming here and wondering why the Vicereine and her Majors are at this particular house in downtown. If I’m sick, cart me to the nearest main roadway and call for help from there.” 
 
    Jessamine bit her lip but said, “Do it,” and Reya got back on her comm to explain that the comm had sent out the request for help in error, listing her identification number to override the command. 
 
    Topher closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, trying to sort through the rush of images and events in his head. He had been dreaming about another world, or an earlier version of Elaria, but when had he fallen asleep? The last thing he remembered was reaching for the emblem to hand it to Ryker. 
 
    The first thing he saw after reopening his eyes was his mother. She was blinking and adjusting her features more than usual, as though fidgeting. Her typically stoic expression was faltering, giving way to something vulnerable and making her look older and younger at the same time. 
 
    “From your perspective, what happened?” Topher asked, motioning for Jessamine to move back so he could get up and resume his seat on the couch.  
 
    Jessamine made sure she was settled beside him before answering, “You picked up the emblem to give it to Ryker, then all of a sudden you froze about halfway through reaching towards him.” 
 
    “You had a weird look on your face, like you’d suddenly realized something horrible,” Reya added. “I thought you were looking at Ryker, so I drew my weapons and prepared to fight.” 
 
    Ryker was still sitting on the edge of his seat, shooting terrified glances at Reya as though expecting her to attack him at any moment. 
 
    “We tried asking what was wrong,” Jessamine resumed. “But you just collapsed onto the ground and starting shaking, only your eyes stayed open the whole time and you seemed like you were trying to say something. We called out to you and shook you, but you didn’t snap out of it, so Reya called the ambulance and I was removing your armor so you could breathe more easily.” 
 
    Topher could hear the depth of her fear hidden behind her gentle tone, a small quiver that only years of knowing her could detect. Was she afraid I was dying? Mostly because he didn’t trust the next words out of his mouth if he didn’t break eye contact, Topher glanced at the emblem lying forgotten on the floor. 
 
    Have I ever actually touched one before? 
 
    He strained his memory, frowning thoughtfully at the emblem for inspiration. 
 
    “Always by the chain,” he answered himself out loud, eyes widening in surprise. His job didn’t often put him in a position to handle emblems, and the few times it had, he had always held them by the chain, not the emblem itself.  
 
    “What?” Reya blurted out. “Please don’t tell me you’re losing it again.” 
 
    “No—damn it, I’m fine,” Topher said, annoyed by all the attention. “I was trying to decide whether it was possible to sabotage an emblem, but I realized I haven’t ever handled one directly before now. I always held them by the chain without even thinking about it.” 
 
    His mother looked interested now, the color returning to her features. 
 
    “You think the emblem did something to you?” 
 
    “I’m quite certain of it,” he replied, doing some quick thinking. “I’ll need to think about it some more, but it may answer a nagging question I’ve had for some time now.” He met Jessamine’s gaze as he said this, and her lips parted in surprise. 
 
    “Care to share?” Reya prodded, annoyed. 
 
    “Not really,” Topher answered. “Not now, at least.” With effort, he turned his focus back to the emblem. “Ryker, do you think you can read the emblem still, or have I messed it up by handling it?” 
 
    “Really?” Reya grumbled. “We’re just going to gloss over the whole you-almost-dying-in-the-middle-of-the-living-room thing?” 
 
    “For now, yes,” Jessamine said with finality. “Well, Ryker?” 
 
    The Gifted still looked shaken by recent events, but he refocused and said, “I don’t know. You were wearing a glove, and you aren’t bound to it closely so it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    He reached down, fingers hovering for a moment while he hesitated, before picking up the emblem from the floor. When he didn’t seize up or collapse, the room collectively exhaled in relief. Ryker closed his eyes and clutched his own emblem with his free hand. 
 
    “I don’t feel the Major on this,” he commented aloud, eyes still shut. “Whatever happened, you didn’t imprint yourself on it.” 
 
    “That’s lucky,” Jessamine acknowledged. Topher remained silent. 
 
    “There’s fear…and angst. A lot of angst.” Ryker frowned, moving a hand to a different part of the emblem. “Most of the anxiety is old and persistent…not uncommon for the Gifted,” he remarked. “The fear is newer…probably tied to the murder. He was…suffocated, in some way? He couldn’t breathe?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jessamine confirmed. “Strangulation.” 
 
    Ryker nodded and continued touching different parts of the emblem, narrowing his eyebrows in concentration. 
 
    “Recognition and panic.” He opened his eyes at last, extending the emblem to Jessamine. Rather than touch it, she opened the evidence bag and allowed him to drop it inside. 
 
    “Are you going to elaborate on that at all?” Reya prodded. 
 
    “Those were the last two emotions—and the strongest—tied to the emblem, prior to being strangled. They came at approximately the same time.” 
 
    “So the Gifted knew his attacker and was afraid of them? That doesn’t make it likely it was someone in the military…” 
 
    “A clarification, Major. I said he recognized the assailant, not that he knew them.” 
 
    Jessamine’s brow furrowed. “So, to summarize, either someone he knew, or someone he knew by sight. Someone in a highly-recognizable uniform, let’s say.” 
 
    “Something like that, yes,” Ryker confirmed. 
 
    “That makes it more likely to have been someone tied to the military,” Reya sighed. “We have more uniforms than we know what to do with, and have certainly been hazardous to the Gifted in the past.” 
 
    “The problem is we don’t know which uniform it was,” Jessamine sighed. “That would help us at least narrow things down. It could be a Major in armor, a Minor in their robes, anyone in the aerial or ground forces…” 
 
    “If I may?” Ryker interjected here. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, there are a lot of people in the ground and sky forces, most of whom are just normal men and women, working to get paid. We encounter them pretty frequently around town, and for the most part no one gives us trouble. I wouldn’t immediately fear for my life if I ran into a fully uniformed, recognizable soldier at night. They go to bars, too, so it’s not unreasonable for them to be wandering about at night alone.” 
 
    “True. Does the same apply to the Minors?” Topher asked. 
 
    “Mostly, yes. We encounter the Minors fairly regularly at the Academy, and—forgive me, Excellency—they are regarded as glorified desk-jockeys by most of the Gifted. We aren’t afraid of them in their own right—” 
 
    “You’re afraid of who is backing them,” Jessamine finished for him, nodding with interest. “Yes, I can see that. The Minors have the power to punish you only because they can draw the attention of my Majors if you are uncooperative enough.” 
 
    “Well, yes.” Ryker glanced between Topher and Reya, and a lump formed in Topher’s stomach as he recalled the Viceroy’s words to him when he was first inducted. 
 
    You are my eyes, my ears, and a weapon to strike terror into the hearts of my enemies. 
 
    “So you’re thinking another armored Major made an appearance and killed this man,” Jessamine suggested. Topher could hear the, Great, another traitor in her tone.  
 
    “That’s just my take on the whole thing,” Ryker explained. “If I was going somewhere alone at night and an armored Major dropped out of the sky in front of me, I’d probably die of heart failure before they could kill me.” 
 
    An uncomfortable moment of silence fell over them, during which Hera leaned against the wall and glanced at the clock, her features pensive. 
 
    “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.” Ryker finished. 
 
    “No, you’ve helped. We will continue to investigate as before, but please keep an ear out for any news you might hear through your Academy contacts. If anything comes up—even a rumor—please relay it to Hera, who can ensure it gets to me.” 
 
    “Yes, Excellency.” 
 
    Jessamine stood. “Reya, please start the car for us.”  
 
    The Major nodded and departed immediately. 
 
    “Thank you for your time tonight. Hera, we’ll be in touch if anything else develops,” Jessamine assured her. 
 
    “I’ll walk out with you.” 
 
    Topher and his mother exchanged a brief glance, the former surprised by the offer of the latter. When they stepped into the darkness of the front yard, Hera leaned close to Jessamine and said, “Risa was recently pursued by someone she believed to be a Provo-Major on her way back to the Academy.” 
 
    “What?” Topher and Jessamine blurted out at the same time. 
 
    “It was dark and she didn’t get a good look at them, but she said at one point they flew through the air after her and she had to use her Gift to escape, and their outline was broad enough to be wearing attack armor. Given the absence of a follow-up attack on her, it appears to have been an opportunistic attack.” 
 
    Jessamine absorbed this in silence until Hera finished speaking, then said, “Thank you for this information. I’ll need to interview Risa about it, since it’s the best lead we have from a survivor right now, so please assure her I take this seriously and will follow up with her tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Hera nodded curtly. 
 
    “I will convey your message. If there is anything my resources can do to assist with bringing the murderer to justice, let me know.” 
 
    She met Topher’s gaze at last. It looked like she wanted to say something to him, but ultimately she let them leave without another word, ducking back inside and shutting the door behind her. 
 
    Once they were alone in the front yard, Jessamine paused. “Are you going to tell me what the hell all that was about with the emblem?” she asked in a whisper, the concern back in her voice.  
 
    “Yes. When we get back to the Augenspire, meet me in my rooms when you’re sure you’re not being watched.” He turned to her. “Bring your emblem.” 
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    Carl Vucanis 
 
    


  
 
    Carl took a last look at the Academy as the driver pulled away from it, merging onto the Augenspire Expressway. It felt strange and surreal to think he was done with the place, unless he chose to visit.  
 
    For years I’ve been dreaming about being free of the place, and now that I am, all I can do is stare at it and wonder if I’ve made the right choice. 
 
    His meager belongings were in the trunk of the massive ground-car, trundling towards the Augenspire and whatever awaited him there. As a captain, he would be residing within the monstrous building itself, though he had no idea what the accommodations were like or where the rest of the ground forces lived. 
 
    “Well, looks like you made it through the gauntlet and got yourself a job after all,” his driver, Artim, congratulated him from the front seat. 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it,” Carl responded, turning his back on the Academy at last. “Any advice?” 
 
    “Well, I’d normally tell you to keep a low profile and avoid the attention of the higher-ups, but since you’re the only ranking officer in the entire military who’s also Gifted, I’d say you’re going to have a hard time keeping out of the limelight.” 
 
    “How angry do you think most of the soldiers are going to be about me being Gifted?” he asked, wondering if he was setting himself up to take a knife in the back. 
 
    Artim shrugged.  
 
    “No idea. I was never crazy enough to go into the military so I don’t know what those nut-jobs are thinking. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” Carl chuckled and rubbed his eyes tiredly. Artim was probably closer to the mark than he knew. 
 
    “Well, we’re here.” Artim pulled to a stop near the west entrance and popped the trunk, getting out of the car to help unload Carl’s possessions. “If you ever need a driver, give me a call.” 
 
    Carl raised an eyebrow and said, “Whenever I want?” He felt like a rube for not knowing the basic workings of the government. He would need to rectify the issue as soon as possible. 
 
    “Sure. Let me see your comm and I’ll link my number.” Artim turned his own communicator screen-out and touched it to the face of Carl’s so the numbers would transfer. 
 
    “Thanks. Out of curiosity, why are you so helpful? Do you just really love driving or something?” 
 
    Artim laughed and said, “I forget how much you don’t know about how things work here. Even in our ranks, there’s a hierarchy. Most of the big-wigs have preferred drivers, so if I’m lucky enough to be chosen I get better perks and bonuses—and more bragging rights. They log every person I drive for, so repeat business is good for me, especially from important people. It makes other important people think of me when they’re looking for a driver, which means a bigger raise and more vacation.” 
 
    Carl hadn’t even considered that each function here probably had its own pecking order and ranking system. There was so much to learn, it seemed an insurmountable task. 
 
    “Do I count as someone important?” he asked curiously, as Artim called for a float-pallet to be sent for Carl’s belongings. 
 
    “Well, you’re the highest-ranking person I’ve driven so far, and I’d say you’re definitely going places if you don’t make a mess of things and wind up dead,” the driver admitted cheerfully, beginning to load bags onto the float pallet. “I’ve only got Level-6 clearance here—that’s the lowest, in case you don’t know—and you’re a Level-4. If you keep using me as your driver, it could bring other captains and ranked staff my way.” 
 
    “Well, then I’ll try not to tank my career prematurely,” he grinned. “I’ll give you a call if I ever need a ride somewhere.” 
 
    “Thanks, sir. Good luck!” Artim shook his hand and stayed behind with the car, while Carl pulled the float pallet behind him towards the west door. 
 
    Time for the moment of truth… 
 
    He scanned his wrist at the reader on the door and exhaled in relief when the door actually clicked open.  
 
    Wow, I can officially enter the most important building on the planet whenever I want to. 
 
    It still felt surreal, but he tried not to look overwhelmed as he approached the reception desk. 
 
    “Moving in?” the olive-skinned man greeted him, glancing briefly over the emblem at the end of his necklace and at the float pallet behind him. 
 
    “Yeah. Carl Vucanis, Ground-Captain.” 
 
    “Scan in,” the man requested, pointing to the biochip reader facing away from the desk, and Carl did so. “Captain Vucanis, you’re on fifteen, room nine.” 
 
    “Is that where all the Ground-Captains are housed?” he asked, trying to get a sense for whether he was being treated typically or not.  
 
    “All level-four staff are housed on floors fourteen to twenty-one,” he confirmed. “Is there an issue with your room assignment?” 
 
    “No, I was just curious. Thank you.” Carl moved towards the elevators, towing the float pallet behind him, careful to make sure it cleared the doors before he hit the button for the fifteenth floor.  
 
    He suddenly remembered how fast the elevators here moved and braced himself, but since he was only going up a few floors the elevator didn’t take off like a rocket, maintaining a more sensible speed on the ascent.  
 
    The fifteenth floor looked less militaristic than he expected, which was a pleasant surprise. The block of individual rooms were evenly spaced around an open, central foyer with an attached kitchen and dining area. The couches looked lived-in but comfortable, and photographs and paintings dotted the walls, mostly commemorating great military feats throughout Elaria’s history. 
 
    Carl left his float pallet in the middle of the space and walked briefly through the common areas, familiarizing himself with the space and noting where the restrooms were located. Overall, he was pleased with the living arrangements so far. He reclaimed the float pallet and quickly located room nine, scanning his wrist and exhaling in relief when the door lock clicked open for him. 
 
    The room was not terribly dissimilar to his previous one at the Academy. A modest but comfortable bed, a bookshelf, a desk, and a reasonable amount of space for his belongings were all welcome sights.  
 
    It took Carl less than ten minutes to unpack and settle into the space. He abruptly found himself with nothing to do, taking a seat on the edge of his bed and trying to decide how to remedy the problem. He could walk around until he found someone, but he had the feeling that a Gifted roaming through the Augenspire would give people heart attacks and invite more trouble than it was worth.  
 
    Should he go back downstairs and try to figure out what group of soldiers were his subordinates so he could introduce himself? Or was it more important to figure out who his direct commander was so he could check in with them instead? 
 
    There was a knock on his door. 
 
    Hoping it was someone useful, Carl opened it to see a uniformed captain standing on the other side.  
 
    “Carl Vucanis?” she asked by way of greeting, eyes quickly taking in his appearance.  
 
    Carl came to military attention and said, “Yes, ma’am. Who do I have the honor of speaking to?” It seemed safer to err on the side of formality than to risk being too casual. 
 
     The blond-haired captain raised an eyebrow and said, “No need to be so formal; we’re of equal rank.” She gestured to the arm of her grey uniform, where one white band was visible to denote her rank as a captain of the ground forces. “I’m Hyla Grand.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m still learning my way around military protocol. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Commander Lykan asked for volunteers to get you set up and oriented at our last staff meeting, so I’m here to offer my assistance—if you need it.” 
 
    “Lord yes, I could use all the help I can get,” Carl answered with perfect sincerity, which seemed to surprise Hyla. “Did you actually volunteer for this job, by the way, or were you volun-told to help me?” 
 
    She cracked a smile at the joke and said, “I volunteered. I always like to meet the newcomers as soon as possible to get an idea of whether they’re going to be an asset or a hindrance.” 
 
    Well, at least she’s honest about it. 
 
    “Fair enough. Is Commander Lykan our boss, then?” 
 
    Again, Hyla’s face registered surprise. 
 
    “They didn’t review the organizational chart with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know who ‘they’ is, but it’s been kind of a whirlwind the last few days. I had an interview with the Vicereine and Ground-Leader Skye, and I haven’t really heard from anyone since, other than to tell me to move in and get to work.” 
 
    Hyla sighed and said, “I suppose we are in unusual times right now, with a new Vicereine trying to establish her regime—especially given the circumstances of her sudden ascent to power.” She grimaced. “Well, you’d better come with me and I’ll do what I can to bring you up to speed in the next couple of hours before dinner.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Where are we going?” Carl shut the door behind him and followed her to the elevators. 
 
    “To get your uniforms so you don’t make people twitchy until they get used to seeing you with your emblem.” She held the door for him and stepped into the elevator, hitting the button for the ninth floor. 
 
    “I hope you have a good memory, because while I can understand your current ignorance, if you aren’t able to remedy it fairly quickly then you’re going to get iced out of here—or worse. We don’t have time to carry dead weight around here for the sake of appearances and integration.” 
 
    Carl’s attention sharpened immediately. 
 
    “I understand. Start talking and I’ll try to keep up.” 
 
    She nodded curtly, apparently satisfied with his answer. 
 
    “Laundry facilities are on level nine. You’ll be issued ten sets of uniforms and will be expected to maintain them appropriately. Drop them in the bin near the elevators when they’re dirty and you can pick up freshly washed and ironed ones on nine as needed. You’re to be in uniform at all times during working hours, and any time you are conducting official business regardless of whether you are on shift or not, unless told otherwise by a superior. While in uniform, you are to conduct yourself in accordance with Augenspire policies at all times, as you are a representative of the military. You may not express personal opinions to any member of the media or anyone unaffiliated with the government while in uniform, as it may be construed as an official statement.” 
 
    “Is there a handbook that explains all the rules of etiquette and behavioral requirements for government employees?” 
 
    “There are two, actually—one that applies to all government employees and another more specific to the military. I’ll have both sent to you tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They arrived at the laundry area and Carl scanned his biochip when prompted, which caused a rotating line of clothing to move rapidly around its tracks until his uniforms came into view, stopping abruptly in front of him. 
 
    “You, me, and eighteen other Ground-Captains report to Ground-Commander Lykan. He and four other Ground-Commanders report to Ground-Leader Skye, who reports directly to the Vicereine.” 
 
    “So there are a hundred Ground-Captains? That seems like a lot.” 
 
    “Each captain is responsible for around ten-thousand troops. Most of them are locals, but some commute in from nearby cities.” 
 
    Carl did the math in his head. “So we have a million soldiers working for us?”  
 
    Hyla shot him a look and said, “That only accounts for the ground forces, but yes. We only keep them nearby in the event of an attack or sudden conflict which may necessitate fighting in the capital before more troops can arrive from out of town. In an extended or coordinated conflict, however, we have millions more troops throughout the world and on reserve who can be pulled as needed.” 
 
    She seemed to think he was underwhelmed by the number of troops at the government’s command, but Carl was feeling exactly the opposite. 
 
    “That’s…a lot of people.” He thought about it more carefully for a moment and felt an icy stab of fear. “So I’m in charge of ten-thousand troops now?”  
 
    Was he supposed to learn all their names? Get to know each and every one of them? Issue all direct orders to keep them busy all day? Were they expecting him to know what he was doing already? Why didn’t anyone during the interview process make the details of this job clearer to him before he accepted it? He began to see why the commander in his interview objected to his appointment without experience. 
 
    A part of him was tempted to bolt from the building as fast as his legs would carry him, but Carl swallowed down the surge of fear and kept his expression calm. 
 
    “Yes, thereabouts,” Hyla confirmed. “Since you lack previous military experience, Commander Lykan has assigned some of his other captains to work with you on shift to ensure you know what sorts of drills and exercises to do and what is expected of you as a leader.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.”  
 
    A commander willing to arrange a support-system for a Gifted is encouraging. 
 
    Some of the trepidation must have shown on his face, because Hyla paused and said, “It isn’t like you’ll be spending all day with each of your people, personally drilling them. There are sub-captains within your division who are typically delegated responsibility for most of the day-to-day work, and those are the people you would spend most of your time with. It’s the difference between accountability and responsibility: they’re responsible for carrying out your orders, but you’re accountable if they don’t.” 
 
    “Ah.” Carl brightened in understanding. “That makes more sense—thank you.” 
 
    “Change into uniform and I’ll drive you to the barracks and do some preliminary introductions. We can pick up your copy of the regs on the way.” 
 
    Carl thanked her again and stepped back into his room, stripping out of his clothing as quickly as possible and pulling on the starched grey uniform with a single white stripe on the arm. The suit felt crisp and slightly uncomfortable, but he assumed it would get better after a few wash cycles. Lacing up his new boots, he paused to look at himself in the mirror. 
 
    For a moment he stood there, stunned by his own reflection. As often as he had imagined this day, he had never fully stopped to think about how he would actually look as a member of the military. Aside from the emblem dangling conspicuously around his neck, he looked like any of the soldiers he’d ever seen. It was a disorienting shift in perspective. 
 
    Shaking off the sense of vertigo, he stepped back outside to rejoin Hyla, careful to leave his emblem visible on top of his clothing. Perhaps someday Jessamine would lift the law requiring all Gifted to prominently display their emblem over their clothing at all times, and then Carl could truly blend in with the rest of society without receiving awkward, frightened, or disgusted stares. 
 
    Hyla nodded in terse approval and began moving to the elevators again. 
 
    “Are your driving and flying permits up to date?” she asked as they descended to the ground floor. 
 
    Surprised by the question, Carl stumbled over the answer. 
 
    “I—well, my driving credentials are current, but—don’t we have drivers?” 
 
    Hyla glanced sideways at him as they scanned out of the building and made their way towards a massive vehicle garage that Carl had always mistaken as a barracks on previous trips. 
 
    “Yes, but in an emergency you need to be able to drive or pilot any vehicle you come across, since I doubt your driver is going to come bail you out of a war-zone.” 
 
    Great, now I feel like an idiot. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it before—sorry, I’m just realizing how much there really is to think about and prepare for.” 
 
    Hyla’s expression relaxed as they entered the garage, Carl following her lead and trying to study the process for checking out a vehicle while also listening carefully to her responses. 
 
    “You’re at a bigger disadvantage than most, since you weren’t promoted through the ranks. If you’d come in as a ground soldier you would’ve learned a lot of the basics before you got your captaincy, but I understand that Jessamine is trying to make a key statement early in her reign about her support of the Gifted. Anyway, you can drive, but can you fly?” 
 
    “No,” Carl admitted, wondering how much of an issue it would be. “I was still in school at the Academy so I didn’t really have enough money to rent or train on aerial vehicles.” 
 
    Hyla seemed to sense his embarrassment because as she climbed into the driver’s seat of their black ground-car she said, “It’s not surprising. Plenty of people come into the military without money or resources. Just make sure you tell Commander Lykan when you meet with him so he can enroll you in classes to get your certifications in order.” 
 
    And here I was worrying I’d be bored. 
 
    Flying lessons, meetings with his commander and ninety-nine other captains, plus his sub-captains and the ten-thousand troops he was accountable for, reading two lengthy books on government and military regulations…he’d be lucky to ever sleep again. 
 
    They drove in a direction he’d never been before, away from the Augenspire Expressway and down the length of the bluff until everything disappeared from view behind them except for the Augenspire itself. Carl’s eyes widened appreciatively when he saw the compound up ahead, dozens of tall, block-shaped buildings forming a wide circle. He had no idea how tall each building was, mentally estimating something around a hundred stories.  
 
    Well now I know where they house so many people… 
 
    “All of the ground and sky troops live here?” he asked in astonishment as they drove into the compound, which in a way reminded him of the size and scope of the Academy. 
 
    “Only when they’re on duty,” Hyla explained. “They’re on schedule, so your people would work four days, then get two off, then work seven days, then get five off. Every month they have a six-day shift and quarterly a ten-day one.” 
 
    “That sounds really confusing.” 
 
    “It is, especially when you throw in all the vacations. We have a whole team of schedulers who keep track of everything and make sure we’re always covered and that people are where they should be.” 
 
    “So everyone has a room here for when they’re on shift, but on their off-days they go home?” 
 
    “Yes, there are two to a room here in most cases, not unlike the Academy. They’re not locked on campus, though, even while on shift. They can go out during the evenings or plan events as long as it doesn’t interfere with any scheduled work.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too bad,” Carl acknowledged, following her into the third building from the entrance. 
 
    “That’s the idea.” She smiled at him, approaching the man at the front desk, who promptly stood at attention to greet them. 
 
    “Captains. How can I assist you?” The man’s gaze quickly took in Carl’s emblem, but Carl had to give the man credit for not breaking character at the sight of it. 
 
    “I’m here to introduce Captain Carl Vucanis to his division and get him acquainted with the building. Please have all available sub-captains report to the large conference room.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” The man returned to his seat and began coding something into his communicator as Carl and Hyla walked on. 
 
    “Is this whole building full of my people, or are they spread out all over the place?” he asked as they moved down a hallway with buffed wooden floors that reflected the glare of the overhead lights.  
 
    “Two captains typically share a building, so your people are here, but so are mine.” 
 
    Carl turned to look at her. 
 
    “You’re in this building, too?” That’s lucky. It was nice to know the person nearby was willing to be helpful. 
 
    “It’s part of the reason I volunteered for the first introduction with you. I’d rather see what I’m working with sooner rather than later, and it’s easier to forge alliances before some of my colleagues sink their teeth into you.” 
 
    Carl’s surprise elicited a wry smile from her. 
 
    “Come now, you must have realized we’re up to our neck in political games here.” 
 
    “Yes, but I thought the military was supposed to stay out of politics and be—you know—impartial.” 
 
    Still smiling, Hyla said, “Of course we are, which is why we’re actually the most politically-mired group of all. You’ll want to be careful until you learn the ropes here, since everything you do makes a statement, and you don’t want to alienate or align with certain people without understanding the full implications of your actions.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you want to give me a crash course in personnel and their various alliances and biases?” he asked sweetly, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “I’m happy to, but I’m just as biased as anyone else, so you’d be an idiot to trust me.” 
 
    It was Carl’s turn to smile now.  
 
    “I wouldn’t, but it would still be good information. Besides, if I ask enough people for their opinions on others, I’ll eventually begin to build a picture of my own and see who else was most similar in their assessments.” 
 
    Hyla gestured to the room they had just entered, which was more like a small auditorium.  
 
    “The large conference room,” she said without preamble. “Often used for planning and strategy meetings, or anything requiring a large number of attendees. There are smaller conference rooms on each floor as well, for less-formal gatherings.” 
 
    Other people began to filter into the room, and Hyla took the opportunity to duck out and obtain a copy of the regulation books she promised Carl, who opened them briefly to look at the type size and page counts. 
 
    They’re tomes.  
 
    He mentally bid farewell to his days off for the foreseeable future, trying to estimate how long it would take him to get through everything. 
 
    When Hyla seemed to think everyone had arrived, she closed the door and made the formal introductions. It seemed Carl had ten sub-captains currently appointed to him, though she had no reservations about informing him that he could select new ones at his discretion, which made a few of them nervous. Her own sub-captains were also in attendance, though four of them were currently unavailable, and Carl’s head was swimming with names and fragments of information by the time they finished the introductions. 
 
    “I look forward to working with each of you and seeing what you can do,” Carl said briefly. He decided against mentioning his lack of military experience or asking them for help, since they would already know about the former and the latter would weaken his authority. 
 
    Two of his sub-captains exchanged a glance and one of them daringly said, “You going to tell us anything about your power?” 
 
    Hyla shot a brief glance at him but said nothing. 
 
    “My Gift, you mean?” he corrected pointedly. “Is it relevant?” Carl asked the sub-captain. 
 
    “It just seems weird that they promoted you with no military experience. We all know Jessamine is on a kick to make peace with you all, but it’s not a great strategy to promote someone with no relevant qualifications.” 
 
    Carl raised an eyebrow and said, “While previous military experience would be a plus, it was not an option the Gifted had until recently.” 
 
    “Did you even have to take the qualifiers?” 
 
    Hyla remained silent and watchful. Apparently she wants to see how I play this. 
 
    “I did. I placed fifteenth overall in the physicals, and was in the top two-percent of the candidates in the written exams.” 
 
    A few of the sub-captains exchanged surprised glances at this, though a few seemed to already know. 
 
    “You would have needed specialized training to pass the written exams,” the sub-captain waved a hand dismissively. “You want us to believe there was no nepotism at play there?” 
 
    “You don’t know much about the Academy, do you?” 
 
    Carl waited for the man to shrug before continuing. “While certain careers were closed to us until recently, we were allowed to pursue an education in most anything we desired, not unlike your own schools. I have a degree in electrical engineering with a sub-specialty in robotics. I’ve taken a number of courses in aeronautics, abstract mathematics, and mechanical design. Presumably, my academic qualifications were part of the appeal in hiring me.” 
 
    Everyone remained silent, though the sub-captain who questioned him still looked surly. Carl allowed the silence to fester for a moment before asking, “How long have you been in your position, sub-captain Greene?” 
 
    The man looked surprised that Carl remembered his name from the introductions, sounding defiant when he said, “Four years.” 
 
    Carl wasn’t sure if this was the typical tenure of sub-captains or not, but planned to ask Hyla discreetly later. He had been mentally assessing every person in the room since the moment they walked in, and thought he had a reasonable measure of who the natural leaders were amongst them. 
 
    Time to take a gamble and see if I’m as good as I think I am. 
 
    “Sub-captain Ferris,” Carl turned to the dark-skinned woman directly across from him. 
 
    “Sir,” she came to attention. 
 
    “Have you identified a pool of potential sub-captain candidates from your troops, in the event a position becomes available?” 
 
    Her surprise was constrained to a blink of her eyes, and then she said, “Yes, sir. There are five candidates in my own squad I have identified as high-potential, and sub-captain Berrington has three in his.” 
 
    Carl nodded. 
 
    “Good. A position appears to be available, so please coordinate with the other sub-captains to identify candidates for the role. I would like you collectively to agree on the top three candidates from across the division within the week, and I will begin the interviewing process early next week.” 
 
    She nodded curtly, though Carl sensed she was pleased with the assignment. 
 
    Predictably, sub-captain Greene said, “You’re demoting me because I questioned your qualifications?” 
 
    Carl was ready for the question. 
 
    “Not at all. I encourage productive discussion and critical thinking skills, and have no problem discussing my time at the Academy. I may be new to the Augenspire, but I know that all officers’ exam results are public record, as well as all Academy records, which means you could have easily discovered the nature of my Gift, my full academic record, and all physical and written exam results for my current position. I can tell by the lack of surprise at my answers to your earlier questions that most of your peers already took the opportunity to research their new captain, yet you chose to assert yourself during introductions; an attempt to embarrass me, I expect.  
 
    “This suggests both a lack of initiative and pettiness, neither of which have a place in leadership.” He stood up. “For the rest of you, I’d like to have a daily staff meeting at nine, effective tomorrow morning. For the remainder of the week I will be working through administrative onboarding tasks, but I intend to spend time shadowing each of you in the upcoming weeks.” He turned to Hyla. “Thank you for facilitating the introductions today, Captain.”  
 
    Captain Hyla had a small smile as she said, “Thank you, sub-captains; you are dismissed.”  
 
    They didn’t really speak again until she was driving Carl back to the Augenspire. 
 
    “Well, that was informative,” she said without taking her eyes off of the road. 
 
    “Did I call it right?” Carl asked with interest. “I pegged Ferris as their unofficial leader, and assumed the personality Greene displayed today was typical and grating to her.”  
 
    “Oh you certainly pegged that one,” Hyla smiled. “Well, some of us may have thought Ground-Leader Skye crazy at first for choosing you for this role, but she always has had an eye for talent.”  
 
    “Thanks. I have no intention of failing in my role here.” 
 
    Hyla smiled and shook his hand before dropping him off. “Then I look forward to working with you.” She waved goodbye, calling out to him before she sped away to start reading his regulatory books.  
 
    Carl collapsed into bed, only too happy to comply. 
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    Jessamine Elaria 
 
    


  
 
    Jessamine scrunched her nose in displeasure as she stared at herself in the mirror, trying to decide what she didn’t like about the wedding dress. Shellina had followed her instructions—little though the Vicerina liked them—and had found a rich purple silk dress that was backless down to the waist.  
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t like it once you saw it on,” Shellina read her facial expression, sounding smug. The designer shifted nervously from one foot to the other. 
 
    “I do like it,” Jessamine corrected her. “There’s something I want changed, but I can’t quite put my finger on it yet.” 
 
    “If I may, Excellency?” The dressmaker approached slowly, as if timid. She wished the man would stop tiptoeing around her. 
 
    “Please, do.” 
 
    He moved to stand beside her, facing her reflection in the mirror and tilting his head thoughtfully to one side. 
 
    “What if I extend these another inch?” He stepped behind her and pulled the edges on both sides of the dress towards him to cover a little more of her back. “It would still leave the dress mostly backless, but would give it a little more structure in the front and sides and may help you feel more secure about not falling out of it.” 
 
    Jessamine felt much less naked with that extra two inches of fabric behind her. 
 
    “It does seem to help support the front, but does it make me look terribly conservative with the high neckline?” 
 
    “I could drop the neckline and change it to something sweeping and loose. It would still nod to the classic style without replicating it exactly; a modern twist, for a modern ruler.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded definitively.  
 
    “Yes, do that. When can I try it on again to see if I like the changes?” 
 
    “Within the week, Excellency.” He dropped his voice and gaze. “Though booking time with you has been a challenge.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my apologies.” She turned to Shellina. “Make sure he gets a priority booking when he’s ready. I don’t want to look slapdash at my own wedding.” 
 
    Shellina seemed pleasantly surprised by her attitude and nodded cheerfully in agreement. The designer stepped out of the room and Jessamine changed back into her light armor before passing the dress off to her sister, who eventually joined her in the fitting room. 
 
    “Well, it’s still not the look I would have chosen, but it turned out better than I expected,” she announced, as blind as ever to the way her candor might be received. 
 
    “At least I’ll look nice when I sign my personal freedom away,” Jessamine sighed, ignoring her sister’s continued lack of restraint. 
 
    “I know you’re only marrying Darius for the shipping deal, but he’s not that bad. I mean, sure, he isn’t the most handsome man on Elaria, but he doesn’t look horrid.” 
 
    “His appearance is not my chief concern.” 
 
    “Oh I know, but he’s not really so bad when you think about it. He was a little—well, he didn’t know the way things worked around here when he first arrived, but he’s been learning quickly. He’s eager to help out and jumped at your idea to handle all the guilds—that was inspired, by the way—so he’s not useless. You don’t know him as well as I do because you were never one to go to parties, but he is fairly well-liked by a lot of important people. You’ll see, once things have settled down and you’ve gotten more acquainted with him; it’ll be fine.” 
 
    I’m sure it will. If only ‘fine’ was enough to make me happy. 
 
    She changed the subject. 
 
    “I meant to thank you earlier, but we hardly see each other these days. Your tutors tell me you’ve done excellent work recently, and you’ve really committed to your studies.” 
 
    Shellina looked pleased and embarrassed by the compliment.  
 
    “Oh, well, thank you. I certainly had the motivation to get better after what happened on that horrid night…” 
 
    Great, remind her of her failure on the night our father died and I disappeared. 
 
    “You’ve also done really well with the wedding preparations,” Jessamine added, desperate to bring things back to a happier level. “It’s not even your wedding, but I know how much time and energy you’ve been pouring into it, and I can’t thank you enough for doing something I’m so ill-suited for.” 
 
