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Chapter 1

The first time I noticed my ability, it was with the dog.
I was eating lunch—some weird stew my mother threw together from leftovers. It was okay, nothing special, but it would fill my stomach, and that was always a good thing. We’d gone without often enough that I would eat just about anything.
The dog was sitting next to me, looking up at me. I always gave her my bowl to lick, so I imagined she was waiting on that. But, I happened to look down at her, and she bobbed her head ever so slightly, while licking her lips, and in my head, I heard a very distinct: Please?
At first, I thought it must’ve been someone else. I looked around and even went to the kitchen to see if anyone was in there. Nobody was around. It was just me, my bowl of stew, and our dog, Chia.
I sat back down and tried to finish my stew. I heard it again. This time, I looked down at Chia, and she seemed to nod.
“Was that . . . you?” I pointed at her. I mean, she was just a dog; maybe she didn’t grasp pronouns.
She nodded again and licked her lips. She looked from me to the bowl. Food. Please.
The thing is, I didn’t hear it. It was entirely in my head—and I don’t mean ‘in my head’, as in, I made it up. I could hear it only inside my head.
I went back to the kitchen with Chia at my heels. The pot I’d taken the stew from was empty, except for the gravy-like liquid clinging to the sides and bottom. I set it on the floor in front of Chia.
She immediately began to lick it, even putting a paw inside it to hold it steady, while she maneuvered into every nook and cranny. I went back to eating from my own bowl. Soon, though, she was back at my side. Good. Food good.
“I’m glad you liked it,” I said. I finished up the remains of the stew and let her lick that bowl, too.
You might be wondering why I wasn’t shocked or scared by this sudden ability to hear the thoughts of a dog. Let me start from the beginning.
There was a time when the people in my city felt persecuted by the rest of the world. So, the leader devised a way to kill off as many people as he could. More or less, he wanted to bring the rest of the human race to the brink of extinction so that he could dictate the rules of all. Morbid, right? The science of it was a closely-guarded secret, but somehow, he brought on a long winter that killed off most everyone else. There were pockets of humans left here and there, but not many.
That was about 1,300 years ago. In that time, the city where I live had a major surge in technological advancement, and there was a time when every person born received an implant that would allow them to communicate telepathically with anyone else who also had the implant. Very few people didn’t have the implant. Usually, some medical reason—or maybe a punishment—would mean someone wouldn’t get one.
But, in the last 20 years or so, the city fell on harder times. Even though the implants were recycled from person to person, there came a point of saturation, when they just didn’t have enough to go around. It came time to start deciding who would get one, and who wouldn’t. Naturally, people who had powerful jobs or influence would continue to get them for their families. So, people who worked menial jobs—like janitors, housekeepers, and farmers—didn’t give their children the implants when they were born.
I didn’t think I’d been suddenly given an implant while I was sleeping the night before. So, the only explanation was that it was a natural phenomenon. Generations and generations of people—including my parents—had received implants. My mom and dad didn’t learn to talk until after I was born. Since I didn’t have an implant, both my parents had to learn to talk, so they could communicate with me. Some other people could talk, too: Politicians, cops, lawyers. But, they still had implants and mostly still communicated telepathically.
But, it follows that, after many generations of people who communicated telepathically, someone would come along who’d created their own mechanism to carry out the same form of communication. It’s just evolution, right? That’s how we got opposable thumbs, and why we no longer have wisdom teeth.
So, I was the first big step in the evolution of that feature, which was a really good thing. Without the implant, I was doomed to repeat the lives of my parents: In an unimportant job, doing menial things, and most likely, I’d marry someone in similar circumstances, and we’d have a child who wouldn’t get an implant, either. The cycle would continue.
At first, I couldn’t hear people. Only animals. Maybe their brain structure was simpler, or maybe I just didn’t want to hear what adults had to say in their heads. But, if I stood near an animal, and it directed some thought at me, I’d hear it. I imagine they said more than I could hear. Don’t most people have a pretty constant dialogue running through their brains? I know I do. But, I heard a squirrel yell, No hurting! as it scurried away from me. I heard Chia ask for food, belly rubs, and bathroom breaks. I heard the neighbor’s cat tell me to screw off—though not as politely as that.
I didn’t tell anyone about it. It seemed silly, really. I mean, what use is it to hear animals talking? Especially if it was only when they were talking to you? Anyway, I knew everyone would think I was just fantasizing about getting my own implant. I’d wanted one ever since I was old enough to realize I’d missed that opportunity, thanks to my parents’ low-level employment.