    Shellina brightened immediately at the compliment, her posture straightening. 
 
    “The big day will be here before you know it,” she breathed in excitement. “I’ll miss all of the planning and organizing once it’s over, actually. I don’t know what I’ll do with all my free time; more lessons, I suppose.” 
 
    Feeling unusually sympathetic towards her sister, Jessamine said, “If you wanted, I could assign you some more official responsibilities. I still have a list as long as my arm of things I can’t possibly do by myself, and some of them are bound to be things you’d enjoy and excel at.” 
 
    Shellina looked stunned by the suggestion. 
 
    “Really? Father always said I was still too young to pick up any more official titles or responsibilities—but you would give me a bigger role in your government?” 
 
    “Our government, Shelly. Times were different when Father was still here; we’ve both had to grow up a lot since he’s been gone. I know he would be proud of all the work you’ve done, and would support you taking a larger role in the management of our government.” 
 
    Her sister beamed at this, keeping pace as Jessamine moved towards the elevators. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well, off the top of my head, I’d like to make you an official ambassador. Darius is handling relations on the business side of things, but I’d like you to represent us on the social end. You’re much more well-known in those circles than I am, and going to party after party to socialize and maintain relationships has always drained the life out of me.” 
 
    “Oh but that sounds perfect for me!” Shellina clapped her hands together excitedly. “I can go to all the important events and network with people so they’ll know we are still representing their interests while you do all of the boring stuff here. But it’s such an important job—are you sure I’m ready?” 
 
    “I’ll have to get you some more tutoring—with Darius, come to think of it. Our father named me as an ambassador when I was sixteen, so this feels right. After all, you are my successor to the Viceroyalty and I want you as trained and prepared as possible, in case the worst should happen.” 
 
    Shellina bit her lip, worried. 
 
    “I don’t like to think about that, but you’re right.” She looked away from Jessamine. “But as your ambassador, my words will have real weight—” 
 
    “You’re a Vicerina. Your words have always had weight,” Jessamine countered. “It’s true that you’ll need to be especially mindful of what you say in an official capacity, but we’re all that’s left of our family and we need to stand strong. Together.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that.” Shellina looked slightly stunned by the realization, touching a hand to her lips. 
 
    “People will lobby you in ways they haven’t before, and you’ll be in an excellent position to hear things people won’t necessarily want me to know about. I’ll need you to gather information wherever you can about possible threats to us and report to me after events.” 
 
    Shellina looked strangely satisfied by the challenge and said, “It sounds perfect. It’ll give me a chance to improve my skills in an atmosphere I’m already comfortable in. I’ll do my best not to let you down or put my foot in my mouth too badly.” 
 
    Jessamine stopped at the elevator and favored her sister with a genuine smile.  
 
    Including her is the right thing to do. It will take even more of the load off of me, and the more involved she is, the more invested she will be in doing well. 
 
    “Then I’ll announce it tonight. Congratulations, Ambassador Elaria.” She shook hands with Shellina to make it official. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” 
 
    “Oh, I have an appointment with Topher. I’ll see you later tonight.” 
 
    Shellina raised a curious eyebrow, but Jessamine didn’t elaborate, stepping into the elevator and pushing the button for level three-hundred. Alone at last, she pulled out her communicator and sent a message to Topher to meet her in her rooms. 
 
    Days had passed since their last visit to Hera’s house, where Topher had collapsed on the floor and claimed to have seen a vision of some sort. She had intended to meet with him later that night to get the full story of what happened, but he had messaged her not to come. When she asked him about it the following morning he told her he was being watched, and would let her know when he was clear. 
 
    She had no idea who was watching him or what they were looking for, but it was one of the many things she intended to find out tonight, since he had messaged her earlier this morning that he thought it was safe now. 
 
    She waited for him in her private sitting room, pacing listlessly around the open space until she heard the quiet beep of the door lock disengaging. A momentary stab of fear washed over her, as it always did ever since the night Fox snuck into her room to murder her, and she forced herself to remain calm. 
 
    Topher stepped inside and quickly shut the door behind him, his eyes taking in the room at a glance. 
 
    “Were you followed?” Jessamine asked immediately. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you want to tell me who has been watching you for the last few days?” 
 
    “A few of my peers.” He shrugged as though this was a matter of no consequence. “It’s not unusual. We’re a nosy group and we like to know what confidential assignments others are on. I’ve always been a subject of interest due to my close ties with your father—and now with you.” He explained all of this very matter-of-factly, stepping further into the room and sitting on the couch. 
 
    “Who has been watching you recently?” 
 
    “I have no idea. The ones I know about are Dred, Andro, and Zenaya. Andro and Dred have become very interested in where we go when we leave the Augenspire unannounced. I asked Ana to tell my mother it isn’t safe for me to return there for a little while so she doesn’t find it odd when we are out of touch.” 
 
    “You don’t think they know where we’ve been going, do you?” 
 
    “No, but I need to be more careful than ever or they’ll manage to tail us one of these nights. Anyway, I’ve planted enough clues to hopefully convince them that I’ve been escorting you to private meetings with Darius’ father to work out some last-minute bonuses to your shipping deal.” 
 
    “Oh—good.” She nodded. “Now we can—” 
 
    “Did you hear there was a third Gifted found murdered downtown?” Topher interrupted, and Jessamine’s eyebrows raised in shock. 
 
    “So soon? And no, I hadn’t heard.” And why wasn’t I the first to know? 
 
    “Assemblyman Howard was going to tell you as soon as he could find you, but he didn’t want to interrupt your dress fitting—I think Shellina threatened murder on anyone who got in the way—and he’s always hated using the comms for important news. I only know because I happened to be standing there when he returned from downtown in a scandalized fluster.” 
 
    Jessamine relaxed slightly, then added, “Wait, why was he the first one to find out about a murder? He’s the Assemblyman of Infrastructure.” 
 
    “I believe he was downtown overseeing a major road repair when the body was found.” 
 
    “Ah, that makes more sense. Has the body been brought back to the Augenspire for autopsy?” 
 
    “Yes, though I don’t know if results are in yet.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned at this disturbing turn of events. Three murders in the span of two weeks was unacceptable, especially since it was being done by a member of her own government in defiance of her policies. After interviewing Risa, she had to agree it sounded like a Major had been after her that night, but she was still no closer to knowing who was behind the attacks and her interview sessions with Parl were not helping. 
 
    “We’ll address that soon enough. First I want to know the real story of what happened the other night at Hera’s when you took ten years off my life by making me think you were dying.” 
 
    Topher stared pensively at his hands for a moment before saying, “I think the voice in my head is connected to the Gifted in some way—to their emblems, at least.” 
 
    “What?” Jessamine asked in shock. 
 
    “The voice—the one that’s been plaguing me for years now—I heard it more clearly than ever when I touched the emblem. It wasn’t just fragments of words and thoughts; it actually used complete sentences.” 
 
    Jessamine’s lips parted in surprise.  
 
    “You said you’ve never touched an emblem directly before, that you’ve always handled them by the chain. Do you think the same thing would happen to any of the Provo-Major who touched an emblem? Is it something to do with the enhancers you have in your brain reacting with the imbued elarium in the emblem?” Her thoughts raced ahead of her and she had to force herself to stop and allow him to answer. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone else would have my problem, unless they heard the voice in the first place. Or—” he suddenly looked uncertain, “—maybe the voice is present in all of our minds but it’s too quiet for anyone else to hear it. Perhaps the emblem acted as an amplifier of some sort and it would allow others to hear it as well.” 
 
    “We can test it easily enough,” Jessamine assured him. “We’ve got a third body to analyze now, and I can easily arrange for one of my other Majors to lift the emblem and check it for signs of tampering. If they collapse on the floor, we’ll know it’s not just you.” 
 
    Topher nodded. 
 
    “When I touched the emblem, it took my mind to another place. It felt like I was falling a long way, and voices were screaming, but then a new world appeared around me. It looked like a primitive version of Elaria—there was ore heaped around everywhere, and I think I saw the Silver River at one point.” 
 
    Jessamine sat across from him, leaning forward in fascination.  
 
    “You think you were seeing…the past?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s what it looked like, but I don’t see how it’s possible, and it still doesn’t explain the voice in my head.” 
 
    “You said it talked to you. What did it say?” 
 
    “Something about how it didn’t speak our language very well. It said my mind was more fragile than it expected, and that I wasn’t supposed to forget something but it pushed too hard.” 
 
    Jessamine was staring at him, transfixed. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you remember what you’ve forgotten?” 
 
    “Sadly, no.” Topher sighed and ran a hand through his hair, causing a few strands to stick out at odd angles. “There were spaceships in the visions, though. They were hovering overhead, and in one of the visions they dropped something into the Silver River and it splashed mercury all over everything. Then the vision ended and another replaced it, but it was just me standing in an empty field full of elarium ore with a spaceship overhead, until eventually a man in a strange biohazard suit walked up with a briefcase.” 
 
    “There was someone else there? Why were they in a containment suit? Did the spaceship bring them? Did it actually seem like it could leave the atmosphere?” 
 
    “Well, if it was more than a few hundred years ago then it would have been able to leave the atmosphere, since the Isolation came later. I assume he came from the ship, though I have no idea why he was wearing a biohazard suit. It wasn’t a style of suit I’d ever seen before, but if it was hundreds of years old then it makes sense.” 
 
    “Maybe it was from the very first discovery of Elaria,” Jessamine posited excitedly. “If that was the first person from Earth to touch down, then of course he’d be wearing a suit until he was sure the air was safe to breathe.” 
 
    “True. But then why did he open his briefcase and release a canister?” 
 
    “A canister? What did it do?” 
 
    “Nothing much. It let out a mist, and then the vision ended and I woke up on the floor of my mother’s living room.” 
 
    “This is utterly fascinating, but why in the world are you seeing the past? And what is the voice in your head coming from?” 
 
    “I would love to know. To be honest, I’m a little surprised that you believe me so readily. It sounds completely ridiculous.” 
 
    Jessamine frowned and said, “I was there when you collapsed. You’re not the type to play games with people just to get a laugh, and I trust you not to lie to me.” 
 
    Topher nodded and said, “I was actually hoping you would allow me to try again, since you have an emblem you can loan me.” 
 
    Though she had been half-expecting it, Jessamine still gasped at the idea of handing her most hidden, private possession to Topher and waiting to see if it gave him another seizure. 
 
    “I—do you think it’s safe? I don’t know what it’s doing to your head to pull you out of the present, and I don’t want to cause any long-term damage just for the sake of curiosity.” 
 
    Topher shook his head and said, “I don’t think it’s dangerous, but either way, I need to know. I’ve had this voice in my head for eight years, so whatever was wrong with me has been wrong for a long time now.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’ll do this with or without me?” 
 
    Topher hesitated for a fraction of a second before saying, “Yes. Though I’d rather have you with me. You’re the only one I can explain all of this to in full, and if I seem like I’m in trouble you can take the emblem away and bring me back.” 
 
    She knew what an enormous display of trust he was putting in her, because Topher absolutely hated looking weak in front of others. Jessamine could tell how badly it rankled to wake up on the floor of his mother’s house with everyone worrying over him. Now he was willing to let her—of all people—see him vulnerable. 
 
    “Alright, but if I think you’re being injured then I’m taking back my emblem and forbidding you from ever venturing into the past again.” 
 
    Topher nodded after a few seconds. 
 
    “Wait here and I’ll get my emblem.” Jessamine stood up and went to her bedroom alone, trying ignore the pounding of her heart as she unlocked and opened the plain wooden box with shaking hands. It felt strangely intimate to carry her emblem out to Topher, as though she was letting him see her naked. She clutched the heart-shaped elarium for strength and returned to the sitting room. 
 
    He eyed the emblem speculatively.  
 
    “Are you using your Gift?” 
 
    Startled, Jessamine said, “No—I don’t think so. Or not intentionally, at least. Why, do I look different?” 
 
    Topher pursed his lips and said, “No, just intense. I thought you might be trying to use your Gift for some reason.” 
 
    Jessamine tried not to flush when she recalled the one time she had used her Gift around Topher, and how he had only seen her. 
 
    “Sorry, it just feels strange to show this to someone after so many years of hiding it in shame.” 
 
    She held it out to him by the chain, watching the heart-shaped emblem swing like a pendulum between them. Topher stared at it for a long moment. 
 
    “Perhaps I’d better lie down this time, so I don’t fall over.” He reclined on the couch, fidgeting uncomfortably in his light armor and trying to get comfortable. After another moment of hesitation, he took the emblem. 
 
    The effect was almost instantaneous. One moment he was speaking normally, and the next he looked to be completely absent from his body, eyes wide and staring at something only he could see. His body was tense and rigid, the muscles in his neck straining and coloring his face red with exertion.  
 
    Jessamine had no idea how she was supposed to know whether he was in trouble or not. She knew he would be upset if she pulled him out of his visions too early, but she was also determined not to sit here and watch him die just because she didn’t want to irritate him. 
 
    She heard his breath catch and hold, like he was struggling to exhale, and Jessamine ripped the emblem away from him and let it fall to the floor beside her, kneeling on the floor beside the couch and resting her hands on his light armor to try and wake him. 
 
    “Topher—are you alright?” She shook him gently. 
 
    He blinked several times before his eyes focused on her face. 
 
    “Jessa—yes, I’m fine.” He pushed himself forward to sit up straight. 
 
    “It looked like you were having a hard time breathing,” she explained. “Your muscles go all rigid when you’re in the visions, and it looked like you were going to suffocate.” 
 
    He blinked and said, “I trust your judgment. It explains why I feel winded even though I’ve just been lying here.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Jessamine asked, still kneeling on the floor beside the couch. She was in no hurry to move away from him. 
 
    “The field full of elarium, like before.” He sighed. “There were all these mounds in the grass, but I couldn’t tell what they were.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go look?” She couldn’t help but ask the question. 
 
    “My movements aren’t completely free in the visions. I can wander a little within the immediate area, but if I stray too far or try to touch certain things I get locked in place.” 
 
    Jessamine raised her eyebrows and said, “Why is that?” 
 
    “No idea,” Topher shrugged. “I saw the person in the suit come back with the briefcase again. The voice must think this vision is particularly important, but I have no idea why. Like before, he just opened the canister, waited a second, and then left.” 
 
    “Did the voice say anything?” 
 
    “More of the same, mostly. It didn’t mean to make me forget, I have to remember…though there was something new.” Topher brightened suddenly. “I asked why I could hear it more clearly when I was in the visions, and it said I was in its place.” 
 
    “Its place?” Jessamine asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s the way she talks—she doesn’t know our language very well.” 
 
    “It’s a she?” 
 
    Topher’s cheeks reddened in embarrassment.  
 
    “I guess from the way it sounds in my head I’ve always imagined it as female, though I have no idea why.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I think she was telling me I can hear her because I was seeing her thoughts—or her memory, maybe. She pulled me back to her time.” 
 
    “Then she must have been one of the first colonists on Elaria!” Jessamine exclaimed, leaning forward in excitement. “Can you imagine how much there is to learn from one of the original settlers of the planet? I wonder how she found a way to record her memories, and how they got into your head.” 
 
    Topher looked uneasy.  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think I’m hearing a recording. She answers my questions sometimes, and how could she possibly know what I was going to ask if she was here hundreds of years before I was even born? It’s almost like she preserved herself somehow…” 
 
    “In the elarium!” Jessamine exclaimed. “It makes sense. No one knows what’s so special about imbued elarium, other than it allows the Gifted to use their powers properly, but what if one of the original colonists found a way to transfer her consciousness into the imbued elarium in some way? Then she could talk to anyone in the future!” 
 
    Topher looked impressed with her theory. 
 
    “But why me? Of all people she could have chosen, she picked a random Provo-Major to talk to, so she could warn me of danger at the Augenspire? Is she a big fan of our current government, or does she just like me in particular?” 
 
    Jessamine frowned pensively. 
 
    “We don’t know that you’re the only person she’s talked to, or even the only one she’s communicating with now. You didn’t tell anyone about the voice in your head until you had to, so it makes sense that other people would keep their mouths shut so they didn’t sound crazy.” 
 
    “But if it needs to be in contact with imbued elarium to work properly, then why pick a Major? I’m one of the people least-likely to come into casual contact with imbued elarium. Even when we’re killing Gifted, we don’t stop and clean up the scene or strip them of their emblems—the Minors and munis take care of it later.” 
 
    Jessamine shrugged. 
 
    “That is odd…” 
 
    “I’ll have to keep trying. It’s the only way to get to the real answers. Whenever I can, I’ll need to go back into the visions until I’ve seen as much as she can show me, and maybe I’ll be able to question her enough to eventually piece together who she is and what she’s trying to tell me.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded. 
 
    “We might not have much time alone in the next couple of weeks, especially if we have to avoid Hera’s house. With my wedding so close, people are coming to the capital in droves and booking rooms, and the Augenspire is littered with more people than ever.” 
 
    Topher grimaced briefly and said, “I know. We’ll find time, either before or after your nuptials have concluded.” 
 
    Jessamine tried to imagine asking Darius to leave the room so she could invite Topher in for a private meeting at night, and how well that would likely go over.  
 
    Hell, they’re my rooms, not his. He’ll be lucky if I even invite him into them. 
 
    “Alright, well, I guess that’s enough for one day. I have an appointment with Harold, it seems, and you shouldn’t do this without a spotter.” 
 
    Topher looked disappointed but didn’t argue the point, rising to his feet. 
 
    “I’ve gotten more answers in the last week than I have in the last eight years. I suppose I can wait a while longer.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled and said, “We’ll figure this all out sooner or later. At least you can rest easy knowing you definitely aren’t crazy.” 
 
    Topher chuckled and said, “At least there’s that.” Then, becoming serious once more he added, “You leave first. If it looks clear, knock once and I’ll follow.” 
 
    “And if it isn’t?” 
 
    “I’ll call Hanna up here and have her ward off any spies.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled at the thought of Hanna politely but sternly informing anyone watching her rooms that spying hours end abruptly after lunch and do not resume until six-thirty. 
 
    “Alright then, I’m off.” She opened the door and stepped out into the hall. It was immediately apparent there was no one nearby, so she rapped once on the door and continued towards the elevators without looking back. 
 
    Time to confront another dead man until he tells me who his conspirators are. 
 
    She sighed and punched the ‘down’ button a little harder than necessary. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    15 
 
    Risa Vorhees 
 
    


  
 
    Risa stared at the half-solved equation listlessly, trying and failing to focus on the page in front of her. The Certified Accounting Exams were three weeks from now, and she had been steadily working through the practice exams for almost as long.  
 
    In hindsight, it was a rash decision to sign up for the C.A.E.’s with so little preparation, and she cursed herself for being a fool. Driven by a desperate desire not to be left behind when all of her friends were clearly moving forward with their lives, she had enrolled just before the final deadline for this season’s exam. Now she couldn’t even focus on the practice tests properly. 
 
    Carl is an officer of the Augenspire, Max and Ana are spending all their free time together and Hera is working with Topher and Jessamine on a complete overhaul of Gifted policy.  
 
    And where was Risa in all of this? Still taking classes at the Academy. Still stuck in a mental fog while everyone around her was evolving into something new. Still alone. 
 
    She didn’t want to be left behind, stagnant, while the others embraced the sudden wave of change upon them. She still didn’t know how she fit into this grand plan of Hera’s and Jessamine’s, so she turned to the one thing she felt she could control: finishing school and getting a job. 
 
    At least I’ll be able to meet some new people and bring new information to the group for a change. 
 
    Assuming she could pass her exams. 
 
    With a sigh, she set her book aside and stood up, stretching her back and staring down at the half-filled out page in front of her without interest. She knew what she needed to do before she could give her attention fully to her exams; Hera and Ana both felt the need to remind her of it every time they got the chance. But talking about something was easier than actually doing it, and she had been hiding from this for weeks now. 
 
    No more. 
 
    And with that, her mind was made up. Whatever happened would happen, and no matter how dreadful these next few conversations went, at least it would be resolved. 
 
    But who to call first? 
 
    She needed to make amends with Carl, badly. He had been on her mind more than anyone these last few weeks, ever since the horrible bus accident when she learned he was going to work for the Augenspire. As she adjusted to his new role, she was able to be properly ashamed of the way she treated him in the wake of the announcement, and often wondered if it was too late to salvage their relationship, even after he stayed the night to guard her from a foe that never came. They hadn’t really spoken since he left the Academy, and she felt the pain of the distance between them every day. 
 
    It’ll have to wait a little longer. 
 
    There was only one real answer to the question of who she should contact first. As much as she wanted to talk to Carl to make things right, there was someone she had been waiting to talk to for eight years now; the reason she had started this winding journey with Hera as a teenager and become the person she was today. 
 
    Topher it is, then. 
 
    She pulled the communicator from her bag and quickly found Ana’s number, preparing to message her and ask for Topher’s personal info so she could call him directly. 
 
    He gave that number to her, not to me. 
 
    She stopped before the message was sent, hesitating for a moment and then deleting it entirely. If Topher wanted her to have his personal number, he could give it to her himself. He would hardly welcome an intrusion into his privacy right now. 
 
    So she called the main line for the Augenspire, preparing to try the switchboard. 
 
    Someone answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Augenspire central. How may I direct your call, Miss Vorhees?” 
 
    It was always unsettling to know they had her entire dossier in front of them every time she called, and were scanning her information while speaking to her. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to Major Topher Augen, if he is available.” 
 
    Silence. Risa could imagine the shocked expression on the face of whoever was on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Provo-Major Topher Augen?” the woman asked. 
 
    Is there another one? Risa was tempted to ask, but didn’t. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “I’ll need to transfer you through the Provo-Minor offices. I am also required to explain to you that any calls routed to the Provo-Major determined to be threats, jokes, or otherwise problematic may result in legal action taken against you under Statute 4A. Can you confirm your understanding and acceptance of these terms?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “One moment, please, while I transfer your call.” 
 
    Risa exhaled deeply as the next set of ringtones became audible, taking a moment to settle her nerves and wondering whether Topher would even be willing to speak with her. It was hard to put the memory of her last horrible attempt at calling him out of her mind, but she had to at least try to reach him again. 
 
    It took four rings for the Provo-Minor switchboard to answer. This time it was a man’s voice saying, “Risa Vorhees?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can I direct your call?” 
 
    “I am trying to reach Provo-Major Topher Augen, please.” 
 
    Another uncomfortable moment of silence. 
 
    “May I ask why?” the man said at last.  
 
    The question surprised her. 
 
    “Um, am I required to tell you?” she asked hesitantly, not wanting to get into trouble. 
 
    Another moment of silence, and then, “No. But I must inform you that under Statute 4A—” 
 
    “I know and acknowledge the terms of 4A. Please ask if he’ll take my call.” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    The line went silent, and Risa breathed again, wondering if this entire thing was an exercise in futility—or worse, stupidity. She contemplated whether it was even worth trying Carl after this. 
 
    “I am transferring your call. One moment.” The male voice sounded puzzled, and before she could speak it was gone and the ringtone was back. 
 
    The video switched on, and Risa abruptly found herself staring at the face of Topher Augen.  
 
    “Topher,” she blurted out, shocked at him actually answering the phone. 
 
    “Risa,” he replied steadily, arching an eyebrow. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes—or, well, as far as I know,” she amended, feeling like an idiot. “I—I’m sorry, are you busy?” 
 
    He looked slightly rueful when he said, “I’m always busy, at present.” 
 
    “Oh, never mind then—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it as a deterrent. It was a general comment on my workload,” he explained. Upon closer inspection, he did look tired. “What do you need?” 
 
    Risa had been thinking about this moment for years, but now that it was here she suddenly had no idea what to say. 
 
    “I—I wanted to talk to you…when you’re able. I’ve wanted to talk to you for a long time.” 
 
    Topher’s eyes scanned her face, though Risa had no idea what he was looking for. Whatever it was, he must have found it, because after a moment he seemed to relax slightly and said, “Yes, I suppose we should. I can break away from the Augenspire for a few minutes.” 
 
    He wants to meet in person?! 
 
    Risa was so stunned she almost hung up the phone out of sheer panic, but she managed to keep her composure long enough to say, “Right now?” 
 
    “If you’d like.” 
 
    “Um, sure. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “I’ll come to you. You reside in the Physical Manipulations dormitories, correct?” 
 
    “Yes…” He’s coming here, to the Academy? 
 
    “Meet me outside in about twenty minutes.” He waited until she nodded and then cut the comm. 
 
    Risa stared at the blank display in silence, surprised that it had been so easy to get a meeting after all this time. For years this insurmountable wall loomed in front of her, and suddenly here it was, crumbling down.  
 
    When her brain kicked back into action she dropped the comm and checked her reflection, trying to decide whether she should change clothing or put some makeup on. She was wearing a bright blue blouse and cream-colored pants, and the contrast against her pale skin and red hair made both stand out. She tried to remember the last time Topher had seen her. Had she already started wearing bright, eye-catching clothing, or was she still trying to blend into the background? 
 
    It doesn’t matter what I look like, she shook herself mentally. She didn’t care if Topher thought she was pretty, but her hands were itching for something to do while she passed the time. 
 
    Come to think of it, what is Topher going to wear to the meeting? 
 
    Was he going to fly down from some top level of the Augenspire in his heavy armor, like a demon from a fairytale? Everyone who happened to be outdoors in the Academy would be terrified by the sight of an armored Major dropping into the middle of campus, especially as news of the Gifted murders had begun to crop up around the school. No one outside of Hera’s acquaintances seemed to know the Majors were the key suspects right now, and very few people knew of Risa being chased by one, but they were still on edge. 
 
    Topher is smart. He knows better than to start a panic in the Academy.  
 
    He was obviously one of the key players in Jessamine’s plans to integrate the Gifted back into society, and he wouldn’t do anything to deliberately make her work more difficult. He would probably show up in his light armor and be calm and professional with any Gifted he encountered. 
 
    Rather than stand in her room wondering how much time had passed, Risa decided to head downstairs and wait near the doors. Walking released some of her nervous energy, so she took her time moving towards the ground floor and passing through the main entrance. 
 
    The weather was nice today, and Risa breathed deeply and let the sun shine on her face, moving away from the doors and taking a seat on a nearby bench in the shade. Staring down at her hands, she tried to organize her thoughts and plan for the upcoming conversation. The last thing she wanted was to start rambling disjointedly, or, worse—crying.  
 
    She had no idea how long she was lost in thought, only that she hadn’t really accomplished much of anything when Topher’s voice said, “Hello,” from nearby. 
 
    Her heart raced as she looked up and saw him standing in front of her in plainclothes. She couldn’t decide if the jeans and black t-shirt were a nod to how he dressed before joining the military, for her benefit, or if his personal style hadn’t changed much in the last decade. A close-fitting skull-cap covered his Enhancers, and his Talents and weapons were nowhere in sight. Risa didn’t doubt for a minute he had them hidden somewhere. 
 
    “Topher, hi.” She stood up just as he said, “May I sit down?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” She returned to her seat, feeling awkward as he sat beside her. 
 
    She cast around desperately for something to say and ended up blurting out, “I thought you’d be in your armor.” 
 
    If he was surprised by the question he didn’t show it. 
 
    “The armor draws attention and makes me easy to track,” he explained. 
 
    “You’re worried the Gifted might follow you out of the Academy?” Risa asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s not the Gifted I’m worried about, at present.” 
 
    It clicked in her head as soon as he said it, and she mentally shook herself as she said, “Sorry, I’d almost forgotten about—the issues at the Augenspire.” 
 
    The expression on his face read: must be nice. 
 
    “I hear you avoided an unpleasant encounter with one of my peers as well.” 
 
    Risa’s lips parted, wondering who Topher had heard about the attack from. Hera, most likely. 
 
    “It’s hard to be sure, especially since no one else has been attacked near the Academy recently.” 
 
    Topher took this in without comment before changing the subject. “You wanted to talk?” 
 
    “Yes, I…well, I thought we should, after all this time.” 
 
    Topher nodded, staring down at his own hands instead of at her. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been meaning to follow up with you for some time now, but things keep getting in the way. My apologies.” 
 
    It was odd seeing him so agreeable and—well, normal. The last time she saw him he was storming into his childhood home to tell her he didn’t have time to deal with her and dragging his mother off to have some private discussion while she sat in the living room. 
 
    “I spent all this time imagining what I would say to you, but now that you’re here I’m drawing a blank,” she admitted. “I didn’t really think you’d ever have time for me—or want to make time—again.” 
 
    Topher frowned thoughtfully. 
 
    “I avoided your call back then,” he admitted darkly. “I thought about answering—I knew I should—but I didn’t.” 
 
    “I always wondered why,” Risa said softly. “I assumed you heard I was Gifted and decided we weren’t friends anymore. I know that hating the Gifted was kind of a requirement for being in the Provo-Major at the time, and you obviously got the post at a freakishly-young age for a reason, so you probably wanted to fit in.” 
 
    Topher shook his head. 
 
    “I have never hated the Gifted. To be honest, I mostly only thought about them in the context of how they could pose a danger to the Viceroy and his family, so to me they were always just a facet of my job.” 
 
    “But the Majors seem to enjoy striking us down and keeping us scared and oppressed.” 
 
    “Most of us don’t really enjoy killing anyone. I certainly don’t, Gifted or not.” 
 
    Risa raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s kind of surprising to hear that, especially after Halstead and Corithans and everything else you’ve been involved with.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “I follow orders. It’s the thing people keep failing to realize about working for the military. The Viceroy said to find a way to stop the rebellion at Halstead, and I found a way. Granted, the execution of my plans was terrible and not at all what I had specified.” He looked at her now. “We follow the will of the ruling Viceroy or Vicereine. Roald wanted the rebellion crushed, so I helped crush the rebellion. Jessamine wants peace and integration, so I do what I can to drive her agenda.” 
 
    “It sounds horrible, always doing what someone else wants. Do they even ask your opinion?” 
 
    “Usually, depending on the subject. We Majors have a variety of skillsets and backgrounds, and we’re involved in most major business within the government. But the final decision is Jessamine’s.” 
 
    “And what if she does something you really don’t agree with?” 
 
    “I agreed to serve her, whether I align with what she’s doing or not. If I was strongly opposed to her agenda, I suppose I could quit, but few Majors take that route.” 
 
    Risa frowned thoughtfully. 
 
    “So you haven’t been hating me all these years for being Gifted?” 
 
    “Hating you?” He looked surprised. “No, I never hated you.” 
 
    “Then why did you avoid me and your mother for so long?” 
 
    Topher looked introspective now, his gaze unfocused as his thoughts turned inward. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how to integrate my old life into my new one. The more I stood out in the military, the more you—and my mother—grew unhappy with me. It was always lectures and tears when I tried to explain my new life to you both, and I grew weary of it. My peers are from more affluent backgrounds and often like to remind me of it, which doesn’t bother me in the slightest now, but did when I was younger and newer to all of this. I kept waiting for the Viceroy to decide he’d made a mistake in promoting me, and I was working as hard as I could not to come to his negative attention.” 
 
    “So you were embarrassed of where you came from, and of us.” Risa said it without emotion, though she felt a pang of sadness at the thought.  
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” He sighed. “I’m not proud of it, and I apologize for it, but at the time I was trying to secure my position and not remind anyone of my origins any more than necessary.” 
 
    Risa nodded. 
 
    “There were times when I thought I hated you,” she admitted. “Especially after Halstead, because it broke your mother’s heart. I was the only one with her when she broke down sobbing because you were involved. I thought you were selfish and cruel for abandoning us, and for working with the people who kept the Gifted oppressed. So much of what I’ve done the last eight years has been driven by that anger.” 
 
    “And now?” Topher met her gaze. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She blinked and looked away. “When I found out Carl was planning to join up I think I hit critical mass on my anger, but recently it’s just sort of fallen away. I guess I got tired of being so angry and sad all the time, and I want to make whatever amends I can and move past it.” 
 
    Topher nodded. 
 
    “Anger is one of the more exhausting emotions, isn’t it? I’ve held onto my share of grudges as well.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Carl will forgive me for some of the things I’ve said, but I at least wanted to try to mend things with you, so I can stop feeling awkward when you show up at your mom’s house for meetings.” 
 
    Topher nodded.  
 
    “I didn’t handle things well at my mother’s house.” He met her gaze. “I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did. I had–still have–a lot on my plate and stress tends to make me…” 
 
    He seemed to be grappling for a word, so Risa supplied, “Terse? Gruff?” 
 
    “An ass,” Topher corrected, and the admission made them both smile. It was fleeting, but it was the first time Risa had seen him smile since they were children. 
 
    “Well, that seems to be something we have in common. I feel like I’ve been horrid recently, even to the Vicereine, who I barely know from a hole in the ground.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, Jessamine has always supported making things better for the Gifted, even when her father was in power. Most of the small concessions he eventually made were a result of her influence. If you are willing to continue working with her—with us—despite our past differences, we might actually be able to accomplish some real change.” 
 
    “I know. I couldn’t help but despise her for a long time, because I felt like she had everything I didn’t. She took you away from me and I—well, I liked you.” She had no idea why she was telling him after all this time, but if she was ever going to clear the air, now was the moment to do it. 
 
    Topher looked mildly surprised but then said, “I liked you, too. I seem to favor redheads.” He shook himself slightly, apparently surprised that he admitted his feelings for Jessamine out loud, though it was pretty obvious to Risa. 
 
    “It must be hard with her getting married soon.” 
 
    His expression became suddenly closed and he said, “I’ll manage.” He checked his communicator. “I need to leave soon. Quite a lot of people are demanding my time at present, especially with the wedding so close.” 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I hope things can be better between us now.” 
 
    He nodded and checked to make sure the hat was still covering his enhancers. 
 
    “As do I. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to make another meeting at my mother’s house, since my movements are being watched, but I’m sure we’ll run into each other eventually.” 
 
    She extended her hand and he shook it, his grip warm and firm. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” she said.  
 
    “You too. I’ll send you my comm info so you don’t have to call the main line again. Let me know if anything happens that I should know about, and be careful at night until we root out all the traitors.” 
 
    Risa smiled and watched him walk to a nearby ground-car, hopping into the driver’s seat and pulling away quickly. 
 
    Walking back to her room, she felt strangely light. She had never noticed the weight of the feelings she’d carried all these years until she felt their absence. For the first time in a long time she felt hope for the future, for a time when things would be better for her people and the fighting was over and she could have a normal friendship with Topher and maybe even something more with Carl… 
 
    She didn’t think she could face another heart-to-heart today. Talking to Topher was profoundly relieving, but also emotionally draining, and she was tempted to lie down in bed and take a nap. 
 
    Instead she sat back down at her desk and finished the practice test. 
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    Topher Augen 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
    You were too slow. 
 
     I tried to tell you, but you did not understand. 
 
    Now it is too late and she is gone. 
 
    I am sorry. 
 
    ~ 
 
    
  
 
    Topher would be glad when Jessamine’s wedding was over, if only so all of the extra people residing in the capital would leave. Silveria felt like it was bursting at the seams with people these days, with hotels fully-booked and the locals renting out space in their houses to accommodate the sudden influx of visitors. People clogged the streets, and public transportation was a nightmare to navigate, causing Assemblyman Howard to rant at length in their meetings about necessary infrastructure upgrades while Lavesh and Freeman boasted about the positive effect on local businesses. 
 
    The Augenspire saw a surge in visitors as well, as select military personnel returned from their postings for the event and chose to take up guest quarters in the capitol building itself. Topher tried not to descend past level two-hundred these days, eager to avoid the crowds. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was another Gifted murder, and Jessamine had gone against the General Assembly’s wishes and released details of the murders to the media outlets to share with the general public. Her argument had been that the Gifted deserved to know about the danger of walking through the city alone so they could take measures to protect themselves until the killer was caught.  
 
    After the unpleasant meeting, she’d pulled Topher aside. 
 
    “I’ve had an idea, but I want you to tell me—honestly—what you think of it. What if I got Ana to interview each of the Provo-Major with me? She could look at them and know if they were lying or plotting something treasonous, and they wouldn’t be able to avoid it.” 
 
    Topher had grimaced visibly at the thought. 
 
    “I would advise against it, for now,” he said truthfully. “Most of the Majors come from affluent families and have a slightly archaic view of the Gifted and their place in society. If you subject them to having their minds raided by a Gifted, you might alienate most of the people who actually do support you and give a huge boon to the traitors. Not only that, but you risk alienating their families as well, and you need the support of everyone you can get.” 
 
    He had recently applauded her for naming Shellina as her social ambassador, because Jessamine’s sister was already well-known in most circles and was making excellent headway in her new role to help sell her sister’s agenda. 
 
    Jessamine frowned. 
 
    “I don’t want to drive away people who are still loyal to me, but I’m tired of walking on eggshells trying to figure out which one of them is waiting to stab me in the back.” 
 
    “We don’t have definitive confirmation yet that a Major is behind the attacks on the Gifted, though it’s not unlikely,” he conceded. “I know you’re frustrated, and I will support whatever decision you make, but I think it would be a mistake to interrogate them with the Gifted at this point. And as skittish as Ana is every time I speak to her, I’m not at all sure she would be willing to volunteer for such an assignment, and we don’t even know if her Gift has limitations with the Majors. We have had our brains rewired, after all, to accommodate the Talent technology.” 
 
    “It worked with Fox, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but she had the element of surprise on her side, and Fox was intoxicated. With one of us in peak mental form, who can say whether her Gift will still function properly?” 
 
    The two of them exchanged a long look, and Topher knew they were thinking the same thing in that moment.  
 
    The only way to be certain is to have her test her ability to read minds on a Major she trusts. Topher had absolutely no desire to have a woman he barely knew try to break through his mental barriers and pull his private thoughts out of his head. 
 
    “I will if you ask me to,” he said aloud. 
 
    “You hate invasions of your privacy.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. 
 
    Jessamine sighed and abandoned the idea, though Topher could tell it was still in the back of her mind. 
 
    He was moving towards the elevators when Shellina caught up to him. 
 
    “Topher, there you are!” She looked pleased with herself for finding him. “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “I was going to do some extra conditioning, as I find myself with a rare window of free time,” he replied truthfully. 
 
    Shellina brightened and said, “Oh, well I just had the final fitting of my dress for Jessa’s wedding. If you want, I can show it to you and you can plan your attire accordingly.” She looked quite eager to go change into it for him. 
 
    Topher suppressed an inward groan at the reminder of how close they were to a day he had been dreading for quite a while now.  
 
    “I thought you were wearing gold to complement Jessamine’s dress in some way,” he scoured his memory for the details.  
 
    “Well, yes, it is,” she admitted, looking slightly crestfallen at him already knowing this critical detail. 
 
    “I should be able to find something suitable to match,” he explained, stepping into the elevator as the doors opened. 
 
    “Oh, well…alright then…” Shellina trailed off, clearly trying to find something else to say to keep him there. 
 
    Fortunately the elevator doors closed and Topher punched the button for level two-fifty, making a snap-decision to change his plans in case Shellina followed him to the training area.  
 
    He exited the lift right into the lobby of the medical facilities, approaching the receptionist and saying, “Autopsy,” to explain his presence before walking past her and turning the corner. 
 
    Due to the previously-classified information about the Gifted murders, the bodies were being kept on the restricted levels while the investigation was ongoing. Topher had no idea what he hoped to glean from seeing the newest one for himself, but continued along his trajectory all the same. 
 
    When he scanned into Autopsy and entered the room, it was to find himself completely alone. He waved to activate the lighting and approached the nearest table, which still had the recent murder victim lying on it beneath a sheet.  
 
    The room was unpleasantly cold, so Topher lifted the sheet and scanned the body quickly, reading through the coroner’s notes and agreeing with them based on his preliminary review. He replaced the sheet and walked around the table, where he saw evidence bags of personal effects that had been found on the victim at the time of death. 
 
    Clothing in one bag, shoes, jewelry…all routine. Topher paused only when he saw the emblem, which had been placed in a bag by itself. 
 
    He hesitated for a fraction of a second before moving back to the doorway to check the electronic sign-in history for the room. The coroner had scanned out fifteen minutes ago, probably to eat lunch, and would likely be gone for another twenty minutes at least. 
 
    Topher drummed his fingers lightly on the desk, contemplating his own stupid idea. There was a chance the coroner would return early, or that someone else would come in here and wonder what was going on, but the temptation was overwhelming. 
 
    He quickly returned to the evidence bag with the emblem in it, holding it in one hand. If someone walked in while he was lost in thought, how in the world would he explain it? Would he even have to, or was he sufficiently high-ranking to get away with handling evidence? 
 
    The latter, probably. But word might still reach Jessamine about what he had done, and she alone would understand what it meant for him to touch an emblem. 
 
    She would be upset with him for doing this without her, but her time was at a premium with her wedding at the end of the week and he doubted she would be able to help him with this until things settled down. 
 
    But I’m still getting warnings that something horrible is going to happen. I may not be able to wait a week. 
 
    He opened the evidence bag and removed the emblem by the chain, hovering at the edge of indecision for a moment longer before touching the imbued elarium itself. 
 
    He blinked and looked around in confusion.  
 
    Topher found himself standing in a place he had been before—a place he had been before in his own lifetime. 
 
    Why am I in the clock-tower at the Academy? 
 
    The place was unmistakable. He was standing at the very top of the stairs, nearing the absurdly heavy double-doors concealing the testing room. He hadn’t been here since he was thirteen years old, waiting to be tested to determine whether he was Gifted. 
 
    As soon as he had the realization, the stairwell became instantly populated with a line of teenagers streaming down the stairs and out of his line of sight. Topher blinked, startled by the sudden appearance of all these people, as though filling in some gap in his memory. 
 
    Yes, the voice inside his head nearly caused him to jump. Remember… 
 
    Topher frowned and looked at the teenager standing nearest him, eyes widening in recognition. 
 
    It’s me. I’m watching my own memory of the day I was tested. 
 
    Now he was even more confused. Why was the voice showing him his own memory? Wasn’t this entity supposed to be showing him memories from its own time? But if it was really an early colonizer of Elaria, it definitely wouldn’t have been standing in the stairwell of the clock-tower with him over a decade ago. 
 
    The heavy doors were dragged open by two Minors, allowing one relieved-looking child to leave and the one directly in front of Topher to enter the room beyond. As soon as she was inside, the doors closed again. 
 
    Topher studied his younger self. Others around him had made friends in the line and were talking quietly to each other, trying to relieve their nerves and shooting terrified glances at the doors every few moments. Topher had kept to himself for the duration of his time here, he remembered with sudden clarity. Where nervousness made others chatty, it had the opposite effect on him, causing him to turn inward. 
 
    “Why am I here?” Present-day Topher asked aloud. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, no one in the line acknowledged or answered him. He wasn’t actually here, after all. He hoped the voice would chime in with something helpful, since he was wasting time here going through his own memories instead of learning something new from whoever was in his head.  
 
    Remember… 
 
    Topher looked upwards reflexively, though the voice had come from inside rather than above. 
 
    “Is there something important about this day for me?” he asked curiously, straining his memory. Admittedly, he didn’t think of this day often—well, ever, really—so his recollection was a bit foggy. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “What could possibly be important about today, other than I was tested, found to be not-Gifted, and sent home?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    Maybe the important part of the memory had nothing to do with him at all? Maybe he was supposed to watch the people around him and see if something strange happened to one of them—or maybe one of them grew up to be someone important and he should be trying to recognize their younger self… 
 
    The sound of the double-doors being dragged open captured his attention once more. Whatever he was supposed to be gleaning from his time on the stairwell he was about to miss, because his younger self walked forward into the testing chamber and his present-day self was forced to follow. 
 
    Topher from the memory was standing still and staring straight ahead, determined to appear calm and unafraid. Present-day Topher allowed himself to walk around the room and examine things more fully. 
 
    Three Provo-Minor were in the room with him, two of which were currently working the door. The other was sitting in a padded chair at a long table, fidgeting with his chrono and clearly bored. A locked cabinet was behind him and to the side, though Topher wasn’t sure what it contained. This was one of the few areas where select members of the Provo-Minor had more knowledge than the Majors, as the testing process for the Gifted was carefully controlled and had always been the task of the Minors. Topher was thankful to be exempt from sitting in a stuffy tower for fourteen hours straight, twice a year, and had never envied the Minors their task, though the select few on the testing panels always acted haughty about it. 
 
    The primary item of interest, and presumably the reason for all the security on the room, was the large ball of imbued elarium hovering over a stone dais in the center of the space. At three-feet in diameter, it was the largest single unit of imbued elarium on the entire planet, glowing faintly as though radiating power. 
 
    The Minors returning from the door took their seats at the table and gave him instructions without asking any questions about who he was. 
 
    “Remove any jewelry from your person, including rings, earrings, and other piercings. Place both hands on the orb and leave them there until instructed otherwise.” 
 
    Topher watched his younger self nod curtly and approach the imbued elarium as instructed, his hands shaking only slightly as he laid them on the orb with everyone watching. 
 
    Now nothing happens and they dismiss me, he recalled. He still had no idea why he had been sent back to this place, of all the things he could have seen, and was growing frustrated. 
 
    The orb flared a bright, sickening green color, and present-day Topher froze in place with his eyes wide. 
 
    This isn’t right…that never happened! 
 
    If he had been Gifted he would be wearing an emblem right now. Elarium-based technology wouldn’t work properly for him; he would never be able to use his Talents. He would have been forced to live in the Academy. He never would have been permitted to join the Provo-Major. 
 
    His younger self also clearly saw the color change, but only betrayed his shock by tensing slightly and glancing at the Minors to see what they would do.  
 
    “This isn’t right!” Present-day Topher insisted, angry with the voice for deceiving him with whatever farce this was. If the orb had turned green his entire life would be different. 
 
    “Congratulations. It seems you are not one of the unlucky few,” one of the Minors stood, still looking bored. “You can remove your hands from the orb now. Make sure you scan your credentials before leaving to document your results.” 
 
    Young-Topher’s mouth opened slightly in surprise, clearly confused about why no one else had noticed the unmistakable change in the elarium. 
 
    Topher watched his younger self remove his hands from the elarium, preparing to say something, but both Tophers were overcome with a sudden wave of heat that seemed to pass through their heads, scorching and burning. His younger self blinked several times as the wave passed, looked momentarily confused, and then said, “Thank you.” He walked calmly over to the scanner and pressed his biochip against it, registering the negative results, and waited for the two women to open the door for him to exit.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Present-day Topher demanded hotly. 
 
    You were going to tell them. I had to stop you. 
 
    “You were already in my head, before I even got the enhancers?” Topher asked in alarm. 
 
    Sometimes, the voice admitted. I did not mean to burn you so hard. You were not supposed to forget. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to make sense of all of this and feeling strangely ill. 
 
    “What—what does this all mean? Are you saying the orb really turned green for me that day? But why could no one else see it? Or was it only green because you were trying to tell me something and it threw off my eyesight? Why did you—” 
 
    A wave of nausea overcame him and the world dropped away all around him. He felt himself falling down a well of black nothingness, fearing the eventual impact with the ground. As the bottom drew near, he braced himself for the pain and— 
 
    Topher’s eyes flew open and he gasped for air, lurching upright and trying to orient himself.  
 
    He was on the floor inside of a cold medical room—Autopsy! He was back on level two-fifty, sweating profusely in his light armor and feeling weak and shaky. He must have released the emblem when he fell to the floor, because it was laying a few inches to his left. 
 
    Falling to the floor in light armor probably made a hell of a noise… 
 
    Topher jumped to his feet, shivering as his sweat met the cold air of the autopsy room. He grabbed the emblem carefully by the chain, returned it to the evidence bag and replaced the seal on it just as the door opened behind him. 
 
    “Major Augen—what are you doing here?” the coroner blurted out in surprise. 
 
    Topher set the bag down and turned to face the woman, hoping he looked calm and not unbalanced. 
 
    “I was informed of another Gifted murder, and wanted to examine the evidence myself.” 
 
    She relaxed slightly. 
 
    “Of course, my apologies. Your visit surprised me, and I thought I heard a noise when I was walking back from lunch.” 
 
    “I accidentally struck the table with my armor as I moved around it. I apologize if it startled you.” 
 
    “No, not at all!” she insisted. “I would have postponed my lunch if I knew to expect you—” 
 
    “I was unaware of the opportunity in advance, or I would have notified you.” Topher held up a hand before she could continue to apologize needlessly. “What are your findings so far?” 
 
    The coroner slipped back into business mode right away and approached. 
 
    “Thirty-five year old female, in good health—aside from being dead,” the coroner amended with a grimace. “Cause of death is pretty straight-forward, as her throat was cut from end-to-end and she bled out before she was found and the authorities were notified.” 
 
    “Anything obvious that would connect her to the other victims?” 
 
    “Nothing I can see, but I understand the Minors are searching all of the victims’ backgrounds for any commonality.” 
 
    Topher keyed in the woman’s biochip information and pulled up her file while the coroner spoke, scrolling through the file of her life for anything noteworthy. 
 
    “She was a florist,” he commented aloud, though he had no idea why this was surprising to him. “Her Gift involved making flowers bloom.” 
 
    “Yes,” the coroner joined him at the display. “I’m told she had one of the best shops in all of Silveria, due to her Gift. She was the manager there. I have no idea what will happen to it now, or if her husband will continue running it without her.” 
 
    She had a husband, and two children…Topher continued reading the summary, saddened by the knowledge that she had left a family behind. If there was anything Topher could relate to, it was the feeling of being a young child who had just learned one of his parents was never coming home. 
 
    He took a breath to steady himself, still feeling cold and shaken by the vision he experienced. 
 
    “Such a benign Gift,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I know,” the coroner seemed to understand what he was getting at. “The bodies I see that were war criminals, or who have Gifts that could blow up a city block—I don’t feel as bad about seeing them fall. But all she did was make flowers grow…” 
 
    Topher blinked, surprised by the sentiment, and said, “What can you tell me about the murder weapon?” 
 
    “Nothing helpful, I’m afraid.” She sounded regretful. “It was sharp, and not serrated. I found trace elements in the wound, but it is consistent with any number of common blades on the market right now.” 
 
    Topher nodded and said, “Thank you. I’ll leave you to your work. Please notify me if you find anything noteworthy.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    He couldn’t leave Autopsy fast enough. Even the warmer air at the exit did nothing to make him feel better. He walked purposefully back towards the elevators, ignoring everyone he passed and making eye contact with no one, trying to appear in control until he returned to the safety of his room and was able to shed his armor and change clothing. 
 
    His pants and shirt were soaked with sweat, and upon reflection, he was parched. Grimacing at how hard Jessamine was going to yell at him when he told her what he did, he stripped out of his wet clothing and took a hot shower, determined to regain control of himself. 
 
    The hot water did seem to melt away his unsteadiness, and after he dressed and consumed a large amount of water, he felt slightly more like himself. 
 
    Except now I’m alone with my thoughts. 
 
    Not for long, as luck would have it. A sharp knock on the door brought him almost immediately to his feet, wondering who would be visiting when he was still supposed to be on duty. 
 
    It was Reya.  
 
    “What do you want?” he greeted her with a groan. 
 
    “To know what the hell you’re doing in your room—and out of uniform—when you are scheduled to work for another three hours.” 
 
    Topher raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you tailing me? Why are you so concerned about my whereabouts?” 
 
    Reya glanced around to the closed doors on either side of her and said, “Let me in; I don’t do hallway conversations.” 
 
    She brushed past him and he sighed and shut the door behind her, wondering why friends always had to show up when he was trying to brood on his own. 
 
    “Well?” Topher asked, leaning against the wall while she sat on the edge of his bed. 
 
    “General Assembly was looking for you. They said they called you a bunch of times but you never answered. Lucky me, I happened to be the first one they saw who isn’t put off by your brooding face and was willing to call you, except you didn’t answer me, either. Thanks for that, by the way.” 
 
    Topher frowned and went to check his communicator. It showed at least seventeen missed calls and notifications, though he hadn’t remembered hearing any of them. 
 
    “Oh, I must have accidentally hit the ‘suppress’ button when I—” he was about to say, “when I fell over in Autopsy” but changed it to, “when I was in my last meeting.” 
 
    The look on Reya’s face clearly called his bluff, but all she said was, “If you say so.” 
 
    “What does the General Assembly want with me?” 
 
    “No idea; I wasn’t really listening to their rambling. Anyway, why are you in here relaxing when you’re supposed to be on duty? It’s not like you to skip out.” 
 
    “You’re nosy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she agreed cheerfully. 
 
    “I was feeling unwell, so I came back to my room to shower and change clothing. I was preparing to go back outside and finish my shift when you knocked.” 
 
    Reya looked like she wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not. 
 
    “You’re not often ill, and when you are, you never let it stop you. You do look kind of wrung out though.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said flatly. 
 
    “I know Jessamine’s wedding is very soon, and that’s probably not helping anything, but I’ve been worried about you ever since you wigged out on us at your mother’s house and then cancelled the ambulance.” 
 
    “Your concern touches the very core of me,” he said with deadpan seriousness, causing her to bark out an unexpected laugh. 
 
    “Seriously though, is there something going on with your head?” she demanded, not breaking eye contact. 
 
    This must be why I avoided having friends for so long. They’re damned inconvenient… 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted after a long moment of silence. 
 
    Reya raised her eyebrows, looking truly concerned when she said, “Does Jessamine know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, good, then I don’t feel compelled to report you to a higher authority. I don’t suppose it’s something you think your friends and allies should know about?” 
 
    “Not really,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Hmm.” She pursed her lips at him. “Does it affect your ability to do your job?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Jessamine doesn’t think so,” he added. “If anything, it could be an asset.” 
 
    “Then I’ll say no more about it, except to remind you that Jessamine is not the only person in this compound you can rely on or confide in.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell Gareth?” Topher asked, strangely touched by her words. 
 
    “Of course. Unlike you, I don’t isolate myself from my allies. He’ll keep his mouth shut though, don’t worry.” 
 
    Topher groaned as another knock came at the door. Reya immediately tensed for a fight and reached for her knife. 
 
    “Expecting anyone else?” 
 
    “I wasn’t even expecting you.” Topher rose to his feet and went to answer the door, looking through the viewing window and stunned to see Kristoff on the other side. 
 
    “What the hell is Kristoff doing here?” he asked quietly. Reya didn’t lower her knife. 
 
    He positioned himself to avoid putting any critical organs in the line of fire, in case Kristoff was here to fight, and opened the door. In all the time he lived here, Topher couldn’t remember Kristoff ever coming to his room before, though he had been acting differently since Fox and Parl were caught. 
 
    “Kristoff, what brings you here?” 
 
    “The General Assembly is looking for you. Why aren’t you in armor?” 
 
    “I just finished showering. I’ll go to the General Assembly momentarily.” 
 
    “Why were you showering in the middle of your shift?” Kristoff asked curiously, before spotting Reya behind him. “Whoa, what are you doing in there?” he asked her. 
 
    “We were having sex,” she said bluntly, unfazed. Topher had no idea what expression was on his face when he turned to look at her. 
 
    Kristoff seemed faintly impressed. 
 
    “In the middle of your shift?” 
 
    “When the need strikes, you have to answer the call.” She shrugged and strode past them both, finally putting her knife away. 
 
    “Why was your knife out?” Kristoff asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Adds an element of excitement to the love-making. Anyway, you’re welcome, Topher—and you’re right, I am the best. See you both later.” She waved airily at them, walking down the hall, though Topher suspected she was keeping a careful ear out for whether she needed to come back and help fight one of their peers. 
 
    Kristoff watched her go for a moment and then said, “Huh. Good for you, Toph.” He seemed pleased by Topher slacking off to get laid in the middle of his working shift. 
 
    “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to put my armor back on and go see what the Assembly needs so urgently.” 
 
    “Before I go, I just wanted to say something, but we’re rarely on duty together.” Kristoff looked down, shuffling a foot against the floor. 
 
    Is he embarrassed about something? 
 
    “Oh?” Topher asked, wary. Kristoff never sought his company. 
 
    “I just wanted to say, all that business with Fox and Parl…” he frowned. “I knew they didn’t like Roald going easy on the Gifted, but I didn’t know they would do what they did.” 
 
    Topher raised an eyebrow, because Kristoff had already said as much to Jessamine and Topher had no idea why he felt the need to tell him as well. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    Kristoff made eye contact again, apparently heartened by Topher’s tone.  
 
    “Look, I know we haven’t been great friends in the past, but we’re all in this together. What they did—well, it shook my faith in a lot of things I understood. I just wanted you to know that I support Jessamine, and I know she confides in you more than anyone, but if there’s anything I can do to help keep her in power, let me know.” 
 
    Topher was bowled over by this and began to wonder if he had misjudged Kristoff all these years. Sure, the man was an arrogant ass, but he had been hand-picked as a Major for a reason. 
 
    “You can keep an eye on Andro for me,” Topher replied on a whim. “I don’t know if he’s involved, but he was also close with Parl and Fox, and he’s been defiant and hostile since they were killed.” 
 
    Kristoff made an unpleasant face at the thought of this, but said, “I will. We’ve been friends for years, and I haven’t heard any grumbling from him that worries me, but I’ll keep a closer watch on him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about you and Reya.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.” If every person in this building doesn’t know within the hour I’ll be shocked. 
 
    Kristoff winked at him and left. 
 
    Topher groaned at the thought of going back on duty, but it seemed no one was going to leave him alone. He pulled on his light armor, checked to make sure he looked reasonably normal, and went back to work. 
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    Jessamine Elaria 
 
    


  
 
    Jessamine’s eyes snapped open as she lurched to consciousness, queasy and frightened. For a horrible moment she thought someone had snuck into her bedroom to attempt murder on her again, but after turning on the lights and frantically looking around, she confirmed she was alone. 
 
    Why did I wake up so suddenly? 
 
    She couldn’t remember what she had been dreaming about or if it was unpleasant, rubbing her eyes and sitting on the edge of the bed to calm herself. Her gaze locked on the silky purple dress hanging on the dress-form in her line of sight, and a sinking feeling settled in her gut. 
 
    Oh, hell. It’s today. 
 
    Nerves flooded her in a rush, and she no longer wondered why she was unable to sleep peacefully on the morning of her wedding to Darius Hamish. She glanced at the clock and noted it was still early—too early for breakfast. Unsure of what else to do and absolutely certain she wouldn’t get any more rest, she got up and dressed in her light armor, stepping out of her bedroom and heading to the elevator. 
 
    She didn’t really consider where she was going until she reached level two-eighty-one, stepping onto the landing and inhaling deeply to steel herself. The hallway was glaringly bright, sloping gently inwards, just enough to make her wonder if she was crazy or if the walls really were closing in. It was a deliberate part of the design, intended to unsettle those residing here, but it still worked on her. 
 
    Walking slowly down the hall, she stopped in front of an unlabeled door and scanned her biochip. It was the only biochip on the entire planet that currently had access to this room. 
 
    Parl grunted as he was pulled against the wall by the cuffs on his ankles and wrists, relaxing only when she shut the door behind her and greeting her with a cloudy, unfocused gaze. He was gaunt, his features hollowed by illness and injury, patchy beard stubble on his cheeks. 
 
    Jessamine calmly approached him and removed one of the Dark Talents from his enhancer, swapping it for another from the set she now carried. Parl’s expression turned to hatred, his gaze focused and sharp as he glared at her. 
 
    “Back for more?” he rasped, voice dry from thirst. 
 
    “Until you tell me the truth.” She leaned against the wall opposite him, staring down at him with disgust. “Who is working with you? Who is murdering the Gifted? Who is plotting to overthrow me?” 
 
    “Topher,” Parl snarled from the floor, bestowing a sickening smile upon her.  
 
    Jessamine sighed at what had become routine by now. Every time she asked him to name his conspirators, he always started with Topher. 
 
    As though I would ever doubt Topher. 
 
    It would be so much easier if she could use truth serum on him, but the Majors were fairly immune to it, a benefit of the Talent technology wired into their brains. She could have brought Ana up here to have a go at him, but she would have had to bring Ana in on a secret she hadn’t even trusted Topher with yet. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so loyal to the other traitors.” Jessamine sighed, suppressing her anger. “They certainly haven’t been loyal to you. The others are all telling anyone who will listen what scumbags you and Fox were, and how they never knew you would turn out this way.” 
 
    Parl glowered at her from the ground. 
 
    “They may say it to your face, but behind your back they are plotting ways to free me and end you.” 
 
    “They don’t even know you’re here.” Jessamine corrected bitterly. “Kessel told everyone you died. No one is looking for you.” 
 
    “Keep thinking that if you like,” Parl snickered. “Maybe you’ll realize how stupid you’ve been when we rip you apart and throw you to the dogs.” 
 
    Jessamine slapped him in the face, and Parl screamed in agony. The Dark Talent she had swapped in a few minutes ago would heighten sensation to agonizing levels—especially pain. 
 
    “Who is helping you?” she demanded through clenched teeth. 
 
    Parl finished whimpering and turned his gaze back to her, their faces only inches apart. Finally, he grinned. 
 
    “It’s a good thing you named your sister Ambassador. She’ll need all the training she can get to take over when we destroy you.” 
 
    Jessamine rocked backwards with shock. There was no way he could know she had made Shellina an ambassador—it had to be a lucky guess. Didn’t it? 
 
    Judging by the look on his face, Parl knew he had struck gold. 
 
    “I told you, Vicereine. You and I will be switching places a lot sooner than you think.” 
 
    “You lie.” Jessamine hit him again, terrified. She should be the only one able to enter the room. She had checked and double-checked in the Tech department to make sure that only her biochip would work. 
 
    Parl began laughing, despite the pain he was in, and something inside of Jessamine broke. She was exhausted, frightened, and disgusted by her upcoming nuptials, and all she wanted was for Parl to give her what she wanted. 
 
    She punched him in the face, over and over, each word punctuated with another blow. 
 
    “Who—is—helping—you!?” Blood trickled down his face but she hit him again. “Tell—me!” 
 
    Then, suddenly, he fell still. This scared Jessamine more than anything else had, and she frantically checked for a pulse, for breathing, for any sign of life. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    For a long moment Jessamine stood there, hands shaking, unsure of what to do. Blinking, she removed the Dark Talents from his enhancers and fled the room, locking it behind her and determined to lock it away in her mind as well, until there was a good time to sift through everything that had happened. 
 
    She was so distracted in her hurry to return to her room that she hardly noticed Hanna until she’d collided with the woman just outside the door to her private chamber. 
 
    “Jessamine! You look terrified.” Hanna caught her arms, her expression softening as she led her into the sitting room and sat down with her. “I knew you wouldn’t be happy today, but just breathe and you’ll get through it.” 
 
    The wedding. She thinks I’m distraught over the wedding. 
 
    “Thank you—yes.” Jessamine rallied her thoughts. “I don’t know why, but something about Darius really irritates me—even when he’s not being irritating. I just…don’t like him.” Not wanting to sound dour she added, “But hopefully that will improve with acquaintance. Like you said, I just have to get through today.” 
 
    “The only one you’ve ever really seemed to like—beyond a passing interest—is Topher.” 
 
    Jessamine really didn’t want to think about Topher right now, or the fact that he would be sitting beside her sister in a few hours, watching Jessamine wed a man she would never love. 
 
    “He isn’t an option. You were always fond of reminding me of it, so I’m not sure why you’re bringing it up now.” She couldn’t quite keep the bite out of her voice. 
 
    Hanna frowned. 
 
    “I was never fond of keeping you from anything you wanted. Your father planted the seed in your head that you needed to marry strategically and advantageously, and you chose to do so.” 
 
    Jessamine exhaled heavily, nodding.  
 
    “Thank you, Hanna. I won’t fail myself.” She let go of her nerves, relaxing even as a sharp knock sounded on the outer door. 
 
    Hanna is right. I’m not being dragged into this like a screaming toddler. I’m making a strategic alliance for the good of my family and most people would kill for the opportunity to be in my place. 
 
    Her personal feelings didn’t matter. They never did. For the first time she was fully able to understand that she bore the surname ‘Elaria.’ 
 
    I am not a person. I am a planet. 
 
    “Good. Then we’d better see who is banging on your door.” 
 
    “At this hour, it can only be Shellina.” 
 
    Jessamine’s suspicion was confirmed when she opened the door and her sister nearly toppled into her. Shellina was already fully dressed for the day in surprisingly businesslike attire, carrying a covered plate of breakfast in one hand and her wedding binder in the other. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake—why did you put on your armor? Oh, it doesn’t matter for now, I suppose—we’ll get you changed at the venue. Are you hungry? I brought breakfast. You should eat; you’ll need the energy. Oh good, Hanna’s here! I’m just about to meet the florists at the Laurel, but I was hoping you could—” 
 
    “Shellina, stop and breathe.” Jessamine rested her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Everything will be fine. We’ve got hours before the ceremony and I know you’ve been driving the vendors like a taskmaster, so everyone will be set up perfectly.” 
 
    Her sister vented a girlish laugh and said, “You’re right, but I want everything to go off without a hitch, so I’m going to be manic until it’s over. I woke up three times last night with nightmares about the dinner napkins being the wrong color—well, they were multicolored, actually, and it was garish—clashed with everything.” 
 
    Jessamine laughed, releasing some of her tension.  
 
    “Then go on to the Laurel and give those florists hell. I’ll see you at lunch.” 
 
    “Remember, lunch is at one o’clock at the—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I remember.” 
 
    “Be sure you keep your comm on in case I need to get a hold of you. I’ll see you soon!” Shellina beamed and threw her arms around her before leaving so quickly it looked like someone was chasing her. 
 
    Four Provo-Majors stood guard outside her door, and Jessamine stepped outside and greeted them. Gareth was there, which was good, but Andro was there too, which was bad since he was likely a part of Fox and Parl’s plot to murder her. 
 
    “Can someone take this?” She passed the plate of covered food off to Jora. “I’m not hungry right now. Don’t tell Shellina.” 
 
    Jora lifted the cover slightly and studied its contents. 
 
    “I’m happy to take this off your hands, Excellency. Let me, uh, take it to the kitchen and dispose of it…” He grinned when she waved him off, and went to find somewhere private to eat his breakfast. 
 
    The next part of Jessamine’s day was less amusing. People seemed to think she’d be in a fog of bliss, and they kept stopping her in hallways to push their agendas on her in the hopes of getting approval before she could think better of her decision. She disappointed them all, but between people making demands on her time and everyone else in the building stopping by to congratulate her, wish her luck, or offer words of advice and encouragement, she was exhausted by lunch. 
 
    I’ve got to move Parl’s body before anyone has a reason to go on two-eighty one. 
 
    She pushed the intrusive thought to the back of her mind, determined to focus on the wedding. 
 
    “I think I’ve encountered every human being who works or resides in the Augenspire today,” she groaned to Gareth as the others checked the aerial speeder for threats, eager for conversation. 
 
    “I’ll be glad when this whole circus is over and everyone goes home. Not to speak ill of your wedding, of course, just the logistic complications involved with it.” 
 
    “I imagine you’re all going to be twitchy tonight, out of armor and surrounded by civilians.” 
 
    “None of us have been looking forward to it, but we’ll endure. Reya is threatening to equip so many weapons beneath her dress that I won’t be able to dance with her without gravely injuring myself.” 
 
    “With all the security screening Shellina has at the Laurel, Reya might have a hard time getting through the door.” 
 
    Gareth shrugged and said, “Some of the Majors already petitioned the Vicerina for permission to carry weapons, and given her reluctance to let the general populace and the Gifted near you, she eventually agreed.” 
 
    Jessamine raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “Why didn’t she see fit to mention this important detail to me?” 
 
    Gareth made an abortive gesture and said, “I think she doesn’t want you to think she doesn’t trust your judgment by arming a bunch of people who aren’t technically supposed to be guarding you while you’re making a show of confidence.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but there are a few Majors I don’t want armed and near me tonight…” she growled through clenched teeth. “Which Majors got permission from Shelly?” 
 
    “Initially it was Andro, Kristoff, Jora, and Pierce who approached her. Lorna did some fast thinking and managed to barge in and convince Shellina she should permit all of us to be discreetly armed, to better protect you without seeming like we’re protecting you.” 
 
    Jessamine exhaled. 
 
    “I need to have a talk with my sister about who she trusts. But at least my allies will be as prepared as any of my potential enemies, so I suppose that’s something.” 
 
    Gareth looked stony when he said, “I promise you, Vicereine, I won’t fail again. They won’t get you.” 
 
    The shadow of her father’s death seemed to loom oppressively over them in that moment, until Zenaya returned from the speeder and pronounced it properly maintained and free of threats. 
 
    They flew a short distance from the Augenspire to the military compound. A wedding-day lunch was always difficult to plan, as it was meant to send a calculated message. Most ordinary people chose a favored restaurant or business for the occasion, and popular venues advertised and competed for the honor. Jessamine had decided to honor her ground and aerial forces by dining with them, which had the Provo speculating as to why they were being snubbed. 
 
    Good, let them know I’m displeased with them. What are they going to do, try to kill me harder? 
 
    The Majors dropped her off at the outer gate, as they had been deliberately excluded from this event. They looked a little wary of letting her out of their sight, but she walked calmly into the compound and was greeted immediately by Shellina, Ground-Leader Skye, and Sky-Leader Rolf.  
 
    Her sister had changed clothing and was wearing a short, gauzy blue dress that complimented her skin tone. Andrea and Vince looked strange out of uniform, both wearing civilian-style suits, though they were in grey and white as a nod to their military colors. 
 
    “Jessa, good, you’re here! You’re five minutes late, and I was starting to worry—why are you still wearing your armor?” 
 
    Jessamine shook hands with the others and led the way, answering Shellina as her sister caught up to her.  
 
    “I am the titular commander of the entire military, and I am here to have lunch with them today. If anyone should be in uniform, should it not be me?” 
 
    Shellina mulled this over for a moment and then seemed to latch onto the idea. 
 
    “You’re right—good thinking. It sends a clear, strong message of support. At first I thought you were crazy for not wanting the Minors and Majors here, but they get so much attention anyway I think it’s brilliant that you’re keeping this just for the normal troops. You really are quite good at being Vicereine. I hope someday I can be as good—not that I want to be Vicereine, of course—I just mean in my role as Vicerina.” 
 
    Jessamine stopped walking and faced her sister, who suddenly looked anxious. 
 
    “You are good, and I’m proud of you. I know I don’t tell you that enough, and that’s my fault, but you’ve been working so hard recently and you’ve done so well with all of the additional duties I’ve dumped onto you. Thank you for everything you do, even when I don’t appreciate you enough.” 
 
    Shellina looked momentarily stunned, her expression twisting into something that looked oddly like grief before she got control of herself. 
 
    “Well, now you’re just trying to make me cry, and you’d better stop it or my makeup will run down my face and I’ll look like a madwoman at your luncheon,” she rambled in her usual voice, though she was clearly touched by the words. 
 