If I started saying I could hear the dog talking, I was pretty sure it was only going to make my parents feel guilty, at best—and angry, at worst. So, I just didn’t say anything.
Then, after a few weeks, I realized if I tried, I could talk back to the animals without moving my mouth. I practiced on Chia—until she wouldn’t come into a room while I was in it.
“What’s wrong with the dog?” my dad kept asking everyone in his rusty voice. As if we could all read the dog’s mind. Well, I could, but I didn’t want to say so.
I tried out my thoughts on other animals I saw. Most of them were startled by my intrusion and ran away. One cat allowed me to pet it, after I offered it a piece of moldy cheese I’d fished out of the bottom of the refrigerator. It wouldn’t talk back to me, though.
After I’d been talking to animals for a few months, my aunt came over with her two-year-old daughter, Arisa. I was supposed to look after her, while she and my mom “caught up” over coffee. I took her out to the backyard to play.
Unlike my mom, my aunt had managed to get a pretty good job as a teacher, so Arisa had an implant. Also, because my aunt was so education-focused, Arisa could read and spell—even though she couldn’t use a toilet yet. Naturally, she did not do those things out loud; she used the chip. She didn’t know how to talk.
“You want to swing on the swing?” I asked. I pointed to a swing my dad had hung from a tree when I was small.
Arisa looked at the swing but didn’t respond.
“See? Here. You sit on it, like this, and then you swing your legs, and it carries you back and forth. See? It’s fun.” I jumped off the swing. “You want to try?”
You do, said the voice in my head.
I pawed at my ear with my hand. It felt quite different from an animal’s voice, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. “Okay,” I said. I got back on the swing, and she smiled and clapped her hands.
Swing! shouted the voice.
This time, I clapped my hands over my ears. “Stop that,” I said. “It hurts.”
Arisa looked at me with a wounded expression. She had no idea what I was talking about; obviously, she didn’t know I shouldn’t be able to hear her—or that there was anything different about me at all.
“I’m sorry, Arisa,” I said. A single tear dripped down her face. I wiped it away with the back of my sleeve. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just not used to people talking to me that way.”
Oh, she said. I sorry.
This time, the voice tickled more than it hurt. Maybe I could get used to it. “It’s okay, Arisa. It’s not your fault. You want to try the swing now? I could push you, if you’re afraid.”
Okay.
She allowed me to sit her on the swing and push it gently. She made the guttural sound that passed for laughter from those with an implant and flapped her legs back and forth. She stayed on the swing for the rest of the visit, occasionally demanding I push her some more.
When it was time for them to go, my aunt came to the back door. Arisa! Time to go!
I stopped the swing and helped Arisa down. She put her chubby hand in mine, and we walked back to the house.
My aunt eyed me. I knew she suspected I’d heard her. Her teacher’s habit was to broadcast thoughts to the entire room. My lack of an implant was no closely-guarded secret; it couldn’t be, because I had to go to a special school, where the teacher talked out loud.
I swing! Arisa said.
Trying to throw my aunt off the scent, I blurted out a repetition of Arisa’s announcement: “Did you see her on the swing?”
She nodded, and I transferred Arisa’s hand to hers. Arisa paused and put her arms around me in an awkward hug. Thank you, Nimisila.
I squeezed her back. I didn’t want my aunt to hear me acknowledging Arisa’s comment. So, I ignored it, instead saying, “I hope you had fun on the swing.”
Arisa nodded and grabbed her mother’s hand. The suspicious look on her face faded a bit, and she went about collecting her things to leave.
When she got to the door with Arisa on her hip and her bag over her shoulder, she looked once around the room and said to my mother, You should get rid of Nimisila.
My mother gasped, and then broadcast her response: You’re lucky she can’t hear you. I can’t believe you’d be so cruel. She’s your niece.
The conversation made me uncomfortable, so I moved to slip out of the room.
Look at her and think again. She’s upset because she can hear what we say when we don’t direct our thoughts to a specific person. She settled Arisa on her hip again. She can’t wait to leave the room. She can hear us. Can’t you?
I feigned interest in my fingernail and again moved towards the kitchen door. “Bye, Aunt Rue.” I took a few more steps and was out of sight.
They stood in silence for a few more minutes. They might have been broadcasting their thoughts, and I just couldn’t hear them, since I was unable to see them. But, after another minute, the door closed sharply, and my mother sighed in the other room.