    The open pavilion between barracks had been under construction for weeks, now boasting a series of long, polished tables running as far as the eye could see. It looked like the entire military had turned up to eat lunch with her, and they stood and applauded when she entered their line of sight and followed Shellina to her assigned seat at the first table.  
 
    Darius was already waiting there, standing at the far end of table while she moved to the head. He looked relaxed in a navy blazer and slacks, his hair gelled flat against his head. Around the table were other hand-picked people by both parties—Jessamine’s retinue on her end and Darius’ on his. There was a raffle earlier in the week at her request, and ten random members of the military were mixed in with them as well. 
 
    She remained standing and motioned for everyone else to sit, aware of the monitors set up to broadcast her table to the troops who were farther away.  
 
    She accepted the microphone Shellina offered and said, “Good afternoon. I want to thank you all for joining me for lunch on this important day.” She glanced down the table briefly and accidentally made eye contact with Topher, who was sitting directly to her right and was only here because he was Shellina’s date for the event. He looked ridiculously handsome in a black suit, his hair tousled slightly by the breeze.  
 
    Looking away to prevent herself from faltering, she continued on with her address. 
 
    “It has been an eventful year. We have had friends come and go, and as I look out I see old faces and new ones, all a part of our family and here for a common purpose. Not too long ago we suffered the loss of my father and the chaos and uncertainty following such a tragedy.” She paused, and the entire world seemed to fall silent around her. “I know his loss affected not only me, but everyone who knew him and believed in him—in our family.” She took a breath. “Now I stand in his place, hoping to continue his work to lead Elaria into a new era of peace and prosperity. Today is a day of celebration, of progress and growth, and I cannot think of anyone better to share it with than the men and women who fight for our world. So today lunch is on me—but you should thank my sister if you enjoy it, because her taste in cuisine is infinitely better than mine and she made sure we’d have the best.” 
 
    A round of appreciative laughter and cheering erupted at that, and Shellina stood up to give an embarrassed curtsey.  
 
    The microphone turned off but the displays remained on. Jessamine took her seat and servers flooded the area with carts of covered plates. 
 
    “Good job,” Shellina said approvingly, keeping a covert eye on the serving staff to make sure everything was going smoothly. “Though now if anyone hates the food they’re going to blame me for it.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be delicious,” Sky-Leader Rolf assured her, sitting on Shellina’s left, just past Hanna and one of the raffle winners. He was sitting beside his husband and across from Ground-Leader Skye and her husband. 
 
    Topher hadn’t spoken yet, and Jessamine felt a tension around him that she sincerely hoped no one else could spot right now. To break the ice she said, “How was your morning? Are you on duty today?” 
 
    “No, I have been relieved of my shift schedule for the day to accompany the Vicerina wherever my presence is required for ceremonial tasks.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course.” She felt a momentary stab of envy at the thought of her sister spending the day with Topher, but she let it pass. “Has everything been going according to plan?” 
 
    “There was a small incident involving a rose with a crushed petal, which nearly drove the Vicerina to homicide, but otherwise, no issues.” 
 
    “I wasn’t that upset…” Shellina teased, causing Topher to raise one eyebrow and say, “Your face turned so red that your nose began bleeding, and you demanded a replacement rose be acquired within the hour or you would rain down hellfire on the entire assembly.” 
 
    Shellina nudged him pointedly with her foot beneath the table and said, “Well, they did find a replacement.” 
 
    One of the raffle winners began nervously complimenting Shellina on the excellent food choice, which temporarily drew everyone’s attention except for Topher’s. His voice was pitched low when he asked Jessamine how she was feeling. 
 
    Parl’s body is rotting on two-eighty one in a room only I should be able to enter, yet somehow he was told about Shellina’s promotion before I accidentally murdered him and I still don’t know who did it. I am getting ready to marry a man I have absolutely no interest in, and my father won’t be there because he was killed by terrorists in his own government. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she assured him, wondering whether she had ever been less “fine.” This wasn’t the time or place to explain any of her true feelings, though she would need to, soon. “I’ve just been smiling and shaking hands with people all day and now my face hurts.” 
 
    “Well, this is your day, after all.” 
 
    “Is it?” she asked softly before she could stop herself. Topher’s mouth tightened slightly, and Jessamine shook her head, forcing herself to be more cheerful. It was one thing to vent her unhappiness on Hanna, but she would not let anyone else see her misery. 
 
    She remained ruthlessly pleasant and cheerful for the remainder of the meal, and by the time it was over, her cheek muscles ached from all the smiling. Hanna tried to pull her aside for a private word, but Topher got there first. 
 
    “Before you go, Vicereine, there’s something I need to tell you when we’re less busy.” 
 
    “Something important?” Her heart raced, wondering if he was keeping a secret as dire as hers. Or perhaps he already knew her secret and was trying to broach the subject to get her to confess? “You can tell me now…” 
 
    “No—well, yes, it is important, but today is not the day to get into it. I did something stupid and I’m fairly confident you’ll be upset with me for it, so I’ve been dragging my heels on confessing my sins. You have more important concerns today, but I wanted to at least mention it so I won’t be able to ignore it once you have more time to demand an explanation.” 
 
    Jessamine raised her eyebrows. She could count on one hand the number of times Topher came to her and admitted to concealing his own stupidity, which meant this was serious. She was half-tempted to pull him to the side and demand an explanation right then and there, but it would look bad for her to disappear with a Provo-Major in the middle of her wedding day, especially when there were already rumors about the two of them. 
 
    Besides, if I make him confess something important, I’ll feel compelled to tell him about Parl. This wasn’t the day for it. 
 
    “Alright then, I won’t forget.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” He inclined his head respectfully and backed away, turning to join Shellina, who captured his arm cheerfully and presented him to some acquaintance of hers like a trophy. 
 
    Jessamine walked around shaking hands as long as her sister would permit it, only regretfully allowing herself to be dragged away when it seemed like Shellina would have a heart attack in the middle of the pavilion. The last person she spoke to before Shellina hauled her back to the speeder—ranting about tardiness—was Darius. 
 
    “Hey,” he caught her hand before she could enter the speeder, maintaining eye contact. “I know today has been a madhouse, and Shelly might actually combust by the time it’s all said and done, but we’ll get through this and then things will go back to normal.” 
 
    He gave her a sympathetic smile and Jessamine was touched by the gesture, though she had no idea what “normal” even meant to her anymore. 
 
    “Thank you. I know if we can survive today, nothing will stop us.” 
 
    Darius grinned appreciatively and said, “See you soon.” 
 
    Jessamine released his hand and climbed into the speeder, feeling unsettled as it took flight and carried her to the Laurel. Somehow Darius’ kindness made her feel even worse about marrying him, like she was lying to him. It would be so much easier to hate him if he had no redeeming qualities. 
 
    Well, I am lying about my feelings…but he knows this was a match of politics and not of personal regard. 
 
    More than ever, she wished she could talk to her mother or father about this and seek their reassurances. She felt like she was making a horrible mistake, though she could hardly cancel the wedding at this late hour.  
 
    Thinking of them only served to make her feel sorry for herself, so she banished the thought of them once more, pushing her feelings as deep beneath the surface as she could manage but still feeling uneasy. 
 
    Most people feel doubt on their wedding day, she assured herself. 
 
      
 
    The Laurel was beautiful; Shellina had outdone herself with the planning. They walked through the venue admiring the flowers and vines trailing up granite columns around the space, the warm lighting giving the impression of a rustic palace from a fairytale. Thousands of chairs were set up in blocks in the open space, bracketing the aisle on both sides. Stone archways framed the doors on both sides of the room, indicating where the bride and groom would enter. For all its beauty, Jessamine didn’t feel any of herself in the décor at all. 
 
    This is Shellina’s dream, not mine. 
 
    “Hurry up, we have to get you locked in your private rooms before people start coming in.” Shellina towed her along the aisle, past the altar and through a discreet side door that emptied directly into a hallway. 
 
    “Security has been at the perimeter doing pre-screenings for hours, so in about ten minutes they’re going to begin letting people in to take their seats. You have about two hours to get ready—the hairdresser is already waiting for you, then makeup, then your dress—” 
 
    “Shellina, I understand the process of getting ready,” Jessamine interjected, amused at her sister’s nerves. 
 
    “Gah—of course you do. Well, we’re right through those double-doors at the end of the hall.” She waved off the last of their escort and entered the room ahead of Jessamine.  
 
    True to her word, the hairdresser was already waiting for Jessamine, her styling tools laid out on an elaborately-carved wooden vanity. A second stylist was waiting behind a neighboring chair for Shellina. 
 
    Jessamine removed her light armor and sat down when instructed, trying not to feel disheveled next to her perfectly-composed sister, who had already been styled once today and always looked ready to be photographed. When the stylist removed the band keeping Jessamine’s hair in a ponytail, her red waves spilled out around her face with an obvious crease in them where the band had been. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a proper up-do?” Shellina asked from beside her, making eye contact in the reflection of the mirrors. “I had them bring hair extensions if you changed your mind, so you could do something big and bold if you wanted.” 
 
    “I don’t want to carry around ten pounds of hair tonight,” Jessamine said with a grimace. “We’ll stick with the original plan; down, but out of my face.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the stylist said to the room at large. “I’ve got ornamental pins and flowers enough to make you glamorous, either way.” 
 
    Jessamine suppressed several sarcastic responses and let the woman get to work brushing her hair, taking the opportunity to scan the room in more detail in the reflection of the mirror. 
 
    It was a large space, with her and Shellina’s dresses steamed and hanging carefully on hooks at either side next to identical closets. Her shoes and jewelry had all been arranged on a neat little table nearby, along with a gift in a small white bag. Her stomach tightened unpleasantly at the sight of the circular table in the corner of the room with two chairs and a place-setting for two. 
 
    She might as well have left that part out entirely, Jessamine thought ruefully. But no, Shellina liked things to follow the proper protocol, whether or not they were useful. She had even had the tea cups and biscuits set out, as though she actually expected Jessamine to sit down with their mother and have tea.  
 
    Jessamine turned her eyes away from the table and the surge of loneliness it evoked. Under normal circumstances, after she was made up but before she put her dress on, she would sit down with her mother for a heart-to-heart talk before the wedding—a calm before the storm of ceremony and dancing. They would talk about little things: fond memories of the past, of how far they’d come together, of the future, or to bestow motherly advice. It was something most women looked forward to during the hectic frenzy of their wedding day. 
 
    She kept her focus on the lady styling her hair instead, wincing as her hair was pulled away from her face and secured with what felt like a wholly unnecessary number of jeweled pins and clasps.  
 
    So much for not wanting to carry around ten pounds of weight on my head. 
 
    Dark purple flowers were woven through her hair carefully to complement her dress, and Jessamine had to admit she liked the look very much when it was finished.  
 
    “You did an excellent job. Thank you,” she thanked the stylist before turning to her sister, who was having small rubies clipped around her braided crown of strawberry-blond hair, having opted for extensions. 
 
    “Oh it turned out so much better than I thought it would!” Shellina clapped her hands together, beaming and climbing out of her chair. Jessamine wasn’t sure what she was doing until she opened one of the double-doors, leaned her head out and said “Send in the makeup artists,” before ushering out the hair stylists. 
 
    Jessamine, who had also been about to stand, remained seated as two men walked in with large satchels of cosmetics and brushes. 
 
    She had to give her sister credit for her knack of picking the right people for the job, because Jessamine usually avoided makeup entirely. It made her feel unrecognizable and unlike herself. The man styling her had the unenviable task of making his Vicereine look suitable for her wedding without making her feel like a stranger in her own body, and he pulled it off amazingly. 
 
    After she and her sister thanked them and saw them out, Shellina turned to her and said, “I’ll just get my dress on and step into the waiting area while you have tea. You’ve got thirty minutes and then it’ll be show time.” 
 
    Confused, Jessamine watched her sister pull on the silky golden dress rapidly and said, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, the formal tea before the ceremony—lord, I thought you at least knew something about wedding customs,” Shellina rambled off cheerfully, examining herself briefly in the mirror and oblivious to her sister’s pain. 
 
    “I know what the formal tea is, but our mother happens to be dead, Shelly.” Jessamine hadn’t meant it to sound as snappish as it did, but her nerves had been stretched thin today and it was becoming harder to conceal her unhappiness. 
 
    Shellina looked up, shocked by the outburst. 
 
    “I—I know that. I was going to just leave it out altogether, but she thought it would be okay to have her stand in because you’re all alone—well, not alone, that sounded ghastly, I’m so sorry! But if you’d rather not I can just—” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” Jessamine demanded, as Shellina backed up to the door and opened it as though desperate for escape. 
 
    A familiar voice said, “I thought I might take tea with you today, in place of your mother.” 
 
    Jessamine blinked and fought back a sudden urge to cry in relief. She wasn’t alone. There was still someone by her side, someone who had been like a mother to her in many ways since she was a little girl, even when Jessamine didn’t realize it or appreciate it. 
 
    “I would be honored, Hanna.” 
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    Hanna took the seat across from her and poured the tea, already dressed for the wedding in a sweeping cream colored dress.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me filling in for her on your big day,” Hanna began, while Jessamine sat there, speechless. “I wanted to mention it to you at lunch, but I couldn’t get a private word with you at the time.” 
 
    “No, I appreciate it.” Jessamine sighed and blinked away the moisture in her eyes. “When I went to bed last night, I didn’t expect to be such a mess today. It never really occurred to me that I’d be lonely when I’m surrounded by so many people, or that I would feel the absence of my parents so strongly today.” 
 
    “I expected it, and I wanted to remind you that you aren’t alone.” 
 
    “Then you know me better than I know myself,” Jessamine admitted. “And longer than I knew my own mother, come to think of it,” she added in surprise, counting up the years in her head.  
 
    “Do you remember when you were seven and you tackled that Minor down the stairs?” 
 
    Jessamine snorted in amusement and said, “Yes, and Father was trying to be properly solemn when the Minor complained about his broken arm, but afterwards he laughed for half an hour. I don’t even remember why I did it.” 
 
    “You had been watching the Majors sparring in their training room and had gotten it into your head that you needed to start conditioning yourself against adults.” 
 
    “Yes, but why that particular Minor, of all people?” 
 
    “When your father asked you about it, you unabashedly told him the Minor looked weak enough for you to take in battle, so you snuck up on him when he was near the stairwell and tackled him straight down it.” 
 
    “I’m lucky Father didn’t punish me for it.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck in the fall. The poor Minor absorbed most of the damage when you went tumbling together.” 
 
    “Then I’m doubly indebted to him,” Jessamine mused. “I should find him and apologize properly.” 
 
    “He quit about three weeks after the incident.” Hanna chuckled. 
 
    “Ah, well, then he clearly wasn’t tough enough to last in the government.” Jessamine grinned. “A true Provo should be prepared to be thrown down a flight of stairs by a screaming seven-year-old at any moment.” 
 
    “Feel free to add it to the training matrix,” Hanna said airily, taking a bite of biscuit. 
 
    “You punished me, if I recall.” Jessamine narrowed her eyebrows. “You made me write an essay on the importance of thinking through consequences before taking action against others.” 
 
    “I also got you bumped into the advanced combat class.” 
 
    “Father did that!” 
 
    “Only after I convinced him you were ready for it,” Hanna admitted, smiling in the face of Jessamine’s surprise. 
 
    “How many other things have you done for me that I don’t even know about?” 
 
    “Does it matter? I’ve never needed credit for your successes. I only wanted to see you successful and happy.” 
 
    “But I’m not,” Jessamine frowned thoughtfully. “Happy, that is. I suppose it remains to be seen whether I’m successful.” 
 
    Hanna set her tea down and said, “I know. When things have settled down a bit more and you’re more confident in your position, you’ll feel better.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jessamine fidgeted idly with her tea cup. “I just wish I could fast-forward through this whole event and lock myself in my bedroom.” 
 
    Hanna raised a sympathetic eyebrow at the sentiment and said, “It won’t be as bad as you’re dreading. You’ve been thinking about it for months so it’s become a large, unimaginable thing to you, but you’ll see it’s really just an elaborate excuse for a dance.” 
 
    “That’s about the only part I’m actually looking forward to,” Jessamine admitted. “Topher promised me a dance tonight, so for five minutes I’ll feel safe and happy. The rest of the time, I’ll be feeling exposed in my backless dress, watching left and right for people who look like they’re getting ready to stick a knife in me.” 
 
    Hanna frowned and said, “You love him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Who, Topher?” Jessamine was surprised she even had to ask the question. “Of course I do. This would all be so much easier if it was him I was getting ready to marry. Instead I get to watch him walk down the aisle with my sister, who is wildly obsessed with him and determined to have him for herself.” She grimaced. “What if he wants her back? What if they do ask me for permission to marry one day? Do I just grit my teeth and give them my blessing, trying to ignore my feelings until the day I’m eventually murdered by terrorists, or do I deny them their chance at happiness and ruin my relationship with both of them?” 
 
    Hanna seemed oddly stricken by the confession. It suddenly occurred to Jessamine that she had never actually admitted to loving Topher—not even to Hanna. 
 
    Before Hanna could open her mouth to answer, Jessamine said, “I’m being silly. I would give them permission, of course. My last name and birth order dictate that my obligations to Elaria come before my personal happiness. Shellina was never intended to be the Vicereine, and has more leeway in these matters. Besides, she has a good relationship with most of the important families on the planet. She could likely maintain the shipping contract I’m getting through my marriage to Darius without having to marry him herself. I always thought of her parties and socializing as a weakness, but it was actually very smart. She has allies. People know her and like her. Plenty of people would probably love to see her named Vicereine instead of me.” 
 
    “Only those who don’t know or care what the role of Vicereine actually entails,” Hanna corrected her. “Yes, she has more social connections than you probably ever will, but she is also the one who panicked and gave control of the planet to a Provo-Major when the pressure was on. You were never one to crack under pressure.” 
 
    Jessamine shrugged. 
 
    “She’s young and she wasn’t expecting the trauma of that night. She’s been training rigorously to improve, and all of her tutors are reporting rapid progress.” 
 
    “You are better suited to the position than she is,” Hanna insisted. 
 
    “She would have more support within the Provo. She shares their bias against the Gifted and is more—” 
 
    “Malleable?” Hanna offered. 
 
    “Open to influence, I was going to say.” Jessamine frowned. “Maybe with her in charge things would settle down and the assassination attempts would stop.” 
 
    “The revolts would increase tenfold from outside of the government. The Gifted would continue to be oppressed and slaughtered indiscriminately. The government would be more stable but the world at large would suffer.” 
 
    Jessamine exhaled. 
 
    “You’re right. Sometimes I forget who I am fighting these battles for. Thank you, for always being there to give me advice, even when I don’t want to hear it, and for helping me succeed, even when I don’t appreciate it.” 
 
    Hanna stood up and came around the table to hug her. It felt like it had been a long time since she had really been embraced. 
 
    “Enough of this dour talk,” Hanna wiped a tear from her eye and smiled. “Your sister left you a gift.” She pointed to the white silk package. 
 
    “Shellina’s a traditionalist. It must be a deck of fortune cards.” 
 
    Nonetheless, Jessamine retrieved the package and pulled the silk ties open, chuckling at her foresight. The deck of cards was an old custom, in which the bride could gather with her closest girlfriends and take turns asking questions about her marriage and consulting the cards for answers. 
 
    “I’ve never really bought into fortune cards,” Jessamine sighed. “But I suppose it couldn’t hurt to try, since Shellina went out of her way to buy them for me.” She extended the deck to Hanna, who drew two cards at random and read them aloud. 
 
    “Your marriage will be defined by…the first thing you did this morning.” She laughed and said, “Well, did you do anything exciting this morning?” 
 
    Jessamine’s blood ran cold. 
 
    I accidentally beat an injured prisoner to death. 
 
    Forcing her mind into action, she plastered a smile on her face and said, “I went to the bathroom. Does that mean my marriage will be shit?” 
 
    Hanna snorted so loudly she began to choke, throwing her two cards at Jessamine, who began laughing as well. 
 
    “Excellency, it’s time to go.” A voice called from outside the door, ending the moment of levity. 
 
    “I’m not dressed yet!” Jessamine panicked, but Hanna made a face and said, “You’re the ruler of the planet. They can wait for you.” 
 
    A moment later Hanna released her from the hug and moved to the door, stopping at the threshold to say, “When you walk into that gaudy ballroom, hold your head up high and remember that your friends are with you.” 
 
    She closed the door and Jessamine stripped off her clothing and changed as quickly as possible, feeling bolstered. If she could just make it through the ceremony without falling on her face, the worst would be over and she could hunt down Topher for their promised dance together. 
 
    The deep purple silk fit perfectly, and as she took a last look in the mirror she actually felt pretty. She pulled on her flats—she insisted on being able to maneuver and fight if she needed to—and a gold armband once belonging to her mother. 
 
    Other than a discreet security detail, no one was waiting for her when she stepped into the hall. She walked the length of the hallway alone, her adrenaline building and heart racing as she watched the display near the door to the ballroom. The part of the room she could see on the monitor was packed with people, all watching expectantly and taking pictures as the members of Darius’ retinue and hers walked through the main entrance and down the length of the aisle to their seats. She smiled when she saw Hanna walking beside some relation of Darius’ to the front row, where they separated and sat on opposite sides of the aisle. 
 
    Shellina and Topher were the last to enter the ballroom, and Jessamine frowned when her sister took Topher’s arm. They walked side-by-side down the length of the aisle and took their seats closest to the altar. Jessamine hated to acknowledge that they made a beautiful pairing. 
 
    A red light flashed above the monitor, indicating it was time for her to go. Taking a deep breath for strength, Jessamine opened the door and walked slowly into the ballroom alone.  
 
    Darius’ door at the opposite end of the room opened at the same moment, and he stepped out in an expertly-tailored black suit, bracketed on either side by his parents. They linked arms with him and moved down the side aisle as a group, with her keeping pace so they would meet in the middle. 
 
    She felt the asymmetry quite powerfully the moment everyone stood to watch her. Filming equipment was everywhere and people were photographing her from all directions, whispered commentary filling the room like a light breeze. Jessamine remained poised but not tense, forcing a soft expression onto her face to show she was at ease—though she wasn’t. She heard a whispered comment about the faint scars on her back but ignored it, eyes locked on Darius. 
 
    They reached the middle at the same time, and Darius’ mother and father presented him to her. She took each of their hands briefly and accepted their offering of their son, and giving herself in return. She took Darius’ arm and they set off down the remainder of the aisle together, with his parents walking much farther behind them until they could discreetly take their seats. For once, Jessamine was glad of Darius’ presence, as it helped pace her and shielded her from half the room until they reached the altar.  
 
    The officiant began reading the lengthy nuptials, and Jessamine was grateful to be wearing comfortable shoes as she stood there trying not to look bored, holding hands with Darius and keeping her eyes locked on his. Staring at him gave her an excuse not to look at the front row of spectators, who were all close family and friends. She couldn’t help but remember Topher’s offer to run away with her if she gave him the nod during the ceremony. He was doubtless joking, but she had to avoid making eye contact with him either way. It would be too painful to look at him right now. 
 
    After an interminably long ceremony, they exchanged rings and kissed each other on the cheek. This wasn’t unusual in political alliances, though there had been quite a lot of discussion between her and Darius on what message they intended to send. In the end, her argument won, as she didn’t want to seem love-stricken and weak if they opted for a more romantic closing, and they stepped apart and took hands to be announced officially as Vicereine and Viceregal of Elaria. It grated to hear Darius introduced as a Viceregal.  
 
    She couldn’t help it. As applause broke out, she made eye contact with Topher. He was breathtaking in his dark suit, looking stoically back at her and clapping along with the rest. She blinked and looked away from him before it became obvious she was staring. 
 
    People immediately began funneling through the doors at the back of the room to proceed to a second ballroom for the food and festivities. Jessamine looked around at the displays at the far side of the room, which showed hordes of people on the lawns and in the streets of downtown Silveria, already cheering and partying.  
 
    Well, at least I can say there was a big turnout at my wedding. 
 
    Her sister ran up to hug her and tell her she did splendidly and that the event was going perfectly so far. Jessamine appreciated the support, especially because Shellina was terrible at lying and would have blabbed about how poorly she had done if she really thought it true. 
 
    Given the number of people in the room, it took surprisingly little time to move everyone to the second ballroom, though she detected more of Shellina’s party planning at work. If her sister applied herself to troop movements as much as she did to party logistics, they would never lose a battle again. 
 
    I should suggest it to her someday… 
 
    Shellina and Topher preceded them into the next room, where applause broke out once more as people sat at tables full of covered dishes, waiting to eat. Jessamine allowed Darius to lead her onto the dance floor, since their job would be to dance first and eat later, and they made their way through a generically appropriate song she didn’t know the words to. 
 
    The father-daughter and mother-son dances were omitted entirely, since Jessamine refused to let any other man stand in place of her father for the event and it would have been odd to have Darius and his mother dancing while she sat on the sidelines, so instead they went to their seats at the high table to begin dinner. 
 
    Shellina sat between her and Topher, which made conversation nearly impossible given the general noise in the room, and Jessamine continued eating when the two of them rose to dance with the other family and close friends of her and Darius. 
 
    It’s tradition, Jessamine told herself as Topher guided her sister effortlessly around the dance floor. It doesn’t mean he likes her. Shellina laughed at something he said and Jessamine blinked and turned to a small pile of congratulatory notes beneath her plate. It was tradition for people close to the bride to leave business-card-sized notes with advice or congratulations on it to be read at dinner. 
 
    She flipped the first over and read the brief note from Hanna, telling her what a remarkable woman she had grown into and nearly causing her to tear up. The next was from Shellina, congratulating her on her marriage. Setting them to the side, she grabbed a third card and flipped it over, narrowing her eyebrows when she saw it had been typed and not hand-written. 
 
    Tick tock. Your days are numbered. 
 
    Jessamine blinked and carefully set the card down on top of the others, making an effort to conceal her surprise as she scanned the room. No one looked particularly interested in her, though she didn’t really expect the culprit to be standing nearby, watching her read their threatening note.  
 
    Not too many people could have had access to my notes before they came here. It would have to be someone fairly close to her, someone with access… 
 
    Definitely a Major.  
 
    “We can dance again, if you’d like,” Darius offered, startling her. Jessamine had already forgotten he was sitting beside her. 
 
    “Oh—actually I wanted to go say hello to people and thank them for coming. Maybe later?” 
 
    Darius looked vaguely disappointed but said, “Of course. Should I join you?” 
 
    “If we split up we can cover more ground,” she offered pragmatically. “We should try to network with as many people as possible while we have everyone in one place.” 
 
    “Right, of course.” Darius nodded, rising to his feet. “Later, then?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll dance later.” Jessamine forced a smile, which seemed to cheer him slightly, and then walked off in the opposite direction.  
 
    Now committed to greeting as many people as possible, she smiled and approached Assemblyman Harold and his family. 
 
    “I’m glad your family could attend.” She shook everyone’s hand warmly, including Harold’s six-year old daughter, who looked flabbergasted at being greeted by the Vicereine. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the worlds, Vicereine,” he assured her. “Spectacular affair, by the way; the Vicerina has really outdone herself on this one. It’ll be the talk of the city for years to come.” 
 
    “Oh—yes, Shellina always does excellent work when it comes to planning events. I’m thinking of making her a general strategist for our troops,” Jessamine joked. 
 
    “HA!” Harold laughed, slapping a knee and startling his wife. “She’s been dying to makeover the uniforms for years now. We’d have the best-dressed troops of any planet in the Alliance, and we would always be on time to each engagement.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled and turned to Harold’s daughter. 
 
    “How about you?” she asked politely. “Do you want to be a soldier when you grow up?” 
 
    The girl floundered for a moment under the pressure of answering the Vicereine, glancing to her mother and father for a cue before responding. 
 
    “I—I want to serve the Augenspire and maintain order and civility, like my father before me,” she replied carefully. 
 
    Jessamine frowned, wondering what the girl would say if she hadn’t been coached mercilessly by her parents on the socially-correct response. 
 
    Feeling rebellious, Jessamine said, “Oh, I see. Personally, I wanted to be a space captain when I was your age. I always pretended I could find the secret to getting us off of Elaria, and I would travel the universe making contact with other colonized planets.” 
 
    Shocked, the girl released her mother’s hand and gave Jessamine her full attention. 
 
    “You did? But you were already a Vicerina…” 
 
    Jessamine shrugged. “If I had really felt strongly against inheriting the Viceroyalty I could have passed it to my sister and gone on to do something else. For a while I wanted to be an elarium miner—the caves sounded fascinating to me. Then it was a terraformer, then a botanist, and then I realized I could be all of those things as a Vicerina and stuck with it instead.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought you just did meetings and fighting all day.” 
 
    “Ha! Sometimes it feels that way to me, too. But if I want to tour the elarium mines, all I have to do is ask. If I want to study botany then classes will be made available to me. If we had a way to get off of this planet, I could commission a rocket to take me into space as well. It’s all about choices.” 
 
    The girl seemed to consider this very seriously for a moment and then admitted, “I want to be a singer and a dancer, like the ones who put on plays at the Tetra. My mom and dad took me to see a play there last month and it was amazing.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled and said, “I’m sure if you put your mind to it you will make it happen. Let me know if you ever need my help and I’ll see what I can do.” She winked at the girl and shook hands with her once more before moving on to the next group. 
 
    There were thousands of people moving throughout the space, and fifteen minutes elapsed in which Jessamine didn’t see a single person she knew, which was equal parts thrilling and alarming. She saw Topher dance once more with Shellina, and later he looked like he was arguing with Hanna about something, but then she lost sight of him. 
 
    He still owes me a dance. 
 
    Jessamine was trying to work her way subtly towards him without making it appear he was her target, though she kept getting pulled into conversations with other well-wishers and brown-nosers along the way. 
 
    “Vicereine,” a female voice said quietly, though for some reason Jessamine heard it clearly through all the other conversation around her. She turned quickly, startled to see Risa Vorhees staring timidly back at her, fidgeting with the emblem around her neck and ignoring the people nearby who stared at her. 
 
    “Risa!” Jessamine exclaimed, not because she was excited to see her as much as she was pleasantly surprised to find Gifted people at her wedding. 
 
    “Um, sorry to bother you on your wedding day, but I don’t really see you very often and I just—I wanted to apologize for being rude to you before.” She barely spoke above a whisper, faced flushed in embarrassment. 
 
    This wasn’t at all what Jessamine had been expecting from Risa, who seemed determined to hate her since before they even met. 
 
    “Oh—then consider it a thing of the past. I’m glad to see my orders are actually being followed and some Gifted are being allowed inside. Do you know any of the others in here?” 
 
    Risa looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard.  
 
    “A few. Most of us had to stay in the outdoor party.” 
 
    Jessamine scowled and said, “There is still so much work to do to unite our people.” 
 
    Still trying to make amends for her earlier behavior, Risa said, “This is more progress than we’ve seen in centuries. We—well, most of us—know that change doesn’t happen overnight, but we believe you’ll keep your word and make things better for us.” 
 
    If I can avoid the assassins long enough. Jessamine glanced around the room, wondering which of the people in it was still trying to kill her. 
 
    Jessamine thanked her and turned to see if Topher was still near the dance floor, but she wasn’t able to find him in the crowd. Frowning, she began to walk around in search of him, deciding enough time had passed that it wouldn’t be inappropriate for her to seek him out for a dance.  
 
    After fifteen minutes of searching she found Gareth instead, almost walking right past him because he looked so strange out of uniform. She wondered how many of her Majors and Minors she had mistaken similarly, and whether the ones who were working against her would use it to their advantage tonight. 
 
    “Gareth, there you are. I almost didn’t recognize you in a suit,” she approached him, relieved at the sight of a friendly face in the wake of her chilling thought. 
 
    “Reya says I clean up well, though I personally think I look more dashing in my heavies. They give me broader shoulders.” 
 
    “They give everyone broader shoulders,” Jessamine laughed. “Even Reya looks like a Titan with her armor on. I’m just glad I ran into you in all this chaos.” 
 
    “It’s no coincidence. A few of us have been watching you all night.” 
 
    “What? Really?” Jessamine was momentarily diverted from her task of finding Topher. 
 
    “Of course. We split the room into sections before the reception started and we each have an assigned area. If you wander through my space, I’m supposed to stay inconspicuously nearby in case any trouble arises and you need help. Lorna’s been tailing you for forty-five minutes straight; you stayed in her area forever.” 
 
    “How did I miss Lorna for so long?” Jessamine immediately began looking around in all directions, but couldn’t see her. Lorna was tall and beautiful and usually immediately identifiable in any room of people. 
 
    “You’ve had other things on your mind, and there are a lot of people here to get lost in. That’s why we’ve taken on the task of being your eyes and ears for you tonight, so you can rest easy and dance.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly appreciate you all taking it upon yourselves to watch out for me. I’ve actually been a little unnerved tonight by the number of people I don’t know and how hard it is to recognize people I do know in the middle of this horde. And me in a useless silk dress, of all things.” 
 
    Gareth grinned and said, “From what I hear, flaunting scars is becoming all the rage now that you’ve set the trend. Talk about flipping a giant middle-finger at the terrorists who couldn’t take you out.” 
 
    “I’d think you all would be horrified at me prodding the hornet’s nest of people who want me killed.” 
 
    “Oh I’m horrified, to be sure. But personally, I admire your nerve, so the extra effort on our part is worth it.” 
 
    “Since you’re here, and presumably have a way to communicate with the others, do you know where Topher is? He owes me a dance, but I can’t seem to find him.” 
 
    Gareth’s warm expression closed off quite suddenly and he said, “Uh, he had to step out.” 
 
    “Step out?” Jessamine asked, confused. “You mean he went outside?” 
 
    “I mean he left,” Gareth said bluntly, looking like he would rather be anywhere else on the planet than breaking this news to her. 
 
    Jessamine was so stunned, she wasn’t sure she actually understood his words. 
 
    “He…left?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Excellency, he wasn’t part of the security detail since we knew he’d be tied to the Vicerina most of the night,” Gareth rattled off nervously, looking desperate to escape. “So you’re still covered from a—” 
 
    Jessamine wasn’t even listening to him anymore. Her heart seemed to have fallen straight into her stomach like a block of lead. The one thing she had been looking forward to in this whole ghastly day—the one thing that was supposed to distract her from the absence of her mother, her father, the people trying to kill her, and the pressure of ruling an entire planet…and he just left? 
 
    Tears came to her eyes on a wave of sadness, the force of it threatening to crush her. She blinked to force them back, taking a step to one side to steady herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gareth mumbled. “I didn’t talk to him, so I’m not sure why he left. I just heard he was tired and wanted to get some rest.”  
 
    The wave of emotion was choking her, the effort of fighting it becoming unbearable. 
 
    I can’t fall to pieces in front of all these people… 
 
    “Get—me—out of here,” she spoke through the tightness in her throat, her voice sounding weak, pleading. 
 
    Gareth raised his eyebrows and opened his mouth just as someone took her arm from behind and said, “There you are. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t see you again tonight.” 
 
    Jessamine turned to face her husband, trying frantically to wipe the emotion from her face and from her heart. 
 
    “Darius,” she managed to get the word out calmly enough, though her face must have still showed something of her feelings because he narrowed his eyebrows and said, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Jessamine looked back at Gareth, only to find that he had disappeared. She would have to manage this on her own. 
 
    “Yes—I’m fine,” she assured Darius. “I have a headache, probably from all these hair ornaments, but Gareth brought me some medicine.” 
 
    “Oh, I wondered why he looked so worried.” Darius looked relieved to have a simple explanation. “I’m glad to see our Majors are so caring.” 
 