“What’s the matter?” I asked, walking back into the room.
She shook her head. “Nothing. Just Aunt Rue, trying to rattle me. It’s been a long time since she’s done something like that, is all.”
“Like what?”
“You didn’t hear her, right?” She tucked an errant strand of hair behind my ear and pulled me to her for a hug.
“Mom, Aunt Rue doesn’t talk,” I said. “You know I can’t hear her.”
She sighed again and kissed me on top of my head. “I know. I just really wish you could.”
I pushed away from her, unwilling to bear the guilt reciprocating between us. “It’s not the end of the world, Mom.”
“I know. I know.” She wandered away to make dinner, and I went to my room to think.
Should I tell my parents I could hear thoughts? It certainly would relieve them of the heavy burden they’d carried, since they’d been denied my implant. But, I kind of liked having a secret of this magnitude. I was special—not because I could do something nobody else could, but because I could do it without mechanical assistance. Plus, the possibilities were endless; I could spy on adults whenever I wanted to, and I could do it while standing in plain sight.
◆◆◆
 
At school the next day, the class was abuzz with excitement when I arrived. I sat in my usual seat, between a short and somewhat-chubby boy named Elton, and my best friend, Talika.
“Where have you been?” whispered Talika. The teacher hadn’t yet started class, but she was lurking around her podium, implying she would begin soon.
“Sorry,” I said. “What’s going on? Everyone seems excited.”
“There’s a rumor going around that someone in our class can hear thoughts. Without an implant.”
I swallowed a great gob of spit that had collected in my mouth out of nowhere. “That isn’t possible,” I said.
“It is,” Elton hissed, leaning over my desk towards Talika. He had a crush on her and was always trying to get as close to her as possible. “I heard the teacher talking to my mother when she brought me to school today.”
I rolled my eyes. Elton was too old to be brought to school like a baby. “So, who is it, then?” I said.
But, before he could answer, Mrs. Darit called for our attention.
I don’t know what happened in class all morning. My mind was continuously wandering, trying to pick out the moment when I’d let my secret slip. I’d been so careful to cover up my misstep with Aunt Rue, and my parents obviously didn’t suspect anything. Had someone heard me talking to an animal? Could people hear me when I talked to animals? It was possible; children rarely developed the ability to direct their thoughts at a single person until they were seven or eight. Still, I was 12 and well past that point. Maybe, since I was more mature, I’d learned to control my thoughts better than others.
Or maybe it didn’t even work like it did with the implant. Maybe I couldn’t broadcast my thoughts to multiple entities at once, or maybe I could only hear people and not respond. It was difficult to say and impossible to prove without telling at least one person my secret.
Just before lunch, there was a sharp knock on the classroom door. They didn’t wait for a response, and the door opened. A man dressed in a dark grey kimono came in. He scanned the room, and my face heated as his eyes approached me, and then swung past. Mrs. Darit went to him and asked what he wanted. He didn’t answer out loud. He may not have answered at all; he didn’t seem to notice her.
Eventually, he stopped looking at us and turned to Mrs. Darit. They held a conversation. At least, it appeared they did. We were all used to the vague gestures telepaths made as they talked to each other. Over time, most of us had learned to ignore this subtle snubbing of our presence. But, Elton wasn’t having it. “Mrs. Darit!” he called, raising his hand. “Mrs. Darit, we can’t hear what you’re saying!”
Mrs. Darit had the good grace to blush. She often lectured us on calling out those who excluded us from conversation. Not that it usually did any good, since most telepaths didn’t know how to speak. “I know that, Elton. This is an adult matter. Please, stay in your seats, children.” She guided the man into the hall and shut the door.
“What do you think that was about?” asked Talika. Her dark eyebrows were knit together, an expression that caused them to appear as one long, bushy slash across her face.
“I bet it’s about the natural telepath,” Elton said. He beamed at Talika across my desk. “I just made that up! That’s what we’ll call them: Natural telepaths.”
This time, Talika rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she said. But, the worried expression didn’t disappear from her face. I’m not sure what she was so worried about; I was the one who was about to be singled out as a freak.
Elton continued to bounce around in his seat. “This is so great. Nothing interesting ever happens to us. Now, we’ve got our own telepath. Natural telepath, I meant.”
The door opened, and Mrs. Darit came back in and shut the door behind her. She seemed a little pale, but she went back to her podium. “All right, children. I’m going off-curriculum for a few minutes. Our visitor came to inform me that someone in our class has developed an . . . ability. One that isn’t uncommon amongst us, but everyone else has this ability only after surgical intervention.”