    Our Majors. The thought struck her bizarrely, though she knew she needed to get used to the thought of Darius as a Viceregal.  
 
    He isn’t evil or sinister, she assured herself. It’s just new. You’ll get used to it in time. 
 
    “Well, I was going to ask you to dance,” he continued. “But if you’re not feeling up to it…?” he let the question hang in the space between them. Jessamine was acutely aware of all the eyes on her, of people in this very audience who might be watching for signs of weakness, for something they could exploit. 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel better already,” she insisted, forcing a smile she didn’t feel. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    She took his hand, relieved at how calm she sounded as they stepped onto the dance floor, determined not to let her eyes stray from his face. If she let herself look at the crowd she would doubtless just search for Topher, and it would make her miserable all over again when she couldn’t find him. 
 
    She barely pushed down the thought of him as Darius touched a hand to her waist, guiding her in a smooth rhythm.  
 
    “You know, when I heard you were wearing a backless dress I wasn’t sure what to think,” he said. “But the scars actually aren’t as bad as I thought they would be. The surgeons did a good job at minimizing them.” 
 
    Jessamine’s smile didn’t falter as rage flared up inside of her. 
 
    “I would have worn a backless dress if they were a hundred times worse,” she assured him. “I am not ashamed of my scars.” 
 
    He looked slightly stunned at her take on things, some of the arrogant, irritating Darius she had loathed from the beginning of their acquaintance making itself visible again. 
 
    “Most women want to look pretty at their wedding.” 
 
    “Most men have brown hair.” 
 
    “What?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “Sorry, I thought we were taking turns making stupid generalizations about entire groups of people,” she rattled off sweetly. Darius’ cheeks flushed in annoyance and his grip on her waist tightened slightly. 
 
    Before they could exchange any further barbs, someone approached them and said, “Excellency?” 
 
    “Reya,” Jessamine turned to her, abruptly releasing Darius and ending their dance, desperate for escape. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, but something urgent has come up that you need to know about.” 
 
    Darius made to follow them, but Reya cut him off with a, “Vicereine’s ears only, I’m afraid.” 
 
    He frowned down at her and said, “I’m a Viceregal.” 
 
    “By marriage, yes. Jessamine is the ruler of Elaria, and this is a top-secret matter which I do not currently have authorization to share with you. If she changes your security clearances, I will, of course, abide by them.” 
 
    Darius looked expectantly at Jessamine as though she would chastise her Major on the spot and insist he be told everything. It was with bitter satisfaction that she said, “I will evaluate your security clearance at a later date. For now, come, Major, and report.” 
 
    They walked away from an indignant Darius, moving out of immediate earshot before stopping to talk. 
 
    “There isn’t really anything urgent going on,” Reya confessed immediately. “Gareth called me and said you required an extraction.” 
 
    “Oh!” Jessamine had thought Gareth disappeared just to get away from her, but he had actually taken her desperate plea as an order and followed through. The unexpected kindness caused another wave of emotion and she fought back tears a second time. 
 
    I need to get out of here before I starting crying and screaming in front of everyone. 
 
    “I tried to convince him to stay, to support you if for nothing else,” Reya said quietly. “I’m sorry he couldn’t find it in himself to manage it. I think tonight has been fairly unpleasant for him as well.” 
 
    No need to say who ‘he’ was. Jessamine grimaced and said, “Is there a plan for getting me out of here, or are you winging it?” 
 
    Reya leaned forward and said, “We’re both going to keep these very serious looks on our faces for a minute longer, and then you’re going to tell our new Viceregal something urgent has come up that requires you to return to the Augenspire, but that he should stay and maintain appearances at the party so no one worries too much. Lorna is already waiting in a speeder for you.” 
 
    “Remind me of this during performance reviews and I’ll double your raises.” 
 
    Reya smiled briefly and then said, “It’s a deal.” She fidgeted with one of the beads on her necklace and said, “Package delivering in five. Stand by.” 
 
    Jessamine summoned up the last of her calm and walked back to Darius with a regretful look on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I need to return to the Augenspire to deal with this.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” he demanded. “It’s our wedding night!” 
 
    “The bad guys don’t care what day it is,” she replied. “This is what my life entails—we don’t get days off.” 
 
    Darius frowned and said, “Should I come with you?” 
 
    “No, I want you and Shellina to stay here and keep up appearances. No one else needs to know anything is wrong, so keep dancing and networking and I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “After the reception, should I—join you?” he asked awkwardly. 
 
    Jessamine’s stomach flooded with ice. 
 
    He wants to know if he should come to my bedroom tonight… 
 
    The very thought made her want to vomit, or scream. She may decide to face a night with him soon, if only to avoid distancing him, but it would be unbearable tonight. 
 
    “No, I’ll brief you in the morning,” she explained, already backing away.  
 
    Darius looked momentarily disappointed, but then she turned and was walking towards the nearest exit. 
 
    Look relaxed, look relaxed, don’t fall apart until you’re alone…she chanted the mantra in her head as she made her way through the south door and into the fresh air. 
 
    Blessedly, Lorna was waiting in the aerial speeder as promised, and Jessamine hurried over to it and climbed into the back seat, a massive weight lifting from her as they took flight and sped through the emergency lane towards the Augenspire. 
 
    Without the eyes of thousands of people on her, Jessamine finally began to cry, softly at first, struggling to remain quiet and wiping furiously at her eyes with her hands to stop the stream. A strangled sob escaped her lips, and then she was unable to hold it back any longer, crying unrestrainedly into her hands as they approached the Augenspire.  
 
    Lorna, wonderful person that she was, didn’t look back at her or say a word in consolation. In fact, she didn’t speak at all for the duration of their trip, landing carefully near a side entrance and walking behind Jessamine to watch for threats as they entered the building. Jessamine could only fathom what the woman was thinking about her Vicereine right now, which only made her cry harder. 
 
    Nothing was going right for her today, so she anticipated half the building to be awake and working on the ground floor when she walked in, but miraculously she encountered no one as they hurried towards the nearest elevator and hit the button for the two-hundredth floor. 
 
    Jessamine’s tears began to subside on the ride upwards, though she knew her makeup must look ghastly in the glaring lights and small confines of the elevator. Still, Lorna didn’t look directly at her or call attention to it, stepping lithely out of the first lift to check for people before waving her out and onto the second one. 
 
     By the time they reached the three-hundredth floor, Jessamine had control of herself again, though she felt wrung out from crying so hard. It had been a long time since she had broken down. When they reached the top floor, Lorna stayed behind on the elevator and Jessamine mumbled, “Thank you” as she departed. 
 
    She knew she was alone on this floor, as everyone else of high enough rank to live or be here would be at the reception right now. She left the lights off, crossing through dark rooms with only moonlight to guide her until she reached the safe haven of her rooms at last. She thrust her wrist at the biochip reader and pushed the door open, shutting it hard behind her and slumping against it with her eyes closed, fighting back a fresh wave of tears and exhaustion. 
 
    A single tear slid down her cheek as someone said, “Jessa—what’s wrong?” 
 
    Fear thrilled through her at the realization that someone else was in her room, and she reached for a weapon she didn’t have until she saw who was sitting on the couch. 
 
    “Topher?!” she gasped, the last of her adrenaline burning out. She sank to the ground and began to cry horribly in front of him, which only made her angry at herself for letting him see her like this, which made her cry harder. 
 
    If Topher was shocked or uncomfortable, he hid it well. There was something of her pain reflected in his expression when he stood up and moved closer to her, crouching down in front of her and resting his hand on hers. 
 
    “I hate everything about today,” she said through tears, struggling to regain mastery of herself. “Hanna had to stand in for my dead mother, no one could stand in for my dead father, and I hated every beautiful thing about the Laurel because all I could see in it was my sister. Darius is still an ass, and when he isn’t being an ass I goad him into it because it makes me feel better to dislike him. I spent most of the night talking to people I barely know, who were only there to suck up, knowing half the room was talking about my dress choice or my makeup or any other stupid thing about me. And you promised to dance with me but you just left without saying a word, and I just feel so—ugly—like I’m rotting away from inside and this job is going to be the death of me and sometimes I don’t even care. And now here I am, crying like a madwoman in front of you—” 
 
    “Jessamine, I love you.” 
 
    He said it with the air of a person standing at the edge of a cliff who was determined to jump without looking at the ground below. In her haze of unhappiness, it took a long moment for the words to sink in. 
 
    “W—what?” she asked at last, no longer crying. 
 
    “I have loved you since I was fifteen years old,” he said calmly, though Jessamine could see the tension behind his eyes. “Do you remember Ground-Commander Derek?” 
 
    Hearing him say the words she had dreamed of for so long made her wonder if she was actually asleep and had made up this entire day, but her elation took a detour at the mention of Commander Derek. 
 
    “Of course I remember him; why in the world is he relevant right now?” 
 
    She was fourteen at the time and had a mad crush on the commander, who was twenty, handsome, and extremely popular. Everyone had known about her feelings, as she had been horrible at concealing them, and though Derek acted professionally in public he would give her little smiles in private, or take her hand for a moment in passing, little acts of encouragement. She’d made a complete fool of herself over him, until the day a Sky-Captain accused him of assault.  
 
    Jessamine had been devastated and was immediately convinced the woman must be lying, though she forced herself to go with her father to see the Sky-Captain and hear her story. The bruises on her and the shame in her eyes were real, and it had been devastating for Jessamine to accept that the man she adored could do such a heinous thing. 
 
    For some reason, Jessamine’s father had appointed her as the judge in the case, giving her control of Derek’s fate. At the time, Jessamine had no idea why he would have done such a thing, knowing how she’d felt for Derek, but later she had come to believe he did it as a test of her character.  
 
    She didn’t like being reminded of that unpleasant day at a moment like this. 
 
    “I had recently been promoted from the Halstead conflict, so I was in attendance at his hearing,” Topher explained. Jessamine, who barely knew of Topher at the time, had no idea he had been present that day. 
 
    “Why—why does this matter?” she asked, still confused. 
 
    “Everyone knew how you felt about Derek. He was wildly popular and a great commander. If found guilty, the punishment was a dishonorable discharge from all government service for life and ten years in prison, thanks to your father’s hard stance against assault.” 
 
    “He wanted to discourage bad behavior as much as possible.” Jessamine shrugged, still not seeing where this was going. “It was one of the things he was most memorable for.” 
 
    “But he was not the judge that day,” Topher said softly. “You were.” He paused before continuing. “We all believed you would find him innocent—hell, there were bets on it. Even Derek wasn’t worried, sitting in the courtroom looking mournful and giving his sob story about how she was making it all up. The only one who didn’t look shocked when you found him guilty was your father. You were crying when you stripped him of all honors and dishonorably discharged him, and when he was screaming at you to change your mind while the jailers carried him away. That was when I decided I loved you.” 
 
    Utterly shocked by this, Jessamine blurted out, “Why? I consider it one of my most embarrassing failures of all time. I was stupid enough to like the man, not knowing what a viper he actually was, and ran around like a love-stricken idiot in front of half of the Augenspire.” 
 
    “For me it was one of your greatest moments of strength. You wanted the Sky-Captain to be wrong. You wanted to continue believing in Derek. Even though it crushed you to do it, you did the right thing, and you sent a clear message to anyone who thought you were going to be a soft ruler that you would always choose the right thing, no matter the cost. You have been that woman ever since, and I love you for it.” 
 
    Jessamine turned her hand and tentatively laced her fingers between his.  
 
    “Then why are you just telling me this now? Why didn’t you stay and dance with me tonight?” 
 
    Topher sighed and said, “I didn’t even want to tell you tonight, to be honest, but Hanna cornered me.” 
 
    “Hanna?!” 
 
    “She seemed to think you were depressed, and she thought you would be happier if I told you how I’ve been feeling all these years, though I don’t see what possible good can come from it. We argued about it at the reception, and ultimately I came back here to think about it and ended up in your room. I have no idea what I was planning to do if you came in here with Darius; come to think of it, are we expecting him soon?” 
 
    “No, not tonight,” she replied, still feeling dazed. “I can’t believe Hanna would tell you to do this; she’s always been so against the idea of us because it’ll make trouble with the Hamish alliance.” 
 
    “I think she just wants you to be happy.” There was a question in his eyes, like he wasn’t sure how his declaration of love was going over. It occurred to her that she hadn’t actually responded to it yet. 
 
    “I love you, too,” she said at last, and some of the tension seemed to leave his body. “I have for a long time now, but you were always so self-contained and hard to read. I had no idea you even liked me, or I never would have agreed to this marriage to Darius.” 
 
    Topher winced as though she had said something painful and got to his feet.  
 
    “I’m not sure if I feel better or worse hearing that. Knowing how you feel won’t make it any easier for me to watch you with him.” 
 
    Jessamine got to her feet as well, tripping on the hem of her dress and catching herself with a frustrated, “This stupid dress!” 
 
    “I like it,” Topher admitted with a glance. “It shows off your scars well, though it’s practically begging your enemies to try again.” 
 
    Jessamine laughed at someone finally understanding her and threw her arms around him, burying her face in his shoulder and taking a moment to just breathe him in. She drew her face back a moment later and kissed him. 
 
    Topher’s normally-stoic expression faltered and he raised his eyebrows in surprise and said, “We shouldn’t—” 
 
    “You don’t want to?” Jessamine looked up at him. 
 
    “Oh, I want to very much…” he acknowledged, so she kissed him again, drawing it out longer this time. 
 
    “It just seems like a bad idea,” he mumbled between kisses, though he held her more tightly. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I can’t remember.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her up against him. 
 
    Jessamine pulled his suit jacket off and tossed it to the side as they stumbled backwards towards her bedroom. She didn’t care whether she was doing the best thing, or even the right thing. Just once, she wanted something for herself, not for Elaria. She sincerely hoped no assassins would break into her room again tonight, because she was determined to enjoy her wedding night, even if it was with the wrong man. 
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    Carl Vucanis 
 
    


  
 
    Carl had never felt more awkward at a party. 
 
    After only being a member of the military for weeks, he suddenly found himself surrounded by a horde of government employees, socialites, and high-ranking businesspeople at the Vicereine’s wedding, and he hardly knew any of them by name. Thousands of Gifted partied outside and in the city, and he could have shed his uniform and enjoyed time in more familiar territory, but it would have been career suicide to miss out on this invite.  
 
    The result was him walking around aimlessly for hours, trying to ignore the looks people gave him at being in military uniform and also wearing an emblem, like the two were an impossible combination.  
 
    Well, for a long time, they were. 
 
    He felt like an exhibit at a zoo, and could only imagine how much worse it must be for Jessamine living every day of her life under such a microscope. 
 
    He had seen a few people he knew tonight, and had stopped for several brief exchanges with them, trying desperately to network and fit in even though he still wasn’t entirely sure who the right connections were. 
 
    It was by complete coincidence that he backed up into the new Viceregal, nearly tripping the man mid-conversation. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” he apologized immediately, though the Viceregal just laughed it off and stumbled a little on the spot, cheeks flushed with energy and alcohol. 
 
    “Not to worry—have a drink!” he grinned. “Drinks are on me tonight!” 
 
    I thought they were on Jessamine. 
 
    “Oh, um, thank you, Excellency.” He stood there awkwardly for a moment and then said, “Excuse me,” and turned away. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” the Viceregal stopped him, grabbing him by the arm and nearly startling him into using his Gift. “Is that an emblem around your neck?” He looked flabbergasted, his mouth gaping open dumbly. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “But you’ve got on an officer’s uniform!” He seemed confused and upset by this, his voice pitching slightly higher. Carl hoped to quiet him before others began to notice and cause a scene. 
 
    “I am a Ground-Captain. The Vicereine has been trying to integrate the Gifted into various roles in the government.” It seemed odd to him that her husband wouldn’t already know this, but he had no idea how much they spoke or what the man was like beyond this brief meeting. He couldn’t imagine Jessamine ever getting sloppily drunk at an event, and found the encounter with her husband doubly-uncomfortable for it. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Darius waved a dismissive hand at the idea. “She seems determined to get us both killed with her love of you people,” he continued tactlessly. “I’m surprised she didn’t marry one of you all instead of me.” 
 
    Before Carl could do anything other than open his mouth in shock, Vicerina Shellina took Darius’ arm and said, “Darius, that’s enough. Why don’t you go dance with Augusta? She’s been dying to talk to you about her birthday party next weekend.” 
 
    The Viceregal immediately latched onto the suggestion and wandered off in the direction she pointed. 
 
    “My apologies for his behavior,” Shellina said to Carl, perfectly sober and put-together, despite an evening spent dancing and flitting about the room socializing. “He is in full support of my sister’s effort to integrate the Gifted back into society, as are we all.” 
 
    Carl, stunned at speaking to the Vicerina directly, merely said, “People say all sorts of things when they’ve been drinking. I take no personal meaning from it.” 
 
    “Good,” she smiled. “Then may I express my very dear hope that you will not share what he said in a moment of silliness with anyone else?” 
 
    “Of course, Excellence. I understand.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled again, glancing briefly at his emblem. “So you’re the captain everyone is talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, are they?” He had no idea what the appropriate response was in this situation, and suddenly wished he could go back to being ignored in this room full of people. 
 
    Before she could respond, someone tapped Shellina lightly on the shoulder and she turned and said, “Major Andro! You look absolutely dashing tonight.” 
 
    Carl’s gut turned to ice out of sheer reflex at being in the presence of a Provo-Major, though he imagined he had probably walked past at least a few of them tonight. It was hard to spot them out of their signature armor unless their enhancers were uncovered, which somehow made them more terrifying. 
 
    “Thank you, Vicerina. I took your advice on the green shirt.” 
 
    “And didn’t it turn out wonderfully?” She beamed at him. 
 
    “I’ve received a number of compliments for it. As always, I bow to your expertise in these matters.” 
 
    Suck-up, Carl thought privately, mentally filing as many details as he could about this Major and trying to remember whether anyone had told him if he was one of the good or bad ones. 
 
    The Major’s eyes took in the sight of Carl, and something in his body tensed. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    Shellina seemed to understand immediately and thankfully said, “No, not at all! I was just introducing myself to Jessamine’s first Gifted Ground-Captain. Part of the Integration Initiative, you know.” 
 
    “Delightful.” Major Andro looked like he found the sight of Carl there to be anything but.  
 
    Sensing danger, Carl said, “Excuse me, Vicerina. Major. It was an honor meeting both of you.” 
 
    “Yes, a pleasure here as well, Captain…” 
 
    “Carl Vucanis,” Carl answered, though he had a mad desire to keep his name a secret.  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll meet again, Captain Vucanis.” Shellina curtsied prettily and asked Major Andro to dance while Carl focused on escaping. 
 
    He felt like he had a giant target on his back as he turned and walked away in what he hoped was a calm and confident manner. Years of conditioning had taught him to be terrified at the sight of a Provo-Major, and here he was, in a room likely containing all sixty of them. As fortuitous as it was to meet the Viceregal and Vicerina in person, he was really hoping for more progress to be made in the Integration Initiative before he came to their attention. 
 
    “Carl—hi, do you have a minute?” A familiar voice called out to him, and he turned towards it in relief. 
 
    “Risa, thank God,” he blurted out without thinking. 
 
    Her eyebrows raised in surprise. She was wearing a sleek black pantsuit, which made her look more mature than usual and highlighted her pale skin and red hair by contrast. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be happy to see me,” she admitted, looking embarrassed. “I’ve been—well, I’ve been horrible to you recently, and I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    Caught off-guard, Carl said, “I feel like I’m walking in a minefield of politics here, but I’m still too new to fully understand it, so it’s really like walking in a minefield blindfolded. It’s good to see a familiar face; someone I trust.” 
 
    She smiled in relief. 
 
    “I’ve been a jerk ever since I heard you were taking this job—before, even. I know there’s no excuse for it, but I was still holding onto some old anger and it just hit me really hard when I thought I would lose you. I wanted you to know that I’ve made my peace with Topher, and I want to apologize to you as well.” 
 
    This was a pleasant turn of events, given how their relationship had been deteriorating recently. 
 
    “Then I accept your apology. For what it’s worth, I didn’t handle the whole thing very well, either. I wanted to be the one to tell you, and to find a way to make you understand what I’m doing this for, and I’m sorry it all got thrown at you by the Minors in my hospital room. Even after, I should have taken your feelings into account, knowing what I knew about your past experience with the military.” 
 
    “Then we’re friends again?” Risa asked hopefully, a smile creeping onto her face. 
 
    “Always. How did you get in here, anyway? I know they were letting some Gifted in, but you had to get really lucky to manage an invite.” 
 
     “Unlike the rest of you, I have a clean record. I told you there were reasons for not staying out past curfew,” she said airily. “Though it’s not as exciting as it should be, since I don’t know anyone else except for you.” 
 
    “I feel your pain,” Carl chuckled humorlessly. 
 
    “But you’re one of them now—you work with them every day.” 
 
    “Ha. I’m still Gifted. There’s a lot of prejudice and bad feelings towards us in the government, even with everything Jessamine is doing. It’s going to take a while before I start feeling like ‘one of them’.” Changing the subject, he said, “Do you want to dance?” 
 
    “Who, me?” she blurted out in shock. 
 
    “No,” Carl grinned, “I was talking to the large gentleman behind you.” 
 
    Risa choked on a laugh and smacked him lightly on the arm.  
 
    “It won’t look good for you to be seen dancing with another Gifted. You’re supposed to be blending in with the others.” 
 
    Carl frowned thoughtfully. There was truth in what she said, little though he liked to admit it. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s important to stand out.” He extended his hand to her anyway, and she smiled in relief and accepted it, following him onto the dance floor, where they received a few pointed looks but were otherwise ignored. 
 
    “Where’s the Vicereine when I need her? She would approve of this,” he said to break the ice, because now that they were so close together he could feel tension of another sort between them. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her in a while. I think she might have left, or maybe she’s just hard to find in such a big crowd.” 
 
    Carl glanced around for any signs of the Vicereine in her purple, backless dress, but was unable to see her.  
 
    “Hmm, maybe she went out to greet the partiers who weren’t allowed in. It seems like the sort of thing she would do.” 
 
    “I saw you talking with the Viceregal and the Vicerina a few minutes ago. Do you know them very well?” 
 
    Carl suppressed a grimace and said, “No, this was our first meeting.” 
 
    “What do you think of them? Are they like Jessamine?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” He was mindful of who they were surrounded by. “The Vicerina was very polite and politically-correct, very regal. In that sense I guess she is like her sister. I can see them both as strong leaders in their own sense. I only know about her through her reputation, though, and in the past she hasn’t appreciated the need for peace with the Gifted as much as her sister.” 
 
    Risa frowned thoughtfully and said, “Maybe Jessamine has been able to change her mind.” 
 
    “Hopefully.” Carl nodded.  
 
    “And our new Viceregal?” Risa prodded. “What was he like?” 
 
    A fish out of water. He remembered Shellina’s words to him and knew he couldn’t say anything of what he was thinking, not even to Risa. 
 
    “I didn’t talk to him long enough to get a good impression of him.” 
 
    “Ah, well, maybe you’ll get to know him better the longer you work there.” 
 
    I hope not. 
 
    “At least you got to mingle with the upper-crust of society,” Risa said consolingly. “The most exciting thing to happen to me tonight was watching a Provo-Minor knock an entire wine tray to the floor while gesturing wildly.” 
 
    “I hope he was at least telling a good story.” Carl released her as the song ended, considering whether or not to ask her to dance again. Before he could decide, another female voice said, “Care to dance?” 
 
    Not recognizing the speaker, he turned and nearly gasped at the Provo-Major addressing him. She was short but muscular, wearing a glitzy red dress that hugged her frame and with her hair pulled back, leaving the twin Enhancers on either side of her temples highly visible. Risa took a step backwards out of sheer reflex. 
 
    “I—do you mean me, Major?” he asked in alarm, wondering if he had ever met this woman in his life and why she had approached him. Maybe she was a friend of Andro’s. Maybe he had said something about Carl and this woman was here to get rid of him. Maybe… 
 
    “You are Captain Carl Vucanis, are you not?” the woman asked flatly, as though he was being deliberately obtuse and this meeting had been pre-arranged for weeks. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Great, then dance with me.” She extended a hand and he took it, glancing briefly back at Risa and wondering what in the world he was getting himself into as she led him to a more secluded part of the room. Carl wondered if she was purposely trying to make sure they wouldn’t be overheard—or missed. 
 
    He took her waist, adrenaline still coursing through him at being in such close proximity to a Provo-Major. True, she didn’t look like the terrifying images of his childhood of armored gods raining down from the sky to slaughter the masses, but he had no illusions about what she could do—or had already done—in her tenure at the Augenspire. 
 
    “Relax. I’m not going to stick a knife in you.” She looked annoyed with him. 
 
    “Do I seem nervous?” he asked truthfully. He thought he was doing a good job concealing it. 
 
    “Either that or you have a gland condition which causes your hands to sweat profusely.” She smirked, tilting her head back to look up at him. “Damn it, you’re tall.” 
 
    “Sorry?” he tried, completely thrown by this entire encounter. 
 
    “Why? I’m not sorry for being short.” 
 
    He was beginning to think nothing he said would be correct. He was clearly out of his depth and had no idea how he was supposed to play things right now.  
 
    “I don’t think I caught your name,” he said at last. 
 
    “Probably because I didn’t give it. Now, tell me about your conversation with the Viceregal, Shellina, and Andro.” 
 
    Stunned, Carl was beginning to wonder just how many people were watching him earlier tonight.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” the Major asked, annoyed. “What did they say to you?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” he asked boldly, wondering if he was about to be in a world of unpleasantness. 
 
    “Look, Jessamine says you’re trustworthy, and you’ve got intel from places I can’t go. If you actually support her, then tell me what I want to know and stop acting like a taxidermy victim.” 
 
    Was she telling the truth? Was this one of the Majors who helped Jessamine when she was in hiding, who she actually trusted? It seemed so, but then again, anyone could approach him with the same claim and he would have no idea who to believe. 
 
    “If you were actually an ally you’d tell me your name.” 
 
    The woman scowled at him and said, “Fine, I’m Reya Augen. Pleasure to meet you. Again. Do you think Jessamine chose the Majors guarding her at your interview by coincidence?” 
 
    It suddenly occurred to him that he had seen this woman before, during his final interview at the Augenspire. She had been standing behind Jessamine when she and the Ground-Leader asked him questions. 
 
    Well…I eventually have to trust someone. 
 
    “Nice to make your acquaintance, Major Reya.” He blinked back into focus. 
 
    “Great, now tell me what the Viceregal said to you.” 
 
    “The Vicerina asked me not to,” he said bluntly. 
 
    Reya looked shocked. “Why? Was it that sensitive of a discussion? This is a matter of Jessamine’s security, damn it. Now spill.” 
 
    “I don’t want to risk your ire, but the Vicerina’s orders trump everyone except the Vicereine herself, and she told me not to speak.” 
 
    “You really don’t want me to call Jessamine right now and get her permission,” Reya growled.  
 
    “You think the Vicerina is part of the plot against her sister?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous; of course not,” Reya assured him. “But she has less foresight than the rest of us, and her job is primarily to keep up appearances and relationships between the many different groups involved in society and the government. She is not really security-focused, so the rest of us must be.” 
 
    Carl was silent for another moment and Reya blurted out, “Damn it, we wouldn’t be having this problem if Max or Ana were here. They weren’t scared shitless by the sight of me.” 
 
    If Reya knew who Max and Ana were, then she was definitely part of Jessamine’s inner circle. Hoping he wasn’t going to be killed for disobeying the Vicerina’s orders, Carl said, “Fine. I bumped into him when he was in his cups and he asked why I was wearing an emblem and a military uniform. I guess Jessamine didn’t tell him she hired me, or he wasn’t paying attention or something. He grumbled about how much Jessamine loves the Gifted, and how it’s going to get them all killed. He made a bitter comment about how he is surprised she didn’t marry a Gifted instead of him, and the Vicerina interrupted and sent him away.” 
 
    Reya took all of this in without any evident show of emotion, processing the information. 
 
    “What did Shellina say?” 
 
    “She offered an apology for the Viceregal and told me not to tell anyone about his comment. Then Major Andro came over and sneered at me for a minute and they went to dance.” 
 
    “Andro’s an ass, and incidentally, not someone you should trust.” 
 
    “The list of Provo-Majors I trust is extremely small,” Carl admitted. 
 
    “Gareth, Lorna, Lara and Topher are all in Jessamine’s confidence. Others, probably, but I don’t know who. Andro was very close friends with Fox and Parl.” 
 
    Confused by the onslaught of names, Carl said, “Are they the ones who—?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reya cut him off darkly. 
 
    “Can’t you just arrest him?” 
 
    “For what? Being friends with traitors? We can’t prove Andro’s done anything wrong yet, and the last thing we need is a witch-hunt where we’re all hurling accusations at each other and tearing each other apart from within. Which brings me to you.” 
 
    “To me?” 
 
    “You have different sources of information than we do, and you’re new and shiny and people will be flocking to use you for their own agendas. I’ll send a list of people to watch for to your comm, and any information you get from them you’re to report to one of Jessamine’s people.” 
 
    Carl frowned. “I’ve never met most of ‘Jessamine’s people’ so I wouldn’t even know who I was talking to.” 
 
    Exasperated with his desire to stay alive, Reya said, “Do some reading. You should have sufficient clearance to access basic bio records on the Provo-Major. Anyway, any conversations you have with Darius should be reported in full, as soon as possible but not over the comm.” 
 
    “You think the Viceregal is part of the plot against Jessamine?” 
 
    “He’s not as stupid as he looks, and he’s in a key position now. As a Viceregal, he has more power than he used to, and with Jessamine out of the way he could try to marry Shellina—who he has always gotten along with—and solidify his rule. She’s malleable and naïve and just waiting to be manipulated by someone smarter. I’m not taking any chances with Jessamine’s life.”  
 
    Carl nodded faintly, wondering how bumping into someone at a party could get him embroiled in danger so rapidly. 
 
    “How am I supposed to report to you if I can’t use the comm? We aren’t likely to run into each other a lot by coincidence.” 
 
    Reya nodded and said, “We’ll plan to have someone meet with you every Sunday in your room, so make yourself available. Call Topher if you need to report something urgent and can’t wait for the normal meeting time.” 
 
    “Why him?” Carl asked in alarm, as Reya took his comm from his pocket and began keying in relevant contact information. 
 
    “I don’t have a huge contact pool outside of the Augenspire, so it would look strange to the tech group to see a Gifted Captain calling me and might raise suspicion if any of them are traitors. Topher, on the other hand, has so many contacts that no one can keep track of them all. The Gifted, high- and low-ranking military personnel, informants working in shoe-shops in Silveria, people in the underground…no one would bat an eye at you calling him for something. He’s a direct pipeline to the Vicereine, so when people can’t get in touch with her, they call him.” 
 
    “He seems like an ass,” Carl blurted out, thinking of his one interaction with the man on the night of his interview with Jessamine. 
 
    “Ha! He’s a focused ass, and reliable. He grows on you.” She shrugged. “Anyway, we’ve been seen together long enough. Go mill about for at least another half-hour and then head back to your room. Don’t tell anyone what we’ve discussed.” 
 
    “That’s what the Vicerina said, and look how that turned out.” 
 
    Reya grinned and said, “Yes, but if you betray Shellina she’ll pout about it to her big sister. If you betray me I’ll cut your heart out.” She winked and seemed to melt away into the crowd on that ominous note. 
 
    Carl had no idea how he was supposed to enjoy the reception after such an unnerving conversation, and Risa was nowhere in sight. Sighing, he forced a natural expression and went to get a drink, thinking he would have to watch his back on the way back to his room at the Augenspire tonight. 
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    Risa tried not to stare at Carl too overtly when he began dancing with Major Reya, twitching a smile when she saw how stiff and uncomfortable he looked with her. She thought the Majors would using the occasion to conceal their enhancers and blend in with the crowd, but Reya had her hair pulled back to put her enhancers in even greater prominence, and her bold red dress was hardly inconspicuous. 
 
    I didn’t even recognize her at first. 
 
    She had backed away out of reflex when Reya first approached them, despite having met her at Hera’s house before. It felt like a long time ago, and if the Major recognized Risa by sight, she didn’t show it. 
 
    Now Risa felt like an idiot, standing in the middle of the dance floor with no one to talk to or dance with. For a moment she looked around desperately for someone she knew, without any expectation of actually finding anyone. Of the ten-thousand people in the room tonight, none of her friends from the Academy had a clean enough record to win invites to the indoor reception. 
 
    I might as well have stayed outside with the rest of them, she thought ruefully. At least I’d have people to talk to and cheap drinks. 
 
    She rejected the thought almost immediately. It was worth a stuffy, uncomfortable evening surrounded by strangers to be able to apologize to Carl. She wished they were able to talk—and dance—longer, but perhaps after Major Reya was done with him he would be willing to spend more time with her… 
 
    Risa took a step backwards and bumped into someone, stumbling and barely catching herself. 
 
    “Excuse me, I’m sor—” she almost choked when she turned to apologize to the man behind her, only to catch sight of the enhancers peeking out from beneath his hair. 
 
    The unknown Major took in her emblem at a glance and made a face like he smelled something dirty.  
 
    “Watch where you’re going,” he blurted out, letting his eyes run over her appearance much more slowly now, as though looking for weapons. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bump into you,” Risa winced, backing away from him and nearly hitting someone else. 
 
    The Major narrowed his eyes as though he suddenly recognized her. 
 
    “You were dancing with the new Ground-Captain,” he said abruptly. “What’s his name again?” 
 
    “Carl?” she had no idea why she phrased it as a question, biting her lip and trying to get control of herself. Why was this Major interested in who Carl danced with? Were the two of them friends or enemies? 
 
    If they were friends, this guy would probably know his name… 
 
    The Major pursed his lips, apparently appraising her value for a moment longer and then saying, “Come with me.” 
 
    “I—what?” Risa blurted out, terrified. “Why?” 
 
    The Major looked stunned to have his orders questioned, though his surprise quickly turned to indignation. His expression was hard when he said, “Because I told you to. Now come.” He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her roughly towards him, turning and walking away without releasing her. 
 
    Risa stifled a cry of pain and stumbled after him, towed along in his wake as they wove between clusters of people dancing and talking. No one spared them a glance, and she had no idea if it would make things better or worse for her to shout for help. 
 
    Worse, definitely, she reconsidered. He was a Major and she was Gifted. No one would question his right to take her anywhere. 
 
    But what does he want from me? She thought desperately. She hadn’t been in trouble—that she knew of—and the only thing he had even asked her about was dancing with Carl.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, but her voice came out as a gasp and she wasn’t sure whether he could even hear her. If he could, he chose to ignore her, pulling her to a far wall of the room and leading her through the door that Darius’ parents had come through to walk him down the aisle. 
 
    The room they had entered was much smaller than she expected. It was barely the size of her bedroom at the Academy, but paneled in a dark, rich wood that made the globes of light along the ceiling seem muted. In another context, she would say the lighting was romantic and added ambience, but standing with an angry Provo-Major made it feel dark and hollow. 
 
    The Major finally released her, turning to face her at last and still wearing the same annoyed look on his face. She was too frightened to even think of running, even when he reached into his belt carelessly and extracted a Talent to snap into his right enhancer. 
 
    “Risa Vorhees,” his eyes moved rapidly back and forth as though reading something she couldn’t see. “Physical Manipulations Gift, focused around…you can switch places with anyone in your line of sight?” he addressed the last to her, his eyes focusing on hers once more. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed out in terror. Her hands were suddenly freezing and she began rubbing her fingers together in an attempt to warm them, to no effect. 
 