Elton’s hand surged up. He didn’t wait for acknowledgement. “Mrs. Darit! Are you talking about a . . . ” He paused and looked pointedly at Talika. “A natural telepath?”
Mrs. Darit’s eyes widened momentarily, and then she nodded. “Yes, Elton. I am talking about someone who has developed the telepathic ability naturally. ‘Natural telepath’ is a very good description of it. I believe you deserve the gold star today.”
Elton’s chest puffed out, and he tried to look proud without smiling, but he mostly just looked like a raccoon admiring a shiny object. The gold star was a reward Mrs. Darit awarded each day to the student who did something she found admirable or clever. It was a small statuette of a vaguely man-shaped form, holding a star. She’d told us how, prior to the winter, such things had great value because of their rarity. Now, it wasn’t worth anything because money and gold and riches didn’t have any place in our society.
She moved the statue from the desk of the boy who’d earned it yesterday by reciting the words of our city’s anthem. His name was Venyu, and as the statue was whisked away, he humped up his back and scowled. Mrs. Darit doted on him and the statue rarely moved away from his desk.
Mrs. Darit plunked the statue onto Elton’s desk without ceremony. I glanced sideways at Elton. He was inching a finger forward to touch it. I couldn’t recall him ever having had it for himself.
Mrs. Darit returned to the front of the classroom. “All right, back to what I was saying. One of your classmates has developed a remarkable—uh, natural ability to hear and speak to others with his mind, just like anyone else with an implant. So, I’m sure you understand why he isn’t here today.”
Wait a minute. He? She wasn’t talking about me. My shoulders melted away from my ears—where they’d been hunched since Elton had announced what he’d overheard that morning. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Talika stiffen.
I looked around the room. Of course. The person missing was the boy she had a crush on: Marve.
“He graduated to telepath school?” asked Elton. He didn’t bother raising his hand, and Mrs. Darit noticed.
“Elton, I can take away the gold star just as easily as I gave it,” she said.
“Sorry Mrs. Darit,” he mumbled.
“But, yes, he did graduate out of our classroom.” She glanced down at the podium. “Ah, it’s time for lunch, so you’re excused until one. Please, no running, and push in your desk chairs.”
The room exploded in sound and movement as most everyone—cut free from the bindings of their desks—pushed their chairs in and headed outside to eat their packaged lunches. I had only a stale roll from last night’s dinner in my bag, so I wasn’t as eager to eat as everyone else.
“Wow,” Elton said. “Nobody’s ever moved up to telepath school before.”
Talika paled. Not knowing how to comfort her, I patted her arm. I really didn’t think Marve was worth any kind of mooning over, but she was my best friend, so I thought I should offer something.
“What?” Elton asked, finally noticing Talika and I weren’t overjoyed for our lucky classmate.
“It’s nothing,” I said, trying to shield Talika from his usual level of nosiness.
“You guys are actually going to miss that jerk?” Elton said. “He was always picking on me. He called me names and stuff. My mother says he’s no good.”
Talika normally tolerated Elton’s attentions fairly well, but today, she didn’t want to hear any more of his blathering. She grabbed her lunch, didn’t bother to push in her chair, and rushed from the room.
“Boy, what’s with her?” he said.
“She liked Marve,” I said. “She’s upset because he’s gone.”
“Ew,” he said. “But, it’s not like he disappeared from the city. He’s still around. We just won’t see him in class anymore.”
I wanted to point out that Talika’s interest in Marve meant she had no interest in Elton—or his opinion. But, it seemed like it would only cause trouble. “See you after lunch,” I said.
“Yeah, see ya.” He opened his lunch bag and produced a veritable smorgasbord of food as I was standing up. It was really hard not to stare. My stomach growled. Reluctantly, I pulled the hard dinner roll from my bag and began trying to break through the toughness of the stale crust. I didn’t move, unable to move away from such a tempting amount of food.
“You want an apple?” he asked. He plucked it from the pile and reached it out to me.
“Um, thanks,” I said. It was all I could do not to snatch it away. I accepted it as gracefully as I could and took a bite. It was delicious. “Wow, it’s so good. Thanks.”
He shrugged. I realized he never went outside to eat with the others. Through the window, I saw Talika drifting aimlessly. In her present mood, she would want to be alone, anyway.