    “How do you know the Ground-Captain?” 
 
    “We’ve been at the Academy together for years,” she explained, her throat dry. It suddenly occurred to her that if she really had been chased by a Provo-Major who wanted to murder her a few weeks ago, there was a very real possibility it was the one standing in front of her right now.  
 
    We’re alone. No one knows I’m in here. 
 
    “I thought he was in Deconstruction-Reconstruction.” 
 
    Risa blinked back into focus, trying to keep her back to the door to prevent him from cutting off her egress if she chose to run. 
 
    “He is—well, was. We’re not encouraged to stay segregated by specialty.” 
 
    She thought this was fairly obvious, but it appeared to be new information to the Major. It occurred to her that perhaps the Majors had as little understanding of the Gifted as the Gifted had of them—though in their case it was by choice, since they could easily access any information they wanted. 
 
    Hell, he has a Talent that lets him read my biochip without a scanner, she thought bitterly. 
 
    “Are you lovers?” 
 
    “I…” she had absolutely no idea how to answer that question, not the least of which because it was the last thing she had been expecting this Major to care about. 
 
    “Are you slow? It’s a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question, not a math puzzle,” he bit off snappishly, folding his arms in annoyance. 
 
    I could run out of the door behind me and start switching places with people until I can escape. There were enough people in the Laurel that it would be difficult for even a Major to trace her through all of them right now. 
 
    Instead she said, “No, we’re not.” 
 
    The Major inserted a Talent into his left enhancer, brushing his blond hair out of the way to do so. He looked tousled, though he made no effort to smooth his hair back down while his brown eyes scrutinized her. 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re lying. Your body’s responses are all over the place, though largely overshadowed by fear.” 
 
    She grimaced and said, “Well, you’re scary.” After a moment of silence elapsed between them she added, “I don’t know why I’m here or what you want from me. I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    With a huff of irritation the Major said, “I’m Major Augen. That should be enough.” 
 
    All Majors are ‘Major Augen.’ The evasion was not lost on her. 
 
    “As for what I want, I’ll get to the point. What is Carl’s endgame?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, not understanding the question. 
 
    “Lord, you are simple, aren’t you?” The Major scowled and took a step closer. “I want to know why your friend was so eager to become a Ground-Captain, and more importantly, why he got the job. Does he know Jessamine? Does he have something over her?” 
 
    Risa held up her hands in a warding gesture to preserve the space between them, though she knew it would do little good if he was determined to close the distance.  
 
    “What? I don’t know—how would he have anything over the Vicereine to blackmail her with?” She avoided answering the question directly, since he seemed to have a Talent equipped that could detect her body signals and would give her away if she lied outright. 
 
    She had no idea which Majors were considered trustworthy by Jessamine, but had a strong feeling that this guy wasn’t on the list. 
 
    “I’m asking the questions. If he doesn’t know Jessamine, then why was he talking to Darius and Shellina? Why is Reya dancing with him right now?” 
 
    Here, Risa felt she could tell the truth without it costing her anything. 
 
    “I asked about the Vicerina and Viceregal when we were dancing and he said he just happened to bump into them, and that it was his first time meeting them. I have no idea why the other Major asked him to dance.” 
 
    That was true enough. 
 
    The dark-eyed Major took a step closer to her. They were barely two feet apart when he said, “Then tell me what your Gifted friend gets out of his gig in the government. What’s in it for him?” 
 
    “I really don’t know, other than he gets to have a job that he finds fulfilling,” Risa explained apologetically, her hands still held up in front of her in warding. “Why—do you think something is wrong?” 
 
    “I think Jessamine is so determined to make good on her promises to the Gifted and to spite those who would move against her that she is throwing caution to the wind and putting you people in power without being properly vetted. It is my job to protect her, even from herself.” 
 
    Risa inhaled deeply and took a step backwards, though the Major moved forward in time with her retreat. 
 
    Are the Majors allowed to criticize the Vicereine’s decisions? She had no idea what the true dynamic between the ruling family and the Provo-Major was. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of that. All I know is that Carl supports the Integration Initiative and wants to be a part of it.” Her back touched the wall and a spike of fear went through her. How did she let him move her away from the door? 
 
    The Major was so close to her now she could feel his breath on her face. Her hands touched the fabric of his shirt, still in a desperate attempt to put some space between them. He raised his own hands and interlocked his fingers with hers, forcing her arms apart and pinning her hands against the wall on either side of her head, pushing lightly against her. 
 
    For a wild moment Risa thought he was going to kiss her, and she had absolutely no idea what would happen after that. Was he attracted to her? Was he trying to exert control over her? Was he a sadistic bastard who liked to kiss Gifted before he murdered them? None of the options were good. 
 
    He stopped two inches short of her face, locking her with the intensity of his brown eyes as he whispered, “Do it. I dare you.” 
 
    “Do—do what?” she whispered back, breathless with terror. From this proximity she could see every detail of his face: the freckles over the bridge of his nose, the crease in his forehead from narrowing his eyes at her, the pulse beating excitedly in his throat. His blond hair was still tousled around his enhancers, and his breath smelled vaguely of mint. 
 
    “You have wanted to escape me since the moment I brought you in here,” he explained in a voice of deathly calm. “You’re thinking of using your Gift to escape me—of switching our places to disorient me and then losing yourself in the crowd.” 
 
    “You can read minds?” she blurted out, horrified by the prospect. If he knew everything she had been thinking this entire time, a whole of people could be in trouble very soon… 
 
    He smiled in response, but there was nothing nice in it. If anything it left his expression more cold and cruel than before, void of any human emotion. Void of mercy. 
 
    “The punishment for using your Gift on a member of the Provo-Major is quite severe,” he continued pleasantly. “At the very least, I would be able to detain you in a quiet little room where I could question you—at length—with every chemical available to me until I’m satisfied you have told me the whole truth and that you and your friend aren’t plotting against us.” 
 
    Before she could even think of what to say in response, the door banged open and a man and a woman stumbled inside, laughing. 
 
    Help! Risa thought desperately at them, before realizing with a flood of horror that the man also had enhancers in the side of his head. 
 
    “Andro?” The newcomer asked uncertainly, taking in the sight of his colleague leaned suggestively against Risa in a quick blink. “What the hell are you up to? I didn’t realize your tastes ran in that direction.” He gestured at Risa’s emblem. The last thing he seemed to notice about her was her face, and he must have found her unattractive, because he looked almost startled by the sight of her with his friend. 
 
    Major Andro released her abruptly and said, “Damn it, Kristoff, you have terrible timing.” 
 
    Kristoff seemed to realize he hadn’t stumbled into a romantic tryst, because he waved his smiling lady off with a promise to find her in a moment and stepped inside. 
 
    “Trouble with the Gifted?” he asked casually, and while Risa had thought he was intoxicated when he first threw open the door, she now realized he was stone-cold sober. 
 
    “A friendly discussion about our new Ground-Captain and his motives,” Andro amended. 
 
    Kristoff’s expression brightened in understanding, but was soon eclipsed by a look of concern. 
 
    “You haven’t been bothering her, have you?” A moment of silence fell over them, and then Kristoff sighed. “Jessamine wants peace. The last thing she needs is someone to get out of hand at her own wedding.” He motioned Risa towards him and she gladly went. “Come on, I’ll take you back to your friends.” 
 
    As much as she hated turning her back on Major Andro, she hurried after Kristoff, feeling an immediate surge of relief when they stepped back into one of the crowded reception halls. 
 
    “I hope he didn’t scare you too badly,” Major Kristoff looked down at her, a question on his face. 
 
    “I—well I wasn’t sure why I was there, or if I’d done something wrong.” 
 
    He shook his head in irritation, continuing to walk beside her. 
 
    “Not everyone is thrilled about the Integration Initiative, but we all serve the Vicereine. Try not to hold it against him too much. In his own way, he’s also just trying to keep her safe.” 
 
    Except at least one of you is still trying to kill her and the Gifted… 
 
    Emboldened by the presence of the crowd, Risa said, “Does Major Andro like going out by himself at night?” 
 
    Major Kristoff was so stunned by this question he actually stopped walking, and Risa did the same.  
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “He looks familiar. I like to take walks at night sometimes and I thought I might have seen him out before, but maybe it was someone else.” This was as close as she dare come to admitting to a member of the Provo-Major that she was likely hunted by one recently. 
 
    Kristoff’s expression cleared instantly and he said, “It’s possible. Andro does like to go into the city on his own at night. He says it clears his head, though I don’t see how all the lights and noise can be calming unless he’s keeping to the quieter areas.” 
 
    Risa tried to calm the terrified beating of her heart before it betrayed her and said, “Thank you for escorting me back to the party, Major Augen.” 
 
    Kristoff inclined his head into a slight bow and said, “Any time. Now, back to my lady friend.” He winked at her and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Risa exhaled in relief at being away from the Provo-Major and still alive, though she was sweating profusely and had no desire to continue partying. Running her hands over her eyes in exhaustion, she headed for the nearest exit and decided to call it a night. 
 
    She made sure she was surrounded by people for the entire trip back to the Academy, wondering whether the eyes of Major Andro were following her the whole way. 
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    Waking up next to Topher was the happiest Jessamine had ever been. 
 
    For a few blissful minutes, the mountain of work she had to do today didn’t matter, nor did the unpleasant memory of her unhappy marriage, or even the assassins that were likely still after her. For those few precious pre-dawn moments, she was content. 
 
    Topher snapped awake as though he could sense he was being watched, blinking and looking at her through sleep. 
 
    “Damn,” he said abruptly, getting out of bed and pulling his clothing back on, glancing at the clock and then quickening his pace. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Jessamine climbed out of bed more slowly, rummaging for a robe to pull on. 
 
    “I hadn’t meant to spend the night. People will be waking up soon, and they’ll put two-and-two together if I come stumbling out of your private rooms in my evening finery from last night.” 
 
    Jessamine really didn’t care who inferred what about her private relationships anymore. Topher was one luxury she was determined to afford herself, in exchange for everything she gave for her planet and her people every day. Was it so much to ask? 
 
    “Do you regret it?” 
 
    Topher stopped smoothing his hair in the mirror and turned to face her. 
 
    “No. Never. But we probably shouldn’t do it again.” 
 
    “Why not? I want to.” 
 
    A smile crept up one side of his mouth before he could suppress it, which pleased her. 
 
    “I do, too. But maintaining a secret romance right after you married someone else and you’re still establishing your rule seems needlessly risky. My primary concern is keeping you alive long enough to be rid of your enemies.” 
 
    “That’s a job with no end. I will always have enemies. My rule will never be secure enough for your comfort. What then?” 
 
    Topher frowned. 
 
    “I…don’t know,” he admitted. “It just seems like this can only end poorly for both of us.” 
 
    “Some of my ancestors were famously promiscuous, and it worked out alright for them,” Jessamine observed. 
 
    “Yes, but this isn’t like that, is it?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she admitted. There was a difference between casually sleeping around with other men and being in love with one. She didn’t think Darius would appreciate either. And no matter how careful they were, a secret love affair would get out eventually. 
 
    “What were you going to tell me yesterday in the afternoon? You told me to remind you of your stupidity so you couldn’t weasel out of it later.” 
 
    “Oh,” Topher brightened at the change of subject. “I used an emblem from one of the recent murder victims the other day and had another vision.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she demanded, positioning herself between him and the door. “After I told you specifically not to use one without me watching over you?” 
 
    “It was an impulse—and I acknowledge the idiocy of it.” 
 
    “You think an apology is enough to spare you from my wrath?” 
 
    Topher looked at the clock again. “No, but can your wrath wait until after I’ve changed clothing?” 
 
    Jessamine scowled and said, “No.” 
 
    Topher grimaced. “I’m sorry, Jessa. I did it because I’m still hearing the voice in my head make ominous warnings about something bad. Recently it told me I was too late and ‘she is gone.’ I can’t think of who ‘she’ would be other than you, and I have to do everything I can to understand what the voice is trying to tell me, even if it means taking stupid risks. I won’t let them get you.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but be moved by the tortured look on his face.  
 
    “At least come to my room and use my emblem if you’re determined to dive into your visions. I don’t want you hidden away in some remote part of the building for days, unconscious or worse while I tear the Augenspire apart trying to find you.” 
 
    Topher seemed relieved by the concession, though he said, “I never know if you’re entertaining others, so I’ve avoided your rooms recently. Hanna and Shellina have been here as often as not, and now the Viceregal—” 
 
    “I’m not letting him in my rooms,” Jessamine said with venom, startling Topher. “He knows this is a marriage of politics, not passion, and I need to have one safe place where I can control the environment and not have to deal with anyone I don’t want to.”  
 
    She would not let him take this place from her, no matter how it looked to other people; on this she was resolute. 
 
    “Jessa, I have to—” 
 
    “Yes, go and change and report for duty. Later I need to tell you about Parl and a note I got last night.” She waved, and Topher flinched and said, “What about Parl?” 
 
    “You’re in a hurry. I’ll tell you later.” She suddenly didn’t want to ruin the mood by mentioning it. 
 
    “For this, I can make time.” He frowned, staring at her with intensity. 
 
    Jessamine sighed. “I may have lied when I said Parl died in medical. Kessel dragged him to two-eighty-one and I tried to get him to tell me who was conspiring with him.” She didn’t pause for breath, determined to confess as quickly as possible. “He startled me yesterday morning with the knowledge that I made Shellina an ambassador, and I accidentally killed him. I still need to move the body.” She grimaced. “Oh, and someone left me a note at the reception last night threatening my life.” 
 
    Topher took all of this in with a blink and said, “And you were mad at me for hiding my work with an emblem?” He shook his head slightly to clear it. “I’ll deal with the body. I want more details later on exactly what happened.” He glanced at the clock again and walked briskly to the outer door, stopping at the last moment and saying “I love you,” before disappearing. 
 
    Jessamine sighed and dressed, examining herself in the mirror for any telltale signs that something had changed between her and Topher last night. She didn’t know what she expected to find. As far as she could tell she looked completely normal—maybe happier. She forced away an idiotic smile and left her rooms. 
 
    Majors Gareth and Reya were waiting for her, though she had no idea how long they had been standing there and if they had seen Topher leave. 
 
    “Majors, good morning,” she greeted them. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I thought we should report, Excellence,” Reya began. “Several of us grew concerned when Topher left the reception early last night and came back to check on him, but we were unable to locate him.” She looked like she had a fair guess as to where he might have been, but was determined not to say it. Gareth was looking pointedly at a spot on the wall. “We wanted to report his absence in case you would like us to quietly form a search party.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s alright,” Jessamine answered calmly. “He probably had business to attend to and was kept out late, but I’m confident he’ll report for duty as scheduled.” 
 
    Reya grinned and it took everything Jessamine had inside of her not to grin back. 
 
    “Thank you, Excellency. We’ll stand down.” She and Gareth dismissed themselves, though Jessamine could swear she heard Reya say she won the bet and demand money as they walked away. 
 
    She walked through the main living room and turned down Shellina’s hallway, knocking loudly on the outer door and trying to ignore the pang of guilt for sleeping with a man she knew Shellina liked.  
 
    She’ll understand—someday.  
 
    For a long moment her sister didn’t answer, and Jessamine considered using her biochip access to let herself in, but courtesy won out and she held herself at bay until the door finally opened. 
 
    Shellina looked unusually ruffled for this time of morning. A robe was pulled over her nightgown and her morning hair and makeup routines hadn’t even been started. Her eyes widened at the sight of Jessamine standing there. 
 
    “Jessa, what’s going on? You never visit me this early.” 
 
    “You’re usually already up and moving by now,” Jessamine remarked. 
 
    Shellina’s cheeks flushed and she said, “Well I stayed at the reception much later than you and got the cleanup crews started.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I forgot the reception probably went on until the early hours of the morning.” Jessamine looked around the hallway. “Why are we talking in the doorway? Let’s sit inside together.” 
 
    “Um…” a look of panic crossed her sister’s face. “Actually, I’m…not alone. Can I get back to you in a few minutes?” 
 
    This was an unexpected development. Jessamine wasn’t aware of her sister being involved with anyone, and immediately wondered who she was seeing. 
 
    “Oh! I see. I need you to call a meeting with the General Assembly this morning, and I also want you and Darius there. Follow up with me when you have it arranged and we’ll discuss this—” she waved a hand to summarize the whole situation “—later.” 
 
    Shellina raised her eyebrows in interest, looking unusually young with her hair down around her face. 
 
    “What are you calling a meeting for on the morning after your wedding? I thought today would be a day of rest.” 
 
    “Quite the opposite. I’m feeling ambitious, and with the wedding behind me I can focus properly on work again.” She grinned, unusually energetic after her night with Topher. It was so much easier to feel hopeful and happy with him. 
 
    “Oh Lord, you’ve got that manic gleam in your eye…” Shellina made a face. “You’re going to make some huge policy change while everyone’s still too hungover to argue, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jessamine laughed and said, “You know me too well. I hope you had an enjoyable evening.” She gestured into the room behind Shellina and turned away, still curious about who Shellina was involved with but determined to afford her some privacy. 
 
    In the time it took her sister to schedule the meeting Jessamine ate breakfast, created a rough draft of the bill she was proposing, and completed her workout for the day. She had just finished the last pullup when a voice behind her said, “There you are.” 
 
    She dropped down to the floor and turned to find her husband leaning in the doorway of the training room. He wore a navy suit with no visible indicators of his new rank, looking unchanged by their wedding. Jessamine had no idea what she had been expecting, since he wasn’t part of the military and couldn’t wear light armor like she did, but she was relieved by how normal things felt. 
 
    Maybe the arranged marriage could work after all… 
 
    “Darius, good morning. How was the party?” She wiped her face with a towel and began pulling her armor back on. 
 
    “I hardly remember it, so it must have been a good time.” He smiled, touching the side of his head. “Didn’t you leave early for something? I seem to remember you being called away on business.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Jessamine scrambled to come up with a convincing lie on the spot and settled for being vague. “It wasn’t as big a deal as we originally thought, so I was able to go to bed fairly early.” 
 
    “Shelly said you were nearly bouncing with energy, so you must have slept like a rock,” Darius noted, suppressing a yawn. “Everyone else was hoping to sleep in for a change, but I’m told there’s a General Assembly meeting we need to attend in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, I expect everyone will be tired, but there’s no time for lying around while we have murderers on the loose and important work to do. Besides, our wedding was a cornerstone event. What better way to usher in a new era than with historic, long-overdue policy changes?” 
 
    “I’m not arguing your sentiment, just the time of day for it.” He yawned again. “We could’ve done this over dinner.” 
 
    “I’ll phone two-fifty to send up enough syringes of Alerol to keep the entire Assembly awake and alert if that’s what it takes.” She snapped the last of her armor into place. “Now let’s go.” 
 
    They set off together towards the main stairwell. Darius groaned, but Jessamine saw no reason to take the elevator down a single flight of stairs. 
 
    “We need to discuss our sleeping arrangement,” Darius blurted out, apropos of nothing, as soon as they were alone on the stairwell. 
 
    “What about it?” she asked, some of her good mood over Topher evaporating as she prepared to have this conversation much earlier than she’d hoped. 
 
    “People have already begun to comment on the fact that we’re not sharing a room, saying our marriage is only political.” 
 
    “Our marriage was political,” Jessamine agreed readily. “We hardly knew each other when it was arranged.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve been living here for months, trying to get to know you better, but you spend all your time closeted up with work and with your Majors.” 
 
    Jessamine wasn’t sure whether the comment about the Majors was supposed to be a barb aimed at one in particular, or whether he was making a general statement. That was the problem with Darius, she reflected glumly, she never knew if he was trying to insult her intentionally or if she was giving him too much credit. 
 
    “What part of running a planet isn’t living up to your expectations?” she asked. “Did you think we’d be sitting with our feet propped up, wearing crowns while servants fed us grapes? Attending lavish parties every night and sleeping in until noon?” She scowled. “I’ve told you since the beginning it is grueling, ceaseless work. There are no crowns, there are no vacations, everyone at the parties has a hidden agenda, and some of them would love to see us fall flat on our face and be overthrown.” 
 
    “I know all of that,” Darius made an ugly face. “But you’re supposed to be sharing everything with me and including me in all the decisions. Instead you let your Majors report to you privately, you allow them to withhold information from me, and you keep me out of important meetings. I feel like a prop, not a partner, and I can tell others are laughing about it behind my back.” 
 
    Jessamine rounded on him in the stairwell and said, “Why in the world would I involve you in all of my most confidential business just because you have a title now? Do you have a degree in government affairs? In law? Do you have any certifications in counterterrorism, espionage, or global policy? Have you studied environmentalism, sociology, or anything related to the management of a planet? Have you taken and passed the tests for top-level government clearance, including the chemical-induced ones? Have you been tested to see if you will crack under torture and spill classified information?” 
 
    He was red-faced with anger now. 
 
    “You know I haven’t—” 
 
    “I have done all of those things, and more. My Majors went through extremely comprehensive programs to ensure their capabilities and loyalties before they were ever given enhancers—and two of them still managed to turn traitor on us with no one the wiser. Programs have been made available to you, but you haven’t yet seen fit to take any of them. So tell me, what qualifications do you bring to the table?” 
 
    Darius was indignant when he said, “I have a number of business degrees—” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Jessamine acknowledged. “If you consider the responsibilities I’ve given you, you’ll see they are aligned to your skillset. You manage relations with the guilds, the unions, and the Trade Association. If you want more, go through the necessary steps to earn it and I’ll begin involving you in a broader range of activities, but you don’t get an all-access pass just because you married me.” 
 
    Darius was quiet for a long moment, working his mouth as though he wanted to argue but wasn’t sure what to say. Finally, he settled on, “None of that has any bearing on our sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    Jessamine was hoping he would forget about his original issue in the furor of their argument, but no such luck. 
 
    “My rooms are the only place I have in this whole building where I can just be alone and relax.” 
 
    “You let some people into them,” he observed. 
 
    “Yes. Hanna, my sister, and a few of my Majors have been inside them for one reason or another, but they don’t reside there,” she explained, forcing patience. “I still don’t feel like I know you terribly well, and frankly, we don’t have a lot in common. Being married doesn’t change that.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but I’ve been trying to get to know you better and you haven’t made time for me. You can’t blame me for our lack of closeness.” 
 
    Jessamine couldn’t argue the truth in that. She had no desire to spend time with him and had prioritized everything else imaginable over Darius. 
 
    “You’re right,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a very hectic time for me—for us all. I never imagined being the Vicereine so soon, and if my father was still here we would have had all the time in the world to become better acquainted.” 
 
    Darius softened. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us could have seen that coming. I didn’t know your father very well, but he was a strong leader and I’m sorry for what happened to him.” He looked uncomfortable when he said, “Do you think there are more traitors in the Provo, or did you mean what you said at the Academy when you gave your speech?” 
 
    Jessamine frowned. “I’m not sure. There might be. Part of what I’ve spent so much time on recently is trying to figure out who is trustworthy and who might not be, because I intend to root out any more traitors and deal with them before they get us.” 
 
    “I see.” He looked worried. 
 
    “Please don’t make it known that I am investigating my own Majors. Very few people are in on that particular secret.” 
 
    He looked buoyed by her trust, which was as much as she could give him right now. While it was a secret, it wouldn’t be horrible if he leaked it, because people could probably already guess that after two betrayals within the Provo-Major, she would be looking into the others as well. This was a fine way to determine how good Darius was at keeping government secrets, with minimal damage if he failed the test. 
 
    “I’ll sign up for a couple of the classes you mentioned earlier,” Darius conceded, surprising her. 
 
    “Then I will block out half an hour on my calendar each day to spend with you going forward. I know it’s not much, but until things settle down a little, my time is still at a premium.” 
 
    He looked mollified by the concession, and Jessamine tried not to inwardly groan at the thought of spending time with only Darius for company each day.  
 
    The door to the stairwell opened and Kristoff stuck his head in and said, “Ah, there you two are. The Assembly meeting was supposed to start ten minutes ago and I was sent to find you.” 
 
    He looked extremely interested in why the two of them were standing in the stairwell together, but Jessamine only said, “Thank you, Major. We’ll head there now.” 
 
    She walked past him, leading the way to the meeting room for the General Assembly and trying to recapture her energy from this morning before going inside. With a deep breath at the threshold, she opened the door. 
 
    She was pleased to see the full Assembly in attendance, in addition to Shellina, Darius, and a clutch of Majors, which included Topher. 
 
    “Good morning—well, it’s almost lunch time, actually,” Jessamine greeted the room at large, not allowing her eyes to focus on anyone in particular. “I know you’re all tired from the festivities last night, but yesterday marked a new chapter in Elaria’s history, and I intend to begin this new chapter with momentum.” 
 
    Everyone looked alert and reasonably focused as she made her way to her seat on one side of the circular table, while Darius moved to sit with the others on the raised benches in the guest area. Jessamine suspected a large amount of Alerol had been used to get everyone up and moving this morning. 
 
    “What sort of project did you have in mind?” Assemblyman Lavesh spoke first, looking wary. “Most of our resources were strained to the limit to deal with the wedding, and now we are trying to return things to normal. This isn’t a good time for more upheaval and uncertainty.” 
 
    “There is never a good time to roll out new initiatives,” Harold interjected, shrugging. “After a major event—like a Viceregal’s wedding—is as good a time as any.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should let the Vicereine present her proposal before making a decision on it,” Sky-Leader Rolf commented dryly. 
 
    Jessamine projected the draft of her proposal onto the nearby screens.  
 
    “My proposal is in two parts. First, I want to sign a law making it illegal for any employer to discriminate against someone because of their Gifted status.” She paused as a torrent of discussion and dissent rose up. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Assemblyman Freeman demanded at the same time as Lavesh said, “The oversight for that would be horrendous!” 
 
    “This is the last thing we need right now!” 
 
    “The Gifted can’t work in technology!” 
 
    Jessamine stood up and raised her hands for silence, looking around the room to see if anyone appeared to be on her side. Jarlais was quiet and hard to read, though he was generally more tolerant of the Gifted than others, and Skye and Rolf remained silent and neutral, which meant she had their support. Shellina and Darius looked stunned, and Topher—well, of course Topher would support her, though he remained as stoic as ever. A few of the other Majors looked less enthusiastic. 
 
    “Enough,” Jessamine insisted, waiting for everyone to be quiet before continuing. “There is no valid reason why employers should be able to refuse to hire Gifted based solely on the fact that they are Gifted, nor should they be able to pay them less for equal work. I understand the tech industry is going to be an exception, simply because Gifts tend to make elarium-based technology go haywire, but they are the only exception I can conceive of. My Integration Initiative is not just for show; I am serious about bringing the Gifted back into all aspects of society as equals. Now, if there are any objections not fueled entirely by prejudice, feel free to make them.” 
 
    Lavesh raised his hand and said, “Freeman is right. Oversight of such a thing will be a nightmare. You would need to have all employers file the reasoning for their hiring decisions, and a governing body to oversee all of them to make sure the system isn’t being taken advantage of. We don’t have the resources for it.” 
 
    “It is quite literally the job of the Provo-Minor to oversee administrative initiatives,” Jessamine replied, remaining calm. “It’s why we employee thousands of them. Every time my father came up with a new idea requiring a governing body, he pulled qualified volunteers from the Minors to head up the effort and gave them permission to hire whoever else they needed to make it happen. If the initiative fails, those Minors are reabsorbed back into another area; if it succeeds and we suddenly find ourselves short of staff, we’ll hire more. This is not my first day in the Augenspire, Assemblyman Lavesh.” 
 
    An uncomfortable moment of silence followed and then Darius, of all people, surprised her by saying, “Weren’t the Provo historically chosen—in part—because of their dislike of the Gifted and their willingness to uphold the status quo?” He paused. “Your father didn’t exactly advertise for it in his day, but he also didn’t cull those applicants out, and the Provo still lean decidedly anti-Gifted. Are those the people you want in charge of overseeing the execution of this particular law?” 
 
    Even Topher looked mildly surprised by him raising a valid concern. Perhaps he wouldn’t be entirely useless as a Viceregal after all. 
 
    “A good point,” Jessamine acknowledged. “We would need to make sure we screened our applicants for this division to ensure our more egalitarian people are on it. It would also be a good idea to hire some Gifted for the oversight committee as well.” 
 
    There was an outbreak of muttering at this, and Major Andro made a face like he had smelled something unpleasant. 
 
    “More Gifted in the government? So soon?” Freeman mumbled loudly enough for the others to hear. 
 
    “I can hardly enact a law banning discrimination in hiring and then refuse to employee any Gifted to help enforce it. I’d have to sue myself.” 
 
    Ground-Leader Skye’s voice was carefully measured when she said, “It aligns with the Integration Initiative and with the Vicereine’s public promises. It makes sense, as a first step, before larger obstacles can be tackled.” 
 
    Ah, Andrea, you already see my next step… 
 
    Lavesh seemed to sense a trap, because he said, “If that’s part one of your proposal, what in the world is part two?” 
 
    “Well,” Jessamine smiled, though her palms were sweating. “Once we have equality in the workforce, I intend to nominate a Gifted representative to the General Assembly. Representation matters.” 
 
    It was like a bomb went off. People jumped out of their seats, and the yelling echoed off the walls and made it sound like a hundred people were shouting all at once. Even some of the people who normally sided with her on everything looked doubtful now, and Jessamine wondered if she should have kept part-two to herself until she had made more ground as Vicereine.  
 
    Assemblyman Lavesh actually grabbed Jessamine by the arm as though to shake some sense into her, but Topher suddenly had an ion-sword to his throat, and the room fell abruptly silent, all eyes focused on the eerie orange glow that promised death.  
 
    “Release the Vicereine.” His voice was scarily calm, and Lavesh let go of Jessamine’s arm as though scalded. In the sudden stillness she noticed that each of her Majors had moved behind a different member of the Assembly—the ones arguing the loudest against her—and Ground-Leader Skye had shifted position in her seat and had her hand poised over her belt, prepared to draw a weapon. 
 
    “I—I didn’t mean—” Lavesh stumbled over his words. 
 
    “You do not touch the Vicereine without her consent,” Topher reminded the room at large, dispersing his ion-sword and returning it to his belt. Lavesh stumbled through an apology. 
 
    “Tempers were high—I forgive you. Everyone please return to their seats.” Jessamine watched as the room collectively seemed to exhale in relief and everyone went back to their earlier positions.  
 
    Good to know my people were prepared to take down everyone in the room if the need arose.  
 
    Once everyone was settled Jarlais said, “There are still Gifted being murdered in the street. If your enemies are angry now, they are going to be livid when they hear of this new initiative. Is this the best time to antagonize them, before the murderer is caught?” 
 
    Jessamine frowned. 
 
    “Perhaps we will drive them out into the open. I refuse to hold up an entire planet in fear of one or two bad apples.” Please let it only be one or two… 
 
    Jarlais tilted his head to concede the point. 
 
    “I can see you all need time to digest this proposal before voting. This meeting is dismissed, and will vote on the issue in two days. Adjourned.” 
 
    She stood and walked quickly from the room, disappointed with how poorly it had gone but knowing she was foolish to expect anything else.  
 
    One day, she promised herself. One day we’ll be able to look back and laugh at how foolish the old days were. 
 
    She had barely made it to the door when Shellina caught up to her and fell into step beside her. 
 
    “Well, that was a disaster,” her sister said worriedly. 
 
    “Yes, it was.” 
 
    “I was worried for a moment the Majors were going to start killing Assembly members.” 
 
    “For a moment, so was I,” Jessamine agreed. “Thankfully I don’t believe Lavesh had any intent to harm me, and I’m wearing armor so I could hardly even feel his grip. He just got carried away and forgot himself.” 
 
    “Yes, but still.” Shellina let the statement hang in the space between them. “At least the Provo did their jobs and got things under control. Topher was scary.” 
 
    “Indeed. What are your thoughts on my proposal?” Jessamine turned to her. “You can tell me the truth—I won’t be angry.” 
 
    Shellina pursed her lips and said, “Well, to be honest, I’m not wild about the thought of Gifted in our upper levels of government. I mean, what you said about them being able to work normal jobs makes sense, it just seems like such a big change happening all at once.” 
 
    Jessamine sighed. 
 
    “I know, but every step will feel like a big change until it’s over with. I have to keep making progress or my promises will just be empty words, even if I have to replace half of the General Assembly to do it.” 
 
    Shellina nodded. 
 
    “Well, I won’t pretend to fully understand your push for the Gifted, but you’re the Vicereine—and my sister—so I’ll do what I can to support it. I’ll talk to Freeman and Lavesh privately and see if I can convince them to go along with it.” 
 
    Jessamine raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “You think it’ll work?” She didn’t technically need a unanimous vote to push her bill through, but she would prefer it. 
 
    “I think I can make some headway with them. I have a different relationship with the General Assembly since my role has always been different than yours, so I’ll see what I can do to get their buy-in before tomorrow.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded and said, “Thank you, Shellina. You’re becoming such an important asset. I’ve been really impressed with you recently, even when you don’t agree with what I’m doing.” 
 
    Shellina gave her a small smile and said, “What are sisters for?” In the next breath she said, “I’m going to go find Topher and ask him on a date. Wish me luck!” 
 
    Jessamine felt a stab of guilt. She had told Shellina there was nothing going on between her and Topher and that she was welcome to pursue him. She had lied. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said with a forced smile, knowing that sometime soon she would need to find a way to break the news to Shellina and see the hurt and betrayal in her eyes. It wouldn’t be fair to put Topher in the position of doing it, as much as she didn’t want to be the one to break her sister’s heart. 
 
    What are sisters for? She reflected glumly as Shellina bounced away from her. 
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    Ana wasn’t aware of any newcomers to the Academy, but somehow the campus had never felt busier. Perhaps it was all of the classes being held after hours to help people draft resumes and practice interviewing, or the extra sessions on advanced topics within business, engineering, and medical fields to give people a boost to their qualifications.  
 
    Six weeks had passed since the Vicereine announced her passage of a law making it illegal for employers to discriminate against the Gifted, and even though it would take months for Jessamine to form the oversight committee and get enough clout to start enforcing the policy, every Gifted in the Academy was scrambling to prepare for a shot at reentering the real world to work. 
 
    According to the news reports, the vote from the General Assembly had been unanimous in favor of the new law, though Ana thought she knew enough about the government by now to guess how many arms Jessamine had to twist to get the others to vote ‘yes.’ 
 
    Well, no one can say she doesn’t lives up to her promises, Ana mused, leafing through a brochure on being a biohazards specialist. Even in the face of assassins, she is nervy as hell. 
 
    Though the job market would soon be flooded with Gifted who were tired of going to school and eager to join the workforce, Ana hadn’t even begun drafting her resume yet. She hadn’t attended any supplemental classes, nor did she hang out in the foyer of Building-9 chatting with the others in her dorm about how she was going to go out into the world and make a name for herself. She hadn’t really done much of anything yet. 
 
    The plain and simple truth was that with the whole world suddenly opening up to her, Ana had no idea what she wanted to do.  
 
    She’d taken almost enough classes in biology, anatomy and math to do something in the medical field, but she had no idea if it would actually make her happy to do so. Most Gifted stayed enrolled in school taking whatever classes interested them because the government would pay for their room and board as long as they were students. Everyone knew they would be the last pick for an actual job in most fields, so there was no incentive to ever leave and be forced into a low-paying service profession. 
 
    What do I actually enjoy doing? Ana wondered, leaning back against her pillows in bed and flipping through pamphlets about different career fields.  
 
    Well, she enjoyed being a part of the resistance movement for Hera, but she doubted there was much of a career in that. She liked being in the thick of things when Jessamine was temporarily staying with Hera and the two of them gave her jobs like making sure everyone at the Academy was at the clock-tower with almost no advanced notice. 
 
    Great, I’ll just ask Jessamine if she has any need of someone who does odd jobs on the fly when she’s on the run from her own people. 
 
    At least the salary would probably be good. 
 
    She sighed and set the papers aside, flopping onto her back and closing her eyes. No sooner had she begun to relax than she heard a knock on the door.  
 
    “Who is it?” she called out, trying to decide if it was someone worth standing up for. 
 
    “It’s me, your humble boyfriend,” Max’s voice answered through the closed door. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Ana retorted loudly enough for him to hear. “The last time I saw my boyfriend he arrogantly claimed he could beat me at Word Stacks right before I crushed him.” 
 
    Max opened the door with a grin. 
 
    “Hence why I’m so humble now.” He came into the room and shut the door behind him. “Do you ever tidy up in here?” 
 
    “Not unless I have to.” Ana shrugged and sat up again. “Anyway, what brings you here in the middle of the afternoon? I thought you were going to some machining seminar.” 
 
    “It got delayed until tomorrow. I thought I’d see what you were up to.” He took a seat on the edge of her bed and looked at the brochures on it. “Still trying to figure out what you want to be when you grow up?” 
 
    “Very funny.” Ana made a face at him. “Though yes, I suppose I am.” 
 
    “You don’t have to decide anything right now. Hell, so many people are going to be applying for jobs soon there might not be room for all of us to actually be employed—or Jessamine will have to give us permission to move off of campus so we can go to other cities for work.” 
 
    “Just think, I could move back to Giana at last.” Ana gave him a sideways look and grinned at the expression on his face. 
 
    “Dear God, no. You’ll get that ghastly accent back within a week and I’ll never be able to see you again,” he said with mock horror. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll learn to like it. I bet we could have you talking like a true Gianan within a few months if you want to come with me.” 
 
    Maxton shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “Anyway, there’s nothing wrong with staying enrolled here and taking more classes until you figure things out. I know everyone is scrambling to prepare like they’ve got an interview tomorrow, but it’s going to take time for the new oversight committee to hit their stride and let everyone know that Jessamine is serious about this new initiative.” 
 
    Ana shrugged. 
 
    “I know. I’ll eventually figure something out. For now, let’s talk about something other than my lack of ambition.” 
 
    Max immediately complied and said, “If you’re feeling risky, we could take a trip.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ana abruptly focused on him. She had been pestering him for weeks to let her see his Gift in action, but he had been reluctant. The time she was flying through a door to the unknown to escape Major Fox before he could murder them didn’t count as a proper introduction. “Where did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well, if this works properly, I thought we could go get some coffee downtown.” 
 
    Ana raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” 
 
    “We could end up literally anywhere,” Maxton admitted bluntly. “I don’t like using my Gift if I can avoid it, because I’ve ended up in some really unpleasant places before, and there’s a fifty-fifty chance of me taking us to the wrong location.” 
 
    “I live for risk, so let’s do it.” Ana hopped out of bed cheerfully, pulling on her shoes and trying to decide whether to bring anything else with her. Max could see her looking around the room and said, “You might want to bring a knife, if you have one.” 
 
    “Expecting trouble at the coffee shop?” Ana asked curiously. 
 
    “You never know, these days.” He shrugged. “There’s still a killer on the loose, and if we end up somewhere unexpected it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared.” 
 
    She could hardly argue with his logic, so she rummaged around for the small carving knife she’d had for years and tucked it into her pocket. She had been itching to do something reckless for weeks, but now that the moment was here, she began to grow nervous about traveling through a magical threshold to a possibly unknown location. 
 
    “Alright.” The tension was visible in Max’s body as he clapped his hands together once and closed his eyes. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    He grabbed his emblem with one hand and silently mouthed the name of the bakery three times in a row. Between one blink of Ana’s eyes and the next, the air warped in front of them into the approximate size and shape of a door. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the sight of that,” she remarked in awe, stepping carefully around it and examining it from both sides. There was little to see, really, other than Max’s distorted image when she positioned the threshold between them. It was hard to believe it was a doorway at all. 
 
    “Imagine how I felt at thirteen when I made one of these the first time and fell through it with no idea of what it did or where it went.” 
 
    Ana grimaced at the thought. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any way of knowing whether it’s going to the right place before you step inside?” 
 
    “No, it always looks the same from this end. I tried sticking my head in when I was younger to see if I could look around, but somehow it always made me tip forward and fall through face first, so I stopped trying to game the system after a while.” 
 
    Ana had just been about to suggest that very thing, but she abruptly changed her mind. 
 
    “Well, let’s at least walk through together,” she suggested instead. 
 
    “Agreed.” Max took her hand and they positioned themselves squarely in front of the doorway, took a last look at each other, and stepped through. 
 
    Ana exhaled a sigh of relief when she smelled coffee beans all around her, trying to adjust to the sudden shift in location. The café was so crowded that she wasn’t even sure her sudden arrival in the middle of the room was noticed. Max was visibly surprised at having brought them to the correct location on the first try, and grinned at her. 
 
    “Seems like my luck is changing for the better.” 
 
    “And here I had my heart set on walking right into an active volcano,” Ana feigned disappointment, moving into line to get some coffee. “Think of all the travel time you could save by just teleporting to places all around the globe.” 
 
    “There’s a downside to being able to go anywhere in the world at the blink of an eye,” he looked grim, though Ana couldn’t fathom why being free to go wherever she wanted would have a downside. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “If I get unlucky and end up in a place that gets me killed, no one will ever know what happened to me. Where would people even begin searching when I could be anywhere on the planet? I’d just…disappear.” 
 
    That was a sobering thought. Ana could tell he had spent many hours contemplating the various ways his Gift could kill him.  
 
    “Sorry, that was dark,” Max apologized quickly. 
 
    “No, don’t be. I always used to lie awake and think about ways my Gift could go badly for me as well—I wonder if maybe we all do.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Especially lately, once I started running into the Provo-Major everywhere I went.” 
 
    They ordered their drinks and retreated to find a table. 
 
    “They’re not exactly how I thought they’d be,” Ana continued on her earlier thought. “You grow up seeing films of the Great War and hearing all the stories about what stone-cold monsters they are, but meeting them makes them seem more human.” 
 
    “We’ve had very different introductions to the Provo-Major,” Max snorted, and Ana suddenly remembered that his first introduction to the Majors had been Fox torturing him for weeks in the top of the Augenspire. 
 
    “Well, yes, some of them are horrible,” she amended. “Fox was a sadistic bastard from what you tell me, and deserved worse than what happened to him for it. Hell, Topher terrifies me during most of our conversations, and he’s one of the ‘good’ ones.” 
 
    “I know what you’re saying, though, about them being less horrifying than the legends paint them,” Max allowed. “Maybe that’s why they work so hard to put out the stories, so we don’t realize they’re as human as we are.” 
 
    Ana made a face and said, “I wouldn’t go that far. They’ve still got elarium circuits wired through their brains so they can pop in chips for superhuman powers.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow and said, “I just transported us here with magic.” 
 
    Ana laughed. “Fair point. Maybe we’re more like them than I’d care to admit.” 
 
    They sipped their drinks and watched the flow of people coming in and out of the café, enjoying each other’s company. After their second cup of coffee, Ana suggested they head back to the Academy. 
 
    “I’m going to be wired all night if I drink any more of this stuff.” 
 
    “Maybe you’d actually get some studying done,” Max teased. 
 
    “I’d probably just stare at the ceiling waiting for morning. I’ll do almost anything to avoid studying.” 
 
    Max laughed and took her hand, leading her through the café towards the back hall, where the restrooms were.  
 
    “Need to find somewhere relatively uncrowded to make the door,” he explained, glancing around to make sure they were alone. “Alright, this is probably the best break we’ll get, so let’s go.” 
 
    He gripped his emblem and the doorway materialized in front of them between one blink and the next. Not keen on being found by random diners who needed to use the bathroom, Ana walked through it immediately with Maxton close behind her. 
 
    She clapped her hands over her ears as soon her foot made contact with the floor, wincing and falling to her knees as the screams surrounded her. The high, shrill sound seemed to reverberate off the stone walls all around her and echo through her brain, inescapable no matter how hard she covered her ears.  
 
    Max also had his ears covered, face twisted in agony as his knees hit the floor. They made frantic eye contact, and Ana knew that wherever they were, Max hadn’t meant to bring them here. He uncovered one ear to grab his emblem but immediately cried out and covered them again. 
 
    Who is screaming? Ana looked around the room, though she couldn’t see anyone else in there with them. In fact, she had absolutely no idea where they were at all. The room they were in was almost completely bare, with the exception of a pair of thick steel chains attached ominously to the wall in one spot and a wooden table on the opposite end of the room. There were things on the table, but Ana couldn’t bring herself to care enough to go over and examine them. All she wanted to do was get out of here as soon as possible, but it seemed Max was having a hard time concentrating well enough to make another doorway for them and he wasn’t able to use his emblem. 
 
    Ana forced herself to move towards the door, which was currently closed. Maybe if she could get them far enough away from whoever was screaming, Max would be able to concentrate on getting them out of here. 
 
    She pulled on the doorknob but it was locked from the outside. Frantically, she looked around for a biochip scanner, though she had no idea where they were and whether her credentials would let her open the door or not. 
 
    With a thrill of horror, she realized there was no biochip reader. But everything was locked with chip readers these days; she had never encountered a door whose deadbolts couldn’t be retracted with the right chip access. 
 
    Where in the hell are we? 
 
    And why wasn’t the screaming stopping? It sounded like the victim—whatever was happening to them—hadn’t even paused to draw breath, shrieking loudly and continuously and somehow penetrating the stone walls and assaulting their minds directly. 
 
    Max smacked her roughly on the arm. Ana turned and saw that he had managed to create another portal for them, though it looked to be taking every ounce of his strength to hold it open. 
 
    Ana didn’t even care where it went. She stumbled through, fighting the urge to vomit, dropping to the floor as soon as the awful noise was gone and sobbing in relief. 
 
    Maxton toppled over her and fell to the ground, though he didn’t seem to care, lying flat on his back and breathing deeply through his nose with his eyes shut. 
 
    For a long time they stayed like that, just breathing and struggling to calm down from the terror of their last trip. It took Ana several minutes to realize that Max had successfully transported them back to her room in the Academy. 
 
    Finally, Ana sat up, though it took all her strength to do so. “What in the hell was that place?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Max pulled himself to sit and opened his eyes, leaning against the wall for support. “I’ve never been there before, and I never want to go there again.” 
 
    “There were no windows, and the door wasn’t locked with a biochip reader at all,” Ana recounted, darkly curious about their ordeal.  
 
    “We weren’t supposed to ever see that room.” Max shuddered. “They were obviously torturing someone—even worse than what I got in the Augenspire, and that’s saying something. I wonder how many people know about that place.” 
 
    “And who built it?” Ana mused. “Could it have been a prison in the Augenspire?” 
 
    “No,” Max said with absolute certainty. “I was in the highest-level prison they have, where they do their worst, and it looked nothing like that. The dim lighting, the stone walls, the chains…none of it looked anything like the Augenspire.” 
 
    “I wish I knew who they—whoever they are—were hurting and where. We could send someone to save the poor person.” 
 
    Max blinked and said, “I never want to go back there again. That screaming was so loud it felt like it was inside of me, and we were surrounded by stone walls. Whoever is being hurt down there, they may be beyond saving.” 
 
    Ana frowned, but knew he was probably right. Whatever could cause a person to scream like that wasn’t something they could just casually recover from.  
 
    “I think I’m going to get some rest.” She stood up, nearly overbalancing and catching herself. “That was a little too much action for one day.” 
 
    “Yes, that is the last time I use my Gift unless we are in a dire emergency,” Max vowed, walking unsteadily to the door and leaving without even saying goodbye. Ana didn’t take it personally. They would both need time to recover from the scare they’d just had. 
 
    So when a knock on her door came several hours later, she didn’t think anything of answering it, assuming it would be Max coming back to check on her. She set down her Anatomy book—she’d decided to try studying instead of sleeping—and went to answer the door in her pajamas, pulling it open without even looking through the peephole. 
 
    “Oh, did I wake you?” Vicereine Jessamine greeted her, glancing at the setting sun. 
 
    Ana was so stunned by the sight of the Vicereine and two Majors at her doorway that she just stared at them stupidly instead of answering. 
 
    “You sure this one is up to the job?” Major Reya asked Jessamine, leaning against the threshold and smiling at the effect they’d had on Ana. Someone was peering at her from down the hallway and Reya gave them a taunting little wave of her fingers while Topher remained serious and on alert. 
 
    “I—what job?” Ana stammered, wondering what she could have possibly done that was bad enough to bring the ruler of the planet out of the Augenspire to deal with her personally. Despite being allies, it was her natural reflex to run away screaming at the sight of the Provo-Major. 
 
    “May we come in?” Jessamine asked politely, though Topher had already brushed past Ana in his light armor and was checking the room for threats.  
 
    “Okay…” Ana let the others inside, trying not to cringe at the messy state of her room as Topher began sifting through her things, checking inside of drawers and quickly scanning through her hamper of dirty laundry.  
 
    “Is there a reason you need to search my underwear?” Ana demanded, her nerves getting the better of her and making her bold. 
 
    Reya snickered and shut the door behind them, but Topher remained professional and efficient while he finished his search. 
 
    “Our Talents will detect most electronic devices and potential weapons, but there are one or two things even they cannot sense.” He looked loathe to admit it. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have any weapons hidden in my underwear.” 
 
    Reya grinned and said, “I definitely consider what I’m hiding in my underwear to be a weapon,” in a conspiratorial voice. Ana choked on a nervous laugh. 
 
    When the room was pronounced clear, Jessamine took a seat at the only chair in front of Ana’s desk and motioned for her to sit as well. Reluctantly, Ana sat on the edge of her bed. Both Majors remained standing, with Topher looking out the window and Reya standing near the door. 
 
    “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Business,” Jessamine explained, fixing Ana with a scrutinizing look and apparently finding something of interest, because the next words out of her mouth were, “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Even Topher turned away from the window, because it obviously wasn’t what he expected her to say. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ana insisted. 
 
    “You’re running low on adrenaline and a whole host of other chemicals,” Reya commented, and Ana mentally cursed their Talents. “Your chemical profile is typical for someone who has just been very frightened. Did you have to run from an axe murderer recently or something?” 
 
    Ana narrowed her eyebrows and said, “If I answer your question, will you answer one of mine?” 
 
    The others looked surprised, and the Majors exchanged glances that could have meant anything. Jessamine simply said, “I may not answer a question if it will compromise classified information. That being said, I won’t lie to you.” 
 
    It was the best she could hope for, given the audience. Ana frowned and barreled on, “Max and I went to a café downtown a few hours ago, but instead of taking the bus we used his Gift to get there.” 
 
    Reya raised her eyebrows in interest and said, “He’s the one who can teleport places, right?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a teleport,” Ana began. “He always describes it as opening a door between places.” 
 
    “I thought his Gift was unreliable,” Topher spoke now, expression neutral again. “He has a fifty-three percent failure rate for ending up at his intended destination, according to his Academy files.” 
 
    Ana was unpleasantly surprised to learn that Topher had not only read Maxton’s file—in detail, it seemed—but had a sharp enough memory to recall facts and figures from it at will.  
 
    There’s almost no chance he hasn’t read mine, Risa’s, and Carl’s too… 
 
    She was tempted to ask what he had learned from her Academy file, but on reflection she really didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’d only seen his Gift once, when we were running from Fox at the club after Max’s escape from the Augenspire.” For a moment the air seemed to chill between them and it occurred to Ana that these people were her bitter enemies only a few months ago, and how easy it would be for them to go back to being enemies again. 
 
    She plowed on valiantly. “Anyway, I was pestering him about seeing his Gift again, since I didn’t get to appreciate it properly the first time, and he eventually gave in. Everything went fine on the way there, but on the way back we ended up somewhere…else.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” Jessamine asked calmly, mimicking Topher’s neutral expression. Ana wondered if she did it consciously or had just spent enough time with him to pick up his mannerisms. 
 
    “I don’t know. Somewhere horrible. We were in a windowless room with stone walls on all sides and chains on the wall—like an old torture chamber or jail or something. We tried to leave, but the only door was locked and there was no bio-scanner anywhere on it. Even worse, someone was screaming from outside the room, but it was so loud it felt like it was echoing around our heads even when we covered our ears, and Max could barely concentrate well enough to open a door back out for us.” 
 
    She watched their features closely to see if they would give anything away, but the shock on all of their faces seemed genuine. Reya raised her eyebrows and said, “Why would someone have a door without a bio-scanner on it in this day and age?” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Jessamine cut in. “Who was screaming? Did it sound like they were injured or frightened?” 
 
    Ana shook her head and said, “Injured, I think. It sounded like whoever was screaming was in terrible pain. We wanted to help them but couldn’t get through the locked door, and since we don’t know where the place is, we can’t purposely go back whether we want to or not, unless Max’s Gift randomly sends us to the same place twice.” 
 
    She paused, and then asked the real question. “We wondered if it was somewhere in the Augenspire. Max thought he was in the worst prison you all have, but I thought maybe there was somewhere else you took people…maybe to experiment on them or something?” 
 
    Jessamine frowned and said, “No, that doesn’t sound like anywhere in the Augenspire. We do have biolabs, and I won’t pretend there is no level of experimentation that occurs in them, but they certainly aren’t walled in stone. Plus, they all have biochip access at the doors. Maxton was in the highest-level prison I have, and the place you’re describing doesn’t sound like anything I’ve seen in any of our government facilities.” 
 
    “This wouldn’t have been high up. It almost seemed underground, like a basement.” 
 
    Reya said, “Despite the rumors, there are no basements in the Augenspire. Our predecessors put the rumor out there ages ago to keep people from guessing where we actually keep our prisons, in case a resistance group ever attempted a jailbreak.” 
 
    Ana exhaled a breath she didn’t realize she was holding, believing Jessamine and Reya. She had been desperately hoping the people she was allying herself with weren’t torturing people in a secret dungeon like monsters. 
 
    Though they’re certainly not innocent… 
 
    It was so easy to forget all of the bad things they had done to the Gifted over the years when they were here in front of her. It was a dangerous thing to forget. 
 
    “Anyway, you said you were here for business?” Ana prompted, forcing her mind away from the dark subject of how fragile their alliance was and how much of it rested entirely upon the current Vicereine. These same Majors could be assigned to murder her if Jessamine or her sister was having an off-day. 
 
    “Yes.” Jessamine seemed to abruptly refocus. “I wanted to ask if you would be interested in a job.” 
 
    Ana had no idea what she was expecting, but it wasn’t this. Her mouth began to get dry before she realized it was hanging open. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A job. Do you want one?” Jessamine asked again. “I know you are still enrolled in your studies here, and I don’t know what your long-term career plans are, now that you’re able to legally work in almost any field of your choosing, but I have a position open I think you’d be good for if you’re willing to consider it.” 
 
    “What position?” Ana asked warily. Usually when the government wanted Gifted to apply for a position it involved spying on their peers and turning them in for horrible punishments. 
 
    “I am still trying to staff up my new Employer Oversight Committee, and I need more Gifted involved.” 
 
    Ana was stunned. “You want me to work for the government?” 
 
    “I need people I can trust in key roles, and I need Gifted representation to demonstrate my commitment to these initiatives,” Jessamine explained. “You are well-suited to heading up a division of the oversight committee, as the unique and little-known nature of your Gift will allow you to tell who is being honest during your interviews with employers. This initiative will fall flat if we have people bucking the system or exploiting loopholes, and I need this initiative to be successful. Will you help me?” 
 
    “Well I can hardly say ‘no’ when you’re trying to make things better for people like me after two-hundred years of being second-class citizens.” The thought of using her Gift frightened her more than it intrigued her, because people would begin to wonder how she could possibly be so good at knowing when people were lying to her. She would have to work hard to find a way to conceal the true nature of her Gift. Even so, she could earn a reputation for cracking down on belligerent employers, which might put a target on her back; there was still at least one murderer out there looking for Gifted to kill… 
 
    “Not quite the level of enthusiasm I was hoping for,” Jessamine admitted, frowning. 
 
    “I’m still digesting it,” Ana said truthfully. “It certainly will keep me busy, and it could be rewarding work, but I might also wind up dead in a dark alley one day.” 
 
    And here I was thinking I’d never find a thrilling, high-risk career to keep me entertained. 
 
    “That could be the case whether or not you take the job,” Topher pointed out as casually as informing them about the weather. Ana had no idea if he was threatening her if she refused or making a general comment about no one being guaranteed to live a long and fruitful life in this day and age. 
 
    Jessamine shot Topher a glance and he opened his mouth, perhaps to clarify, but Ana said, “You’re right. I’ll do it, though I have no idea what the job entails or if I’m even qualified for it.” 
 
    Jessamine smiled and stood up.  
 
    “It will be new to all of us, though there are some resources I can offer to help you get up to speed. I’ll send you something soon.” 
 
    She extended her hand, and Ana shook it, wondering what she had gotten herself into and thinking she would have gotten more sleep last night if she knew how exhausting today was going to be. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Ana. Keep an eye out for other people who might be well-suited to this kind of work. Once our skeleton crew of staff have a chance to meet and get started, we’ll need to recruit heavily.” 
 
    Ana nodded and said, “I’ll see who I can lure with the promise of a good government salary.” Come to think of it, she had no idea how much they were paying her for this. 
 
    “Ha!” Reya grinned. “Nice to see the old rumor about the government paying well is still alive. I mooched off of my family fortunes until I became a Major, and I’m pretty sure Topher worked for ham sandwiches for his first few years here.” 
 
    Topher vented a quiet laugh but said nothing to refute her claim. 
 
    Jessamine made an exasperated face at them both and turned back to Ana. 
 
    “The healthcare is excellent. I’ll see if I can help out with your salary a little.” And with that, the three of them left. 
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    Topher Augen 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
    You should have said goodbye. 
 
    You should not have trusted her. 
 
    She loved you until the end. 
 
    ~ 
 
    
  
 
    Topher rubbed his eyes tiredly and glanced down at the buzz from his communicator. A smile pulled at his lips before he could curse himself as a fool for being happy about something that could only end in disaster. 
 
    But damn it, I am happy. 
 
    “Jessa, it’s late.” 
 
    “Were you sleeping?” Jessamine’s face materialized in the window of the comm, arching a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “No, but most sane people are.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing neither of us are sane. Come see me, if you can manage it without getting tailed by one of your peers. We can take a trip down memory lane, if you’d like.” 
 
    Topher had just been opening his mouth to offer some feeble excuse for why the continuation of their romantic relationship was a bad thing, but he paused at the offer to let him use her emblem to dive back into his visions.  
 
    Damn her, she knows me too well. 
 
    “Alright, give me a few minutes.” He cut the comm and got out of bed, abandoning the pretense of sleep and pulling on a loose shirt and some slacks. He equipped two Talents: one to allow him to see heat profiles and another to sharpen his senses. After staring at the back of his closed bedroom door for a moment to confirm there was no one immediately on the other side, he opened the door and looked into the hall, confirming he was alone. 
 
    He moved with deliberation, but at a casual enough pace so no one who saw him would think he was up to anything important, stepping into the elevator and relaxing his vision. Sharpening his senses for long periods of time—especially in the infrared spectrum—tended to give him a headache. 
 
    At the three-hundredth floor, he passed two members of the cleaning staff and nodded politely to them both in greeting. The staff with access to the top levels of the Augenspire was very tightly controlled, and it wasn’t at all unusual for Topher to be up here at odd hours of the night, so neither seemed surprised to see him. 
 
    He heard a door opening somewhere in Shellina’s wing of the floor with his heightened hearing and picked up his pace until he had crossed through the sitting room and was well out of sight from the main foyer. If there was one person he was eager to avoid being alone with, it was the Vicerina.  
 
    He’d already had to awkwardly turn down her request to go on a date, trying to be as courteous as possible about rejecting her because as the heir to the Viceroyalty she could make his life very unpleasant if he burned any bridges with her now, especially if she ever became Vicereine.  
 
    But she’d taken the rejection well–if plainly embarrassed and disappointed–and so far had avoided bringing it up again, though sometimes when they were together she looked like she wanted to say something about her feelings to him. 
 
    Topher scanned his biochip at Jessamine’s door and exhaled in relief when the door locks released with a gentle click. Ever since the night of Fox’s attack he half-expected to find his access erased by co-conspirators every time he scanned his wrist here. 
 
    Jessamine nearly tackled him at the door, pulling him inside and pushing his back against the closed door to kiss him. Topher let out a strangled moan and held her at arm’s length. 
 
    “I have Talents in—give me a second,” he groaned, releasing her arms and removing both Talents from his enhancers as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Is that why your face turned so red when I kissed you?” Jessamine asked curiously. 
 
    “Probably. I had my sense enhancer equipped, and it heightens all of my senses, so being flooded with hormones all at once can be a little—overwhelming.” Of course, she didn’t help things by wearing skimpy little silk pajamas around him with her hair down around her face. She knew how to tempt him. 
 
    “Oh, sorry!” Jessamine clapped a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh, not looking at all repentant. “I can’t always tell when you’re wearing them because half the time you look and act exactly the same.” 
 
    “I hadn’t even crossed the threshold of your door when you set in on me,” he pointed out, not at all displeased by the welcome, which made him mentally curse himself for not being smart enough to stay away from her.  
 
    “That’s true. Now you’ve got your Talents out, so come here.” She wrapped her arms languidly around him, pulling him towards her. 
 
    “I thought we were going to try using your emblem.” 
 
    “We are, after.” She smiled impishly at him and he felt a surge of hormones completely unconnected to his Talents. 
 
    “You lured me here under false pretenses,” he teased, pulling her nearer and delighting in the closeness. 
 
    “You knew what I wanted when I called you. I just didn’t think you’d come up here unless I offered up the emblem because you’re hell-bent on being dour about this.” 
 
    Topher made a face at her and said, “This is an objectively terrible idea. If anyone finds out about us—and someday someone will—it’s going to blow up your alliance with Darius, alienate his supporters at a time when you need all the help you can get, and royally piss off your younger sister. Speaking of which, you still haven’t told her about us, have you?” 
 
    Jessamine looked guilty. 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I keep trying to set up the conversation, but it’s hard to get a word in edgewise in any conversation with Shellina, and she’s been so attentive to her work and so helpful. I can’t bear the thought of breaking her heart when she’s giving her all for me.” 
 
    Topher frowned and said, “I can break the news to her, if you’d prefer. She won’t take it any better coming from me than from you, but at least it will be over and done with and she can stop making eyes at me from across every room.” 
 
    “No, it should come from me. I’m her sister, and ultimately the one who is betraying her in this.” She sighed and shook her head. “I wish I hadn’t told her there was nothing between us all those weeks ago, but I honestly thought you had no interest in me and that this—” she gestured at their embrace “—would ever happen.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re serious about this, then the longer you wait to tell her, the worse it’s going to be when you finally do.” He paused, holding her gaze with his own. “So, Jessa, are you serious about us?” 
 
    Jessamine didn’t flinch under his hard stare.  
 
    “Deathly.”  
 
    She turned in his arms. “It just never feels like the right time to tell her, especially with things just beginning to come together and settle down a little with my reign. We’re making huge progress with the new Equal Opportunity Committee, and I’m starting to get mainstream buy-in from key members of my staff on the whole Integration Initiative. If Shellina goes and blabs about us—and I love my sister, but we both know she is not always discreet—then it could throw us into drama and turmoil before I’ve had time to finish cementing my rule.” 
 
    “I know.” Topher sighed, running his fingers casually through her hair. He liked being able to do that now. “I just hate all the sneaking around. You’re right, though. We need Lavesh and Freeman to get on board with the Integration Initiative, and that requires some quick successes to quiet things down with the Minors and the military.” 
 
    “And—hopefully—for the murders of the Gifted to stop,” Jessamine added. “We’re making progress, Topher, I can feel it—I can see it. It’s just not going as fast as I’d like it to, and I know if I push any harder I’m going to overreach and lose control of the whole thing.” 
 
    “Don’t pressure yourself; you have an excellent intuition for timing on these things, and for how far you can push the limit without it backfiring. We’ll just make it work until things settle down, little though I like lying to others about it.” 
 
    Jessamine agreed with the sentiment but still pulled his face down to meet hers, kissing him again and sending fire through his veins. He allowed her to tease him with kisses for a few moments before picking her up and throwing her over his shoulders. 
 
    “Topher!” she laughed in surprise, facing his back as he carried her into her room and flipped her onto her bed.  
 
    “You know I like these little silk things on you.” 
 
    He leaned over her, tracing a finger up one thigh, intending to take his time, but Jessamine used her combat training to knock his arms out from under him and flip him onto his back, straddling him with her thighs. 
 
    “Good technique. Sloppy execution,” he teased. 
 
    “Say that again.” She lifted her arms and removed the silk slip in one fluid movement, tossing it to the side. 
 
    “Good technique. Excellent execution?” he tried again, and she grinned down at him and pressed her body against his.  
 
    Surely this is the true meaning of Heaven, he reflected joyously. It felt strange, being so happy, but he was willing to pay almost any price to hold onto it.  
 
    Any price? The voice in his head was most unwelcome right now, and for once he ignored it instead of answering, focusing solely on Jessamine. There would be time to talk to his demons soon, but this moment was for him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s ever thrown me over their shoulders like a sack of potatoes before,” Jessamine looked up at him from the bed, still with that girlish delight on her face that made her seem years younger. One leg was draped over his, possessively, and her face was flushed with energy. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever thrown a sack of potatoes over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes before,” Topher pointed out, eliciting a laugh from her. 
 
    “Let’s just stay here all night and refuse to get out of bed tomorrow,” Jessamine suggested. “Surely the government can run without us for one day.” 
 
    “Ha, don’t say that too loudly or they might think they can run without us every day. Besides, you promised to let me use your emblem.” 
 
    Jessamine sat up and adjusted her clothing, extracting the plain wooden box from beside her bed and removing the emblem from inside of it. 
 
    Topher took it first by the chain, holding it up in front of him and examining the elarium-wrought heart at close range. It still felt strange knowing Jessamine was Gifted after all this time, and she looked like she still half-expected him to call her a monster and run from the room screaming for an executioner. 
 
    “It suits you,” he assured her, lowering the chain and relaxing against the pillows. “Alright, you know the drill. Wake me up if it seems like I’m in danger.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded, looking nervous, and Topher closed his eyes and clasped the warmth of the imbued elarium. 
 
    He was plunged instantly into darkness, falling through the black void while screams echoed all around him, building in intensity and making his ears ache until the world suddenly materialized around him again.  
 
    He was standing in an unfamiliar place, with odd, sloping walls and no windows. The artificial lighting cast an unpleasant glare onto the white walls, and the air had a strange, flat taste to it which Topher couldn’t put his finger on. An aging man in a military uniform Topher didn’t recognize was standing beside a metal table heaped with elarium. Judging by the general aesthetic of the room, Topher decided he was in some sort of primitive medical facility, though a second man who bustled around the room making annotations on a notepad was dressed more like a scientist than a doctor. 
 
    “What am I supposed to be looking at?” The military man—Topher mentally dubbed him a captain—asked, staring skeptically down at the elarium ore. 
 
    “I think we have misjudged the value of this in our preliminary assessment of the planet,” the scientist spoke, his voice so enthusiastic that it shook with emotion.  
 
    “Looks like a black rock with some blue in it, to me.” The captain was clearly not impressed. “In your initial assessment you said we needed to get it out of our way before we could settle the planet. Now you say it’s valuable?” 
 
    “I told you—and the commander—that my initial assessment shouldn’t be rushed, and that I needed at least a full month to conduct any sort of accurate analysis of the ecosystem, but you only gave me a week—” 
 
    “The President of Earth can hardly tell the billions of people still stuck on a dying world that they’re going to have to wait an extra month to get off of that barren rock because our key scientist needs time to conduct experiments,” the captain interrupted him. 
 
    “Yes, well, when you rush science you’re bound to miss things of importance, and this is important.” He gestured to the elarium again. “The properties of this are astounding. If we could harness it properly, the implications for our technology are almost limitless. We could build a civilization here more technologically advanced than Earth could ever hope for, even in its glory days. Hell, the people on Paxis-4 will be stuck in their cramped air domes for another hundred years before they can even think about having a breathable atmosphere, and Mars is still decades away from being viable, whatever the President says to the media when commenting on it. This is the first planet we’ve come across that doesn’t require significant terraforming, and this ore can give us the technological prowess to make Elaria the new capital of humanity. I need to go planetside as soon as possible and obtain a larger sample.” 
 
    The captain looked more interested now. Topher was barely paying attention, as he had suddenly realized with a thrill of excitement where he was. 
 
    We’re in space! We’re on an actual spaceship in outer space! 
 
    They must be hovering somewhere above the atmosphere of Elaria, on one of the initial colonization visits. Topher wished there was a window so he could run to it and look outside into the vastness of space. 
 
    “You think it’s that important?” He gave the elarium an appraising glance. “Then by all means, make another surface trip and get as much of it as you need for analysis. Lord knows we need to move the bulk of Earth’s remaining population sooner rather than later, and this lends itself naturally as the new capital for humanity for that reason alone. The President wants an answer on when arrangements can be made to begin relocating people within the week.” 
 
    The scientist nodded, glancing through his notes, but a frown creased his face. 
 
    “What is it?” The captain caught the expression as soon as Topher did. 
 
    “I think we may have made a mistake with our deployment of the Sarin gas. It seems to degrade the outer layer of rock significantly, and I’m beginning to think it may have a chemical impact on the ore that can’t be reversed. It could render the entire thing useless, unless we intervene—and rapidly.” 
 
    The captain looked alarmed. 
 
    “We don’t need a major new raw material rendered useless at the get-go or there will be hell to pay from the President when he gets here for his visit. Can we undo the damage we’ve already done?” 
 
    “Mmm, maybe not. I think our best hope at this point is to stabilize the system rather than wasting time trying to reverse our own shortsightedness. If we can capture a clean sample—a pure one, free of Sarin contamination—we might be able to work around the rest.” 
 
    “Scour the planet. Take whatever resources you need. Find that sample and bring it here for safekeeping until we can build a better place to house it.” 
 
    The vision dissolved and Topher was rushing through the blackness once more, but this time the voices weren’t screaming all around him. The silence was somehow more unsettling than the screaming he had grown accustomed to. 
 
    “That was the original colonization team for Elaria,” he said aloud. “This happened after the other place you showed me, where the scientist was opening the canister of gas—the Sarin.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Relieved that the voice was speaking to him, Topher continued to try and get information out of it while it was feeling cooperative.  
 
    “So they released the Sarin for some sort of terraforming, to make the planet livable for humans, but they didn’t realize the impact it would have on the elarium ore until after?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Did the scientist ever find a clean sample to preserve?” Topher asked, before considering that he must have done so or they wouldn’t be able to use the elarium-based technology they enjoyed so much today. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    He wasn’t really fond of the one-word answers, and had the distinct feeling the voice in his head was angry about something, though he had no idea how he could tell when the tone was the same as usual. 
 
    “I didn’t realize they were intending to make Elaria the new capital of humanity,” Topher continued aloud, hoping to elicit more conversation from the voice in his head. “The history books tell us the President visited, of course, and a large number of people came from Earth. But the new President and his retinue were off-world when the Isolation happened and no one has been back since. I suppose it’s lucky the scientist was able to determine the importance of elarium before it all went bad, or we’d be hundreds of years behind on our technology.” 
 