“Mind if I stay here with you?” I asked.
He brightened. “Really? I mean, no, I don’t mind.”
I took my seat and finished eating the apple, spitting the seeds into an envelope I had in my desk so that I could take them home and plant them. “So, what did you hear Mrs. Darit tell your mom, anyway?”
“She said one of the boys developed an ability the doctor can’t explain. They were just gossiping. You know. Stuff adults say.”
I nodded, again trying to bite into my bread. It was too hard, and my jaw was beginning to ache from the effort.
“Here,” he said. He held out a small butter knife he took from his bag. “Just cut it open. You want some butter?”
He produced a tiny container and opened it. There was, indeed, butter inside.
“Your lunch has a lot of stuff in it,” I said. I cut open my roll and smeared some butter inside. It was still difficult to eat, but the butter improved it greatly.
He smiled a lopsided smile. “My mom equates food to love,” he said.
“Oh.” I knew I wasn’t the only one in class who often went hungry, but Marvin’s mom worked at the grocery store.
He gave me a few more things out of his lunch, and we ate in silence. I glanced out the window a few times, looking for Talika. She continued to wander around the schoolyard. She’d likely get in trouble this afternoon for not paying attention during lessons.
When it was almost time for lunch to be over, Elton pulled two chocolate chip cookies from his bag and handed me one. “Thanks for eating here with me,” he said. “I’ve never had someone eat lunch with me before.”
“You can eat with us anytime you want,” I said, crumbs flying out of my mouth as I stuffed the cookie in and talked at the same time. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a cookie.
He nodded in response. Just then, the door opened, and students began to filter back in. Talika wasn’t among them. At one o’clock, Mrs. Darit looked out the window.
“Nimisila, where’s Talika?” she asked me.
“I don’t know, Mrs. Darit,” I said.
“Didn’t you eat lunch with her?”
“I ate with Elton today,” I said.
I might as well have said I ate slugs for lunch. The entire room turned to stare at me. Elton grinned, like he’d won the city prize. I slumped down in my chair a bit.
“How very unlike her, to leave school without telling me,” Mrs. Darit said. “I’ll be in touch with her mother, then. Back to our lessons.”
She droned on, but I made no attempt to listen. Where had Talika gone? She couldn’t go to the telepathic school. Actually, she could. But, nobody there would talk to her—except maybe Marve, but he’d never bothered to talk to her while he was at our school, so he’d likely not talk there, either. Had she gone home? Was she really that upset?
When Mrs. Darit finally called the day to a close, I collected my things as quickly as I could and darted for the door.
Elton stepped into my path. “Where you going in such a hurry?” he asked.
“I’m going to look for Talika,” I said.
“Oh, right. To warn her she’s going to get in trouble?”
She was going to be in trouble, of course, but my concern was deeper than that. What would possess a girl who never broke the rules to leave school?
“Uh, yeah,” I said, trying to move around him.
He stuck with me, though. “Can I come? Maybe I can help.”
I thought back to the cookie at lunch. I didn’t want to endanger future offers of food. “Sure,” I said. “But, we’ve got to get moving. Fast.”
“Right,” he said. He walked along beside me, pumping his arms with an awkward gait.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m coming with you,” he said.
“No, I mean, why are you walking like that?”
“It’s speed-walking,” he said. “Haven’t you ever heard of it?”
I shook my head—partly in answer, and partly because I couldn’t believe he was speed-walking. “Why don’t we just run?” I said. I broke into an easy jog, and he started to run, too. He quickly began to pant, then he was breathing hard. I slowed back to a walking pace when he started to gasp for air. “Are you okay?”
“Fine,” he said, between pants. “Where are we going?”
“Talika’s house,” I said.
“Great,” he said. His award-winning grin appeared. I wondered if visiting her house was something he’d fantasized about.
When we got to her house, I didn’t go to the front door. Talika never answered it, anyway. But, her parents wouldn’t be home from work yet, so I could just go knock on her window. We went around back, picking up an old crate from the side yard that I often used to climb through her window.
I put the crate down and stood on it, peering through the glass into her room. The sun was hitting the glass just right, and I had to press my face to the glass with my hands cupped around my eyes so that I could see inside. She wasn’t there.
I tapped a few times anyway, in case she just wasn’t in her room.
“Go knock on the back door,” I said, pointing towards the porch down the length of the house. “See if she answers.”
I checked her room once more as he went off to knock on the door. She still wasn’t there, and none of her school things were in their usual places. I climbed off the crate. “Anything?” I said to Elton.
He shrugged and shook his head.
“Come on,” I said. We went back through the side yard, leaving the crate in its spot as we passed through.
“Where are we going now?” Elton asked.
I thought about it as we walked into the street. More people were around now, as it was getting close to dinnertime, and telepath school had just let out. “Let’s go over to telepath school,” I said.
But, she wasn’t there, either. We lingered as long as we could, getting occasional glares from the teachers who were leaving, now that the students were gone. They were probably lecturing us, but we couldn’t hear them.
“I guess I’m going to go home,” I said. “I don’t know where else to look for her, and anyway, my mom is going to be wondering where I am.”
“Can I walk with you?” Elton asked.
I wondered if the way I’d treated him today had resulted in a transfer of his crush from Talika to me. On one hand, it could be nice, because he’d probably give me food as gifts. But, the memory of the semi-disgusted looks I’d gotten from the other students when I’d said I had lunch with him was fresh in my mind. Either way, I didn’t really have it in me to tell him to bug off, so I shrugged and said, “Sure.”
We walked together, not saying much. Maybe he wasn’t crushing on me; he was normally quite vocal with Talika. But, when we rounded the corner to my house, I saw it with fresh eyes.
Since Elton didn’t have an implant, it was clear his parents were not high-level people. So, I knew he likely lived in a small place, as well. But, was his place leaning slightly to one side, with peeling paint, a broken front window, and overgrown with weeds, like mine was? I doubted that very much.
Suddenly, even though I’d thought it didn’t really matter what Elton thought of me, I didn’t want him to see where I lived. “You know, I’m good from here. You don’t have to walk me all the way home.”
“Hey,” he said, pointing in the vicinity of my shabby house. “There’s Talika.”
He was right. She was in the backyard, swinging on the swing I’d shown to Arisa. The scruffy, half-dead trees and shrubs in my neighborhood couldn’t mask her from this vantage point.
“Oh, yeah. Well, we found her. I guess you can head on home now,” I said. I put a hand on his back and tried to steer him to my left, towards the direction I knew he lived in.
“No, I want to hear this,” he said. “I didn’t spend my whole afternoon looking for her, just so I could miss the story.”
“All right.” I willed my feet to move towards my house. I’m not sure why it was a problem anymore; he had surely figured out by now that the swing was in my backyard, and therefore, he had already seen which house was mine. After another moment of hesitation, I finally got myself moving.
She spotted me and raised a hand in greeting—though she seemed to stop the motion when she noticed I wasn’t alone. Even from this distance, I saw a brief scowl pass over her face. Like I said before, she was usually pretty understanding of Elton—and his unwanted attentions. But, today was different.
We tromped through the grass, wild and overgrown because we’d eaten our last goat. Elton didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t really look around at all, which I was thankful for. He kept his gaze laser-focused on Talika. “There you are,” he said as we came into the backyard. “Mrs. Darit is really pissed, Talika. She’s going to call your parents.”
“Uh, hi, Elton,” she said. “Thanks for the update.” She looked at me. “Can we go somewhere to talk?”
“I’ve got the perfect secret hideout,” Elton said. “Come on; I’ll show you.”
Talika glanced at me. I shrugged. “Okay,” Talika said. “Lead the way.”
We struck out down the street, Elton jabbering the whole way. He spent a good 10 minutes telling Talika how Mrs. Darit discovered she was missing, and what she said, and how she’d questioned me. When he got to the part about everyone turning to stare at me, he didn’t say it. I hoped that was because he hadn’t noticed. I mostly felt neutral about Elton—except when he was extra intent on badgering Talika—but I didn’t want him to know the rest of the class found him odd and obnoxious. He went on, telling how he’d come with me to look for her at her house and telepath school. But, before he got to the walking-me-home bit, he darted into a forested park. “This way,” he said. “We’re almost there.” We went off the path, then through dead leaves and underbrush, some of it thorny. My forearms got scratched, and my hands somehow got sticky sap on them.
He stopped and looked around—checking for other people, I suppose. Then, he climbed onto a low, sturdy branch, followed by another. Out of nowhere, a ladder seemed to appear, and he climbed to a platform that had been invisible before. “Come on,” he said. “It’s easy.”
Talika climbed after him, and I followed. Somehow, he’d built a platform from discarded fruit crates, so high up in the branches that it wasn’t visible from the ground. There were no sides to the platform, and it felt dangerous. I crawled to the middle, unwilling to sit on an edge, where I might lean backward and fall.