    The voice didn’t answer him this time, and Topher had the impression it was annoyed with him, though he had no idea why. After all, it had chosen to show him this, hadn’t it? Was it tired of being asked questions all the time? 
 
    My anger is not with you. The voice shocked him by reading his thoughts. Topher always seemed to forget it could do so since it usually waited for him to ask questions aloud. You know not of what you speak. Your ignorance is expected. 
 
    Topher frowned. 
 
    “Who are you angry with? If you gave me some useful answers to my questions then I wouldn’t be so ignorant,” he insisted, annoyed. After a long moment of silence, he decided to steer the conversation in a different direction entirely and said, “Why can I hear you in my head and no one else can?” 
 
    The other Gifts were not working. I am desperate. 
 
    Topher opened his mouth in surprise. “What do you mean? Are you saying I’m Gifted too?” 
 
    Not like the others. But, yes. 
 
    “But the Minors would have seen the elarium turn green at my testing,” Topher insisted, his heart hammering rapidly in his chest. “I would have received an emblem, and I wouldn’t have been able to join the military, and I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to have enhancers installed in my head. Elarium-based technology goes to shit around the Gifted.” 
 
    You are different than the others. The other Gifts are not working. I am desperate. 
 
    It sounded annoyed at having to repeat itself. Topher frowned thoughtfully. 
 
    “So my Gift is…to make it look like I don’t have a Gift?” Topher reasoned out, confused. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Your Gift is me. My Gift is secrecy. 
 
    Topher was still trying to puzzle out the full meaning of this when he snapped awake and found himself staring up at Jessamine. For the first time in living memory, he wasn’t thrilled to see her.  
 
    “Damn it, I was finally making progress,” he snapped, trying to sit up but finding himself lacking the strength to do so. Upon closer inspection, he was shaking and covered in sweat. 
 
    “Too bad, because I’m not letting you kill yourself just to get answers. There’s nothing that says you have to solve this entire puzzle in one night. Now drink this.” She tipped a glass of water into his mouth before he could protest, and Topher gulped it down to avoid choking.  
 
    “I saw something new tonight,” he explained as soon as he finished swallowing. “We were in space—on a ship over Elaria.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we?’ ” 
 
    “There was a scientist—I think the one who discovered elarium and its potential for tech. Someone from the military was there too, but I didn’t recognize anything on the uniform so I’m not sure what his rank was. Maybe a captain?” 
 
    “And you were on their spaceship.” Something about the way Jessamine said it was odd, but Topher was too caught up in his own thoughts to give it heed right now. 
 
    “Yes, and there was a pile of elarium ore there too—we were in some kind of medical bay or lab.” He knew he was doing a poor job of explaining himself. “The scientist was telling the captain about the potential value of elarium, and saying they’d messed up by deploying the Sarin to terraform the planet and that it could chemically alter the elarium and make it worthless if they couldn’t find a clean sample to preserve—something about stabilizing it, though I have no idea how.” 
 
    “Sarin?” Jessamine looked startled, and Topher just realized he hadn’t told her much about it. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, it’s a—” 
 
    “A gas,” she finished, squinting as though searching her own memory. “Colorless, sharp odor…” 
 
    “How in the world do you know that?” Topher asked, astonished. 
 
    “I’ve heard of it before, somewhere.” Jessamine frowned thoughtfully. “For the life of me I can’t remember where, but it must have been one of the history lessons from when I was a child.” 
 
    “Do you think you could look it up again?” he asked her. “I mean, we know it was involved with early colonial terraforming, so it shouldn’t be too hard for us to search the archives and find a reference to it. It would independently corroborate what I’m seeing in my head as real, because a small part of me still worries I might be losing my mind and making all of this up.” 
 
    Jessamine nodded slowly and said, “It’s a good idea. Not that I think you’re crazy, but I don’t see how you can possibly be seeing all of these things that happened hundreds of years ago in your head.” 
 
    “The voice in my head was different this time—angry, or annoyed. It kept giving me one-word answers, and it seemed not to like the memory it showed me.” 
 
    “But how can it be showing its own memory, unless it was there in the spaceship with you?” 
 
    Topher hadn’t considered this before. 
 
    “You’re right. Maybe it’s the scientist I’ve been hearing in my head all this time. He’s obviously incredibly smart, to be in charge of the analysis of Elaria as a suitable colony at a time when Earth was desperate to evacuate the rest of humanity to a new home. He was also in the other memory where I saw him deploying the Sarin.” 
 
    “What about the one where you were on the banks of the Silver River? You said you didn’t see anyone else there.” 
 
    Topher frowned. “Well, the spaceship was overhead, so maybe he was up there? Or maybe he was nearby somewhere and I just didn’t see him; there was ore everywhere. It’s not unrealistic for him to have been behind a mound of it and I just missed him.” 
 
    “But I thought you said the voice in your head was feminine, so it wouldn’t be the scientist, would it?” 
 
    Topher looked pensive. “Well, I’ve always thought of it that way, but not really because of how it sounds, it’s just my impression of it. I could have been wrong.” 
 
    Jessamine didn’t look satisfied by this answer, though Topher was increasingly convinced it was the scientist intruding into his thoughts. True, he had always thought of the voice in his head as feminine, but he had no real basis for his judgment. What if the brilliant scientist had found a way to preserve his consciousness across centuries and was reaching out to Topher now to prevent some big disaster? What if he could tell them about why the Isolation happened and how to end it? 
 
    “It’s possible…” Jessamine allowed, still skeptical. “But then how was he there during your testing at thirteen? Don’t tell me there was a five-hundred-year old scientist hiding behind one of the Provo-Minor in the clock-tower and you just missed him there too.” 
 
    Topher snorted in amusement. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t physically there, but there was a ton of imbued elarium in the tower with us. He told me in my vision just now that I’m Gifted—sort of, and that’s why I can hear his voice inside of my head. Apparently it’s my Gift, or his Gift.” 
 
    Jessamine couldn’t have looked more shocked if he had just announced his intent to throw himself out the window.  
 
    “You—you’re Gifted, too?” She leaned closer, touching his face with her hands and searching his eyes as though trying to detect the lie. “How is that possible? You shouldn’t be able to use Talents if you’re Gifted, and the Minors would have known—” 
 
    “I know, but he said that was his Gift, keeping it a secret or something. I don’t know, I don’t fully understand that part; you pulled me out of the vision just as I was asking him about it, and he wasn’t very clear about explaining himself. He said I wasn’t like the others, that he was desperate, but I don’t know if it means I’m truly Gifted or if I’m borrowing his Gift in some way.” He sighed. “I told you about the vision I had before, how the orb turned green for me but I was the only one who seemed to notice, and then he burned my mind to keep me from admitting it to the Minors afterwards and accidentally took away my memory of the entire event.” 
 
    Jessamine looked deeply worried. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Topher. This seems like it’s becoming much bigger and more important than the two of us. Maybe we should bring other people in on this to try to understand it properly…” 
 
    Topher panicked. 
 
    “No, we can’t. You know word will spread like wildfire, no matter how much we try to contain it, and the scientists will have me strapped to one of those horrible chairs with my peers watching them dig around in my brain for whatever might be in there. You’ll have to strip me of my rank for being Gifted—unless you’ve shoved through a law I don’t know about yet that says Gifted can wear Talents and become Majors.” 
 
    Jessamine relented. 
 
    “You’re right, I know.” She exhaled unhappily. “I just wish we could have help in understanding this. If the scientist really is inside your head, and if he has a Gift he is loaning you, then that means the Gifted were present on Elaria from the very beginning of the colonization. All of our records show there were no Gifted from Earth, and the original Gifted didn’t manifest until years after the colonization of the planet, but this would predate all of that. So either our records are incorrect, have been altered, or we’re wrong about who the voice in your head belongs to and it is from someone living after the Isolation started, when the Gifted first emerged.” 
 
    Topher absorbed this in silence. She was right. Either all of their records were wrong or they were missing something important. 
 
    “And if the scientist is Gifted, and he is inside your head, then why now, after all this time? Why you? What does he hope to accomplish by showing you these things, and how do we even know he’s on our side and trying to make us successful? We don’t know anything about this disembodied voice other than it is in your head whispering confusing warnings. Is it seeing everything you see or getting its information from elsewhere? Is it trying to shape events in our best interest or does it have its own agenda?” 
 
    “There’s a new and scary thought,” Topher mumbled, suddenly cold. He had been so quick to trust the voice in his head, he’d never even considered it might not be at all aligned with his interests and only using him as a pawn. “You’re right, of course, about all of it. I don’t see what we can do to figure this out though, other than continuing to dive into his visions and trying to get him to explain enough for us to piece together the puzzle on our own.” 
 
    Jessamine didn’t look like she had any better ideas, but it wasn’t a comforting thought.  
 
    “Ok, let’s just…take it slowly,” she agreed at last. “We both need time to think about what you saw, and to do some independent research and see what fits together. We need to be more strategic about this and less random, and we need to plan what questions you are going to ask it in advance of your visits so we can optimize the value of them.” 
 
    Topher nodded, glad to have her planning and supportive when he was at a loss for what to do next.  
 
    “Now go back to the beginning and tell me everything that happened in those visions. Every detail you can remember. What things looked like and what was said.” 
 
    He nodded again and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Alright. The first time I touched the emblem, at my mother’s house, I felt myself falling through blackness…” 
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    Maxton Mercuria 
 
    


  
 
    Max was the happiest he had been in a long time.  
 
    He had attended three separate seminars on the mechanics of building rocket engines in the last month, and had an interview with a prominent manufacturer of them in a week. Space travel had always interested him, but until now he never had a chance of being allowed anywhere near it. With the Vicereine’s new employment initiative, he still wouldn’t be able to actually fly in a spaceship—all the elarium wiring would go haywire—but he could at least design and build components of it, which was the next best thing. 
 
    The prospect of work wasn’t the only thing making him happy these days. Ever since Ana had come into his life he had begun thinking the future might not be so bleak after all. She had spent the last few weeks holed up in the Augenspire for meetings as part of her new position, and often came home complaining of obnoxious Minors or needless bureaucracy, but Max could tell how much she enjoyed her new role. Ana loved being a revolutionary and a fighter, and even though she was working with people who were once considered enemies, there was no doubt she was working to change the world. 
 
    Of course, he still worried terribly for her for being in the limelight of an initiative bound to be unpopular with certain people in power. They still hadn’t caught whoever was murdering the Gifted at night, and there had been two more bodies found in the last six weeks. After Risa told them about her unpleasant encounter with Major Andro in the Augenspire they were on high-alert for danger, even though they had told Major Topher and he said he would take care of it.  
 
    But Topher was inscrutable on the best of days and he hadn’t shown any expression when they told him about the encounter between Risa and Major Andro, nor had he followed up with them since. Maxton was determined not to have it be Ana he was reading about in the news one day—not for being murdered, at least. 
 
    So, against his better judgment, he had been wandering the streets of downtown Silveria alone late at night, daring someone to attack him. He kept his emblem in plain sight and took care to appear unarmed and nonthreatening, hoping to present an easy target. Based on the emblem analysis Jessamine had Ryker do after each murder, most of the victims had time to see and be properly terrified of their assailant before being murdered, which is what Max was counting on. He needed to see who the attacker was and then create a portal for himself—without actually being murdered—so he could report to Jessamine and end this thing. 
 
    That was the plan, at least. He knew how many things could go horribly wrong with it, and the sheer stupidity involved with putting himself out there as a target, which is why he had neglected to tell any of his friends—or Ana—about it.  
 
    If the killer doesn’t do me in, Ana will when she finds out about this. 
 
    He grimaced at the thought, wondering for the millionth time why he couldn’t just be satisfied with being happy for a change. Why risk everything? 
 
    Because I know this happiness can’t last forever until we clean up the Provo. 
 
    Max turned down an alley and walked behind the shops rather than in front of them. Despite word getting out about a murderer on the loose in downtown Silveria, there were still a number of people using the back alleys to avoid the congestion of the main roads. He passed a couple who were holding hands and laughing as they walked under a street light without a care in the world. 
 
    Well, they aren’t Gifted, so I guess they don’t have anything to be afraid of other than muggers. 
 
    Maxton wondered what it would be like to have such a carefree life, but quickly dismissed the thought. This was definitely not the time or place to let his mind wander. 
 
    He passed the duo and a handful of others, turning down another back street and letting his feet carry him down the vaguely familiar path. If he continued on in this direction for a few miles, he would eventually reach Hera’s house. 
 
    The buzz of his communicator was loud in the relative quiet of the side street, and Max winced at the noise and pulled it out of his pocket to silence it.  
 
    It was Ana. 
 
    Knowing there would be hell to pay for ignoring her, he silenced the communicator and pushed it back into his pocket. If he answered her now, she would want to know where he was, which would lead to a lot of other questions he didn’t really want to answer. Besides, the last thing he needed was to be on the phone when looking for a murderer. 
 
    The crunch of gravel somewhere behind him drew his attention, and Max’s heart raced as he whirled around to look for the source of the noise, hand on his emblem. 
 
    There was no one there—no one he could see, at least. Even in these back streets there was some lighting, though he was uncomfortably aware of all the shadows and nooks as well. 
 
    Heart still racing, he turned and continued walking, ears straining to pick up the noise again. 
 
    There it was. Another footfall behind him. Maxton spun around again, calling out, “Who’s there?” and immediately feeling like an idiot for doing so. 
 
    Like anyone is going to answer, “Hey it’s me! The murderer!” 
 
    He still couldn’t see anyone. He quickly scanned the path ahead of him and to either side, wondering if the audible noises were a distraction while he was being surrounded. Should he portal out of here now and try again another time? 
 
    This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. Why did I think this was a good idea? 
 
    Eyes straining, he began to move slowly backwards, deciding that if he could ease his way back to a main thoroughfare he would be safe again. Walking like this was extremely difficult, as he was moving backwards while looking in all directions in the semidarkness and trying to block out the noises of talking and traffic a mere block away. 
 
    Another noise caught his attention, something heavy hitting the ground in the direction of the main roadway.  
 
    Are there more than one of them or did the first person move to block me from getting back to safety? 
 
    He gripped his emblem harder and began to pull his focus together. He would need clarity in order to summon the door, and though he had sworn he would never use his Gift again unless he had to—that awful dungeon with the screaming woman had terrified him sufficiently—he began to call the door, all the while stumbling backwards. 
 
    Maybe it’s just a normal, run-of-the-mill criminal, he assured himself, as his first attempt at summoning the door failed. The ripples rose up in front of him like always, but lost their shape and collapsed as another noise—closer to him—spiked his concentration. 
 
    If it was the Provo, I’d be able to see them. 
 
    As far as he knew, not even the Provo-Majors knew how to make themselves invisible yet, though on second thought, if they could make themselves invisible how would he ever know…? 
 
    His second door dissipated as his fear increased. 
 
    “Damn it!” he cursed aloud, abandoning pretense and running down the street, hoping to outpace his attacker long enough for him to either get to safety or form a portal. His communicator buzzed again, but he didn’t even stop to silence it.  
 
    There was no noise behind him, which was more terrifying than relieving because it meant he had absolutely no idea where his would-be attacker was. While he wanted to believe it meant he wasn’t being followed and was simply being paranoid about innocent noises before, he was uncomfortably aware of the fact that the Provo-Major could fly in their heavy armor and had no need to run behind him. 
 
    He stopped on a dime, throwing all of his concentration into his Gift and suppressing any fear of returning to the unknown dungeon. 
 
    This time the door held, rippling into life in front of him and snapping into place. Maxton had no idea what it was connected to—he hadn’t had a conscious thought or place in his head when he formed it—but he stepped through it without hesitation and closed his eyes. 
 
    When he opened them, he was stunned to find himself still outside. At first he thought the portal hadn’t worked at all and he’d simply taken a step forward. He whirled around to look in all directions for the assailant before his senses caught up with him. 
 
    While he was still outdoors, he was in a different part of the city than before. The area was well-lit and residential. Most of the houses nearby had the lights off, but a few were still on, and the glow of a television flickered in one nearby window.  
 
    There was no sign of anyone else on the street with him, and as Maxton gradually calmed down he realized he knew where he was. 
 
    I’m two streets over from Hera’s house. 
 
    He had no idea why the doorway had brought him here, of all places, or why it hadn’t just let him out at Hera’s house directly if he was thinking of going there. All in all, he decided to be grateful he hadn’t popped out in the Silver River or in the terrifying dungeon once again. 
 
    Max tucked his emblem back into his shirt and began walking towards Hera’s without any real idea of why he was headed there. Knowing her, she may not even be home yet, as meetings kept her out late on most evenings and she wasn’t really the type to sit at home reading even when she had free time.  
 
    Still, he was rattled by the recent encounter and he didn’t feel safe, not even in her neighborhood, so he continued quickly down the street. If he could just get into her house, whether she was there or not, he would be able to turn on all the lights and lock the doors and take a few minutes to recover his wits. Surely the murderer couldn’t track him here once he disappeared through the door; even a Major needed some clue of where he went to follow him. 
 
    He took a right at the next intersection, walking the path by rote. He would call Ana when he got inside the house, whether Hera was home or not. She would yell at him for being stupid enough to wander around downtown looking for murderers—and horrified at him maybe actually finding one—but she would gather up a few friends and they would come and meet him here so they could all go back to the Academy together. Max would cheerfully endure whatever she wanted to curse at him as long as they could all get back safely. 
 
    He turned up the path to Hera’s front door, noting immediately that the lights were out. Either she was out of the house or already asleep. 
 
    Max scanned his biochip and pushed open the door, relieved to find his credentials still valid. He had no idea whether she would remove his automatic access once he stopped living with her or not, but was glad for the show of loyalty. 
 
    The door got caught on something partway through opening, and Max frowned and pushed harder, opening a slice wide enough for him to slip into the house, allowing the door to close behind him. 
 
    He flipped on the lights and cried out in horror. 
 
    The house had been nearly destroyed. Furniture was ripped to shreds, floorboards were pried up in various spots around the living room, and there was blood everywhere. The thing blocking the doorway turned out to be the living room table—what was left of it, at least.  
 
    “Hera?” Max whispered, afraid to call out too loudly in case whoever did this to the house was still here, though if they were, he had just announced his presence by turning on the living room lights like an idiot. 
 
    No one had come running out at him yet, so Max swallowed bile and clasped his emblem for the semblance of protection, picking his way slowly through the living room and trying to avoid all the blood. 
 
    Focus. Hera would tell you to stop panicking and use your senses to gather as much information as possible. What does the room tell me? 
 
    It was comforting to think in Hera’s clipped, measured voice. She almost never gave in to her emotions, and had spent weeks teaching him to be cool in the face of danger, using logic and cunning rather than panicking and getting himself killed. Swallowing the urge to vomit, Max looked slowly around the room. 
 
    The couch cushions were all cut, and the stuffing is everywhere. Floorboards are pulled up. Drawers are open and overturned. Someone was looking for something. 
 
    But did they find it? It was a question Max had no way of answering just yet, so he pushed it to the side for now. 
 
    There’s blood all around the room. Some kind of fight, obviously. Is there enough blood for more than one person? 
 
    He didn’t see a body, though there was a trail of blood leading into the kitchen he hadn’t followed yet. He was almost positive he didn’t want to see what it led to.  
 
    The blood may not be Hera’s. She’s tough as hell, and she might have been having a meeting here tonight when they were attacked. Maybe it’s the assailant who bled everywhere, and Hera and her people have gone to ground. 
 
    He took a deep breath to steady himself and rounded the corner into the kitchen, stopping dead in his tracks.  
 
    Hera was lying in a crumpled heap on the white tile, making the blood all around her stand out starkly by contrast. Max’s legs shook as he walked unsteadily towards her, determined to check for signs of life even though he knew it was far too late for it. 
 
    She looked diminished in death, older and frailer than she ever had in life. Max’s brain seemed to completely shut down as he knelt down beside her and stared at her lifeless eyes. He hadn’t taken any precautions to protect himself from whoever might still be in the house; he wasn’t even listening for intruders or searching for information. 
 
    I don’t even know her real name.  
 
    After a long moment that may have lasted an hour, he dragged his eyes away from hers and noticed that one of her arms was extended oddly, as though reaching for something. Frowning, he traced the path with his eyes and saw what he had missed before. 
 
    Letters were scrawled hastily in blood across the tile; her blood-stained index finger had stopped moving in the middle of writing an ‘H’ and had smeared it when she finally died. 
 
    Even in her last moments of life, she was planning. 
 
    But whatever the message had been, it was incomplete. As Maxton looked down at it from above, all he could make out was: Warn Toph 
 
    She was obviously trying to spell out ‘Topher,’ but what was the warning supposed to be? That Hera was dead? That one of his peers had killed her? Something else entirely? 
 
    Max blinked away some of his mental fog as a thrill of terror went through him. If someone connected to the Augenspire had found out who Hera was, and if they had come here to kill her and search for information on her organization, and if they had done any amount of research on her bio afterwards… 
 
    “They know she’s his mother!” Maxton jumped to his feet, nearly slipping in the blood and scrambling to call Ana. Someone had to tell Topher his cover was blown before he walked into a trap. 
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    Topher Augen 
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    It isn’t your power— 
 
    I loaned it to you. 
 
    It never belonged to any of you. 
 
    You were supposed to help. 
 
    ~ 
 
    
  
 
    Topher paced the room, unable to sleep.  
 
    He knew he needed rest; his body was exhausted and he could barely focus in meetings, but every time he tried to lie down, sleep eluded him. Lying there only incensed him, which inevitably drove him back to his feet and set him pacing again. 
 
    Who is the voice in my head? Why did it choose me to talk to? What’s so important about its memories of the past that it’s trying to tell me? 
 
    It felt like he was trying to assemble a jigsaw puzzle, but he only had half of the pieces and no picture of what the finished product was supposed to look like. If he could only figure out how they fit together, maybe he would have enough of the picture to fill in the blanks.  
 
    Preferably before we’re all murdered and Jessamine’s overthrown. 
 
    He closed his eyes and slumped against the wall, exhaling deeply and focusing on the feel of his pulse pounding in his chest and neck, like an echo from a drum. He slid further down the wall, fatigue finally settling over him like a heavy blanket, pulling him seductively towards sleep. 
 
    You should have said goodbye, a quiet voice mumbled in his head, and even half-asleep he hated the intrusion into his thoughts by the foreign voice. 
 
    You should not have trusted her… 
 
    Another echo in his head. 
 
    “What’re you talking about?” he mumbled sleepily, desperately trying to pull himself back into consciousness. Who was he supposed to say goodbye to? Jessamine? Was she in danger? But that didn’t make sense, because he definitely knew he could trust Jessamine—if she was untrustworthy then he might as well throw himself off of the Augenspire now, because she was Elaria’s only hope for the future. 
 
    She loved you until the end. 
 
    Topher felt a pang of sorrow so profound it wrenched him from sleep at last. He blinked and realized he was still sitting on the floor, slumped against the wall with his back aching. His communicator was buzzing, and at first he thought this was what woke him. The message from the voice in his head was already slipping away; he could barely remember what it said, but it seemed important. 
 
    “Talk to me, damn it,” he groaned, forcing himself to stand up and reaching for his communicator right as it stopped buzzing. A glance showed he had missed several calls from Ana, and she had left at least one voicemail.  
 
    Wondering what in the world could be happening that warranted Ana calling him in the dead of night, he was about to check the message when he heard a knock on his door. 
 
    “Does no one sleep anymore?” he grumbled, dropping the communicator and stumbling towards the door in a drowsy fog, throwing it open without even checking to see who was on the other end.  
 
    He was far too slow to prevent the needle from being plunged into his neck, and far too tired to fight the heaviness suddenly washing over him, burning his veins and making his arms and legs feel like hundred-pound weights. He felt himself sway towards the wall, and then his eyelids were too heavy to hold open and he fell into the blackness at last. 
 
      
 
    His dreams were a confusing tangle of voices and flashes of images. He was standing on the spaceship with the scientist and his captain, watching them argue over the value of elarium.  
 
    He was nine, and his mother had just been handed her husband’s folded uniform after being told he was killed. She hadn’t cried. She pursed her lips as though biting back the urge, and Topher saw the straightening of her body, the tension projecting both incredible strength and terrible vulnerability. 
 
    He was running to the Tetra to find Lorna, frantically trying to get to her before she could return to the Augenspire without him, needing to know if she was an enemy. 
 
    Topher was six years old, sitting on his father’s shoulders so he could see over the crowd as they watched the military parade go by. The Provo-Major looked like deities in their heavy armor, walking apart from the others, their cold, calculating expressions in stark contrast to the cheers and smiles of the others.  
 
    “Did they really put down the entire rebellion at Veraxia with just four of them?” Topher had called down to his father from above, tugging a little on his hair to get the man’s attention. 
 
    Topher’s father had laughed. His smiles always came easily, in contrast to his wife, who rarely showed emotion at all. 
 
    “The ground troops did most of the work up front, but the Majors came in and clinched the victory, yes.” He was silent a moment before asking, “Do you want to be a Major someday?” 
 
    “Me?” Topher was stunned by the question. “I thought you had to be really rich and important to even try out. You and Mom are nobodies.” 
 
    Topher’s father barked out a laugh, startling the people nearest them. 
 
    “God, you’re like your mother. Candid to a fault.” 
 
    Topher felt his cheeks burn as he realized he said something offensive. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that—” 
 
    “I know what you meant, and you’re right. I’ll be lucky to make Captain before I’m fifty at the rate I’m going, but I promise I’ll keep trying to make you proud.” 
 
    Topher considered this for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t care how many stripes you have on your uniform.” He said truthfully, watching the Majors walk past until they were out of sight and feeling a detached sort of disdain for them. “You and the ground troops do all of the real work and the Majors come in at the end with their special suits and get all the glory. Who would ever dream of being like them?” He sounded resolute when he said, “I’m going to be a foot soldier like you when I grow up. Then you can be proud of me, too.” 
 
    His father had an odd hitch in his voice when he said, “I have always been proud of you, Topher.” 
 
      
 
    Topher’s head was pounding as he gradually became aware again, his mind trying to wrest itself back into consciousness. There was silence all around him, and he was lying on something hard, cold, and horribly uncomfortable. The echo of his last dream still clung to him, and for a few moments more he could still feel the texture of his father’s hair as he sat on his shoulders, proudly announcing his desire to follow in his footsteps. 
 
    They come. 
 
    A throb of pain accompanied the voice in his head, and Topher shook off the last vestiges of the dream, almost wishing he could stay submerged in it. He groaned and opened his eyes, not recognizing the stone floor he was sprawled awkwardly on, or the room he was in. He couldn’t remember anything about where he last was, or what he was doing. 
 
    Where the hell am I? 
 
    He blinked and forced himself to sit up, which was much more difficult than it should be, as parts of his body still felt oddly heavy and his neck ached. Dimly, the part of his brain still functioning properly floated the word ‘ethryn’ past him. 
 
    Ethryn? Topher frowned. Ethryn was a powerful anesthetic, usually administered as a gas. It could also be injected into the bloodstream, though it had a higher likelihood of fatality when done this way. 
 
    He finally noticed the metal cuffs around his wrists, attached to chains anchored to the stone wall behind him. The chains were long enough for him to rest his arms by his sides, and he had about a two-foot radius of motion, but couldn’t reach anything else in the room. 
 
    Growing seriously alarmed, adrenaline burned through the remnants of the ethryn more rapidly, and Topher took in his surroundings fully. The room he was in was completely made of stone, with no windows and only one door—a door without a biochip scanner, which was shocking. The room was bare, with the exception of a wooden table at the far end, on which rested a belt of weapons and a ring of Talents. 
 
    Panicking, Topher checked his own waist and realized the weapons on the table belonged to him. He rapidly checked his person for any weaponry, anything that might help him escape or give him an advantage in a fight, but there was nothing but the clothes he was wearing.  
 
    “What in the hell?” He got to his feet, pulling experimentally on the chains, but they were fastened securely to the wall. Even worse, they were set far enough apart that he couldn’t really get both hands up to either one of them, which prevented any attempts at pulling on them. Vaguely, he recalled Ana describing a room very much like this, except there was someone screaming in her version and Topher heard only silence. He wished he had shown more interest in where the room was located at the time; he should have insisted that Maxton take him and Reya here to do some investigating. 
 
    He racked his memory, trying desperately to fill in the gaps. He vaguely remembered being in his room—was it last night? He had been dead tired, and someone called his communicator, though right now he couldn’t remember who it was. Then there was a knock on the door, and then—nothing. 
 
    I’m an idiot. I should never have answered the door unarmed. I should never have let my guard down. I should never have allowed myself to become so tired. 
 
    There was no point in berating himself in hindsight, but it was all he was able to do right now. It looked like whoever had him—and wherever they were holding him—he was stuck until they chose to come down here and talk to him. For whatever reason, they had kept him alive instead of killing him outright, which was surprising in itself, though perhaps they were hoping to get information from him about Jessamine before finishing him. 
 
    They might as well kill me now. He would go cheerfully to a hideous death before betraying Jessamine. 
 
    Please don’t let them have her. Please let me be the only one stupid enough to be blindsided. 
 
    Before he could go too much further along this dark thought he heard footsteps approaching from the other side of the door. A manual key was inserted into the lock on the other end—where on Elaria were old-fashioned keys still used?—and the door swung open. 
 
    Kristoff walked into the room with such a smug expression on his face it ought to be punishable by law. 
 
    “Hey, Toph. Good to see you awake at last.” 
 
    “You absolute jackass,” Topher greeted him in disgust, wishing he’d taken any of the last dozen opportunities he’d had to kill the man. 
 
    “I see being outsmarted hasn’t improved your temperament.” Kristoff smirked, arms crossed in front of him. As he was wearing his light armor, the gesture made him look broader and more powerful. Topher felt particularly vulnerable in his civilian clothing. 
 
    “What’s your endgame?” He cut to the chase, in no mood to banter with Kristoff. “You and Parl and Fox are trying to kill Jessamine, presumably to put Shellina in power because for whatever reason she doesn’t see how worthless you are. Then what?” 
 
    Topher cursed himself mentally for ever believing that Kristoff had changed, that he had been shaken by the betrayal of his friends and was trying to be better. The man had always been a snake, and he always would be. 
 
    Kristoff picked up Topher’s ring of Talents from the table and twirled it idly around one finger, obviously delighting in having Topher in such a position of weakness. 
 
    “Like you said, Shellina is more—” 
 
    “Malleable?” Topher supplied. 
 
    “—sensible, than her sister.” Kristoff grinned. “With her in power, we can put an end to this integration bullshit, and put the Gifted back in their fishbowl where they belong.” 
 
    “So it’s really just about oppressing the Gifted?” Topher scoffed. “You’re even less imaginative than I thought. I was really hoping for something of substance behind your bid for power, but no, you traitors really just get off on having someone else to beat up.” 
 
    Kristoff gave him a nasty smirk.  
 
    “There are other perks to having Shellina in power—though I’m not going to sit here and spill all of my plans to you.” He winked. “Anyway, I just came down here to make sure you’re alive, not that I care particularly if you die.” 
 
    Topher scowled. 
 
    “Not going to torture me for information on Jessamine?” If he could just get Kristoff within arm’s reach, maybe… 
 
    “Ha, I’m not stupid enough to waste my time trying. You’d let me do anything to you before you gave up information on her.”  
 
    Damn. He’d been hoping Kristoff was foolish enough to approach him, because his only chance of winning was in close combat. 
 
    “If it were up to me, I’d have cut your throat by now, but others want you kept alive.” Kristoff looked like he regretted Topher’s continued existence deeply. “For now.” 
 
    “How many others are working with you?” Topher pressed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Kristoff grinned. 
 
    If only he was a little bit dumber… 
 
    “Do you already have her in captivity?” Topher asked, almost against his will. He couldn’t bear to ask if they had already killed her, since he had no illusions about them keeping Jessamine alive once they isolated her. 
 
    “Not yet. But soon,” Kristoff admitted. “We had to get you out of the way first, since you never leave her alone. I hear she doesn’t even sleep alone, these days.” He looked inquisitive, but Topher wasn’t going to rise to his bait.  
 
    “I have no idea who she spends her nights with,” Topher insisted in his most neutral voice.  
 
    For a moment Kristoff looked disappointed, but then he brightened. 
 
    “Oh right, that reminds me.” A truly evil smile lit Kristoff’s face now. “I met your mother recently.” 
 
    Topher blinked. Of all the things he had expected Kristoff to say, this was completely from left field. A knot of fear tightened in his chest. 
 
    “Oh?” he asked in a voice completely void of expression, falling back on the lessons his mother taught him. Contain your feelings or others will use them against you. Let them mistake your coolness for power. 
 
    “Yes, what was her name again? Lisa?” He paused to savor the moment. “You actually look a lot like her,” Kristoff continued airily. “Here we’ve been kicking ourselves trying to find Hera for the better part of a decade, and all I had to do was take a trip to your old childhood home.” 
 
    A spike of fear pulsed through Topher. 
 
    He knows. 
 
    “I must say, it was well worth the trip. Stabbing her was almost as pleasant as stabbing you will surely be. I’ve been vying for the pleasure of killing you when we finally are allowed to, though it’s a popular request so it might end up being a group effort.” 
 
    Topher was silent. 
 
    She’s dead. My mother is dead. 
 
    He didn’t even care about the threat to himself, though Kristoff plainly wanted him to be terrified of being murdered. Topher had always known there were people eager to end him, so Kristoff admitting it aloud wasn’t particularly new or frightening.  
 
    My mother… 
 
    There was a chance Kristoff was lying. He could just be messing with Topher to torment him, knowing he couldn’t check on his mother. But how would he know his mother was Hera?  
 
    Her entire network is at risk if they got any information out of her house. That’s probably what Ana was calling to tell me… 
 
    If only he had answered her before opening that stupid door. 
 
    “And to think—we only knew where to find her after tracing all of your call histories and seeing a call for an ambulance from Reya to her house.” He spared Topher a winning smile as horror blanketed the latter’s face. 
 
    Reya only called the ambulance to her house because she thought I was ill. My mother is dead because of me… 
 
     “Well, I’m off. Things to do, empires to overthrow. You wait here.” He gave Topher a winning smile that made Topher want to rip his eyes out. Just before Kristoff reached the door Topher said, “Where are we? How did you find an old-fashioned dungeon in Silveria? Or have we left the city?” 
 
    Kristoff looked truly wicked when he said, “We’re in the basement.” 
 
    “The basement?” Topher asked, confused. “The basement of what?” 
 
    “Of the Augenspire.” 
 
    Topher shook his head.  
 
    “The Augenspire has never had a basement. We put that out there to convince people we keep our secret prisons underground so no one thinks to target two-eighty-one. Everyone in the building knows it’s all smoke and mirrors.” 
 
    Kristoff raised his eyebrows and said, “Surprise,” laughing as he walked out and shut the door behind him. 
 
    Topher slumped back against the wall, completely at a loss. His mother was dead, her entire network may be compromised, Jessamine’s enemies were circling all around her and Topher was helpless to stop it because he was locked in a basement that was never supposed to exist. He was beginning to wish the ethryn they gave him was lethal. 
 
    I will stay with you until the end. 
 
    At this point, even the voice in his head was of some comfort to him. Topher blinked and said, “Until the end of what?” 
 
    The voice seemed to consider something for a moment before finally answering. 
 
    Of everything. It is over. You failed. 
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