Elton was standing near the edge of the other side and scanning the woods. Like me, Talika was huddled near the center.
“This is really impressive,” I said. “How did you do it?”
“My older brother and I built it,” he said. “He’s not around much anymore, though. Not since he started working at the power plant.”
I hadn’t known he had an older brother. If he worked at the power plant, he must have had an implant. “Do you have any other siblings?” I asked.
“Nope. Just me and Weasel,” he said. He came to the center and sat beside us. “It’s real sturdy; you don’t have to be afraid,” he said. “Weasel and I have even had wrestling matches up here. Nothing’s coming apart.”
“I’m more afraid of falling over the edge,” I said.
“Oh,” he said. “I never really thought to be afraid of that.”
Talika rolled her eyes. “For Heaven’s sake, Elton. We’re a good 40 feet above the ground. If you fell, you’d be dead.”
“Well, sure, now that you put it like that,” he said.
The conversation had fallen off-topic, so I tried to get things moving again. “What did you want to talk about?” I asked Talika.
“You were right to look for me at telepath school,” she said. “I went there and waited outside for them to finish. I wanted to see Marve, to tell him I didn’t think he was a freak or anything. You know? He can still be one of us.”
Elton snorted. “Why would he want to? If he can do what a telepath can, he’s got it made.”
Talika glanced at Elton but didn’t answer him, just kept telling her story. “So, I waited, and school finished, and everyone came outside. I waited and waited and never saw him. I was about to give up, when I saw your aunt. I didn’t think she’d remember me or anything, but I figured she would be more willing to communicate, being related to you and all. I waited until she was alone, and I approached her. I told her I was looking for Marve, the new kid who was a telepath without an implant. She looked at me like I was crazy. Then, she took out a piece of paper and scribbled on it. The whole time, she was looking around, like she thought someone was watching her.” She produced a crumpled piece of paper from her pocket. It had a scribble in smudged, red ink that read: Go home and don’t ask again.
“She folded it in half and handed it to me,” Talika continued. “Then, she grabbed me by the shoulders, turned me around, and pushed me away.”
Tears welled up in her eyes, causing Elton to move closer and put an arm around her. “There, there,” he said.
“Would you cut it out?” she said, leaning away from him.
“Sorry,” he said, retreating to his previous position. “I just thought you needed a hug.”
She turned to me. “After that, I went by his house.” She touched the tips of her fingers to the center of her forehead, a gesture she always made when she was feeling hopeless. “Nobody was there,” she said thickly.
“I’m sure someone will be home soon,” I said. “We could go see if anyone’s home now?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. Nobody was there. The house was empty. I looked in a window, and all their stuff is gone. They’re all gone.”
“Wow,” Elton said. “That’s crazy.”
Talika balled her fists at her sides. “You don’t believe me? Let’s go. We’ll go now, and I’ll show you. It’s not just him; it’s his parents, too.”
I put a restraining hand on her arm. “Okay. There has to be a reasonable explanation. Right? We just need to stay calm and look for one.”
“Will you help me?” She sniffled.
“Of course,” Elton said.
I smiled, raising an eyebrow. “Yeah. I’ll help you.”
She sighed. “I feel so much better just having told someone. I can’t believe he’s just gone.”
We talked for a few more minutes. Elton produced a bag of crackers from his bag, and we ate it, while we questioned him some more about how he’d managed to build the treehouse. He tried to lighten the mood with funny stories, and I was struck again that he didn’t realize helping Talika find Marve would effectively cut him out of the running. He apparently didn’t care, and I wasn’t sure if that lowered my opinion of him or increased it.
After a while, we descended from the tree house, and he showed us the way back through the woods to the path. He and his brother had marked the tree trunks with a spot of paint on each of the trunks, so high that the spots would go unnoticed to the casual observer. The green spots led the way to the platform, and the red spots led the way back to the path.
When we emerged from the park, Elton noticed how low the sun was dipping in the sky. “We’d better get home,” he said. “Come on; I’ll walk you.”
Talika’s house was closer, so we went there first. Her mother was waiting on the front porch, her face sour. “Where have you been, young lady? We’ve been worried sick. What is wrong with you?” Like my parents, Talika’s mom had a scratchy voice. But, hers was made worse by the cigarettes she constantly smoked. She flicked the one she was obsessively smoking into the grass, her work-reddened hands on display for all to see. “Get inside, before I really lose my temper.” She didn’t acknowledge me or Elton, and neither of us said a word.
I nodded once to Talika. “Tomorrow,” I whispered. Talika blinked her left eye in response, a code we’d made up long ago to answer yes-or-no questions without speaking. We’d thought it was fun, like being telepaths. Now, I knew it was nothing at all like being a telepath. She straightened her spine and marched up the steps to meet her punishment. When the door opened, I could hear her dad yelling from inside, so angry and hostile that I couldn’t even make out what he was saying. Her mother slammed the door shut without looking at us.
“Geez,” Elton said. “Are they always like that?”
“Not often,” I said. “But, I’ve seen it before.”
“I guess that explains why she’d like a jerk like Marve.” He turned towards my house. “Let’s go.”
I stared after him for a moment. So, he knew Talika liked Marve, and yet . . . he still had hope. I decided my opinion of him had improved, after all.




Chapter 2

Talika was at school the next day, though she could hardly sit in her chair. I knew it was because her dad had beat her across her back and from head to foot, probably with a belt or whatever was handy. I knew better than to mention it. The first time I’d commented on her obvious stiff carriage, she’d replied, “Every kid pays their dues.” When I admitted my parents had never so much as raised a finger against me, she had become quiet and pensive. I knew she realized her beatings were not normal, but she was so deeply embarrassed and ashamed by her parents’ behavior, she didn’t do anything about it—not that there really was anything she could do about it. She could leave home, but that would only guarantee a job that would keep her scratching for life. There was nobody to tell or appeal to for help—besides maybe her other family members, and from what I’d seen her, parents were the tamest of the bunch.
The morning dragged by. At lunch, I pulled Talika aside before she went outdoors and told her I wanted to eat with Elton in the classroom. She looked beyond me to where Elton sat, staring out the window. “All right,” she said. “But, he’s got to learn to let me be. I can’t be nice about him forever.”
I nodded. We returned to Elton’s desk together. “Can we eat lunch with you?” I asked.
He looked up at us, that crazy smile filling his round face. “You bet,” he said. He moved his lunch around so that we could each set ours down on a corner, and we pulled up chairs and sat. “So, what’s Step One today?” he asked. He bit into a sandwich with what seemed like a never-ending supply of turkey or chicken stuffed into it. My mouth watered, and I withdrew a baggie of not-quite-ripe string beans I’d plucked from someone’s garden on the way to school. I bit into one, trying to ignore that it tasted more like dirt than vegetable.
“I thought we could go to his house,” Talika said. “Maybe try to get inside, look around for clues. They might’ve left something behind.”
“All right,” he said. Without looking at me, he slid the half of his sandwich he hadn’t yet touched towards me. “I’m kind of full already. You want this?”
“Sure,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. It’d been months since I’d had anything that extravagant to eat. I bit into it and closed my eyes. Mustard. Turkey. Something else. Cranberries? It was delicious. It was all I could do not to moan in pleasure.
When I opened my eyes, they were staring down intently at their food. I’d made them uncomfortable. But, I didn’t care. I was eating a sandwich. With meat, goddammit. Meat.
“What do you think we’ll find?” I asked. I bit off another mouthful. Heaven. I reminded myself to savor it; I didn’t know when I’d next get something this good to eat.
“I don’t know. Something. Anything,” she said.
Then, Elton stepped in it. “So, last night, your parents were awful mad,” he said. “Think you’ll be allowed out after school?”
If Taluka’s eyes could have spat fire, Elton would have been ashes. She set down her pathetically small—but still present—sandwich. “That’s none of your business,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” Elton said, looking as if she’d slapped him. “I was only trying to make sure—”
“Make sure what? That you took care of me? You can’t save me from them. Nobody can. So, forget you ever saw it, okay?”
Elton gaped at her.
“I said, okay?”
Under the desk, I poked Elton’s foot. “Uh, yeah. Okay,” he agreed.
We ate in awkward silence. Talika chewed aggressively, and Elton pushed cubes of cheese around inside a small container. I continued to chew my sandwich with gusto.
Right before the other kids came in, Talika turned to me. “Nim, I need you to ask your aunt about Marve. She knows something. Maybe she’ll tell you.”
Fear ripped through me. I wanted to throw up. I was spared from having to answer when the classroom door banged open, and the other kids entered.
I shoved the rest of my sandwich into my mouth, pretending I couldn’t answer. I returned to my desk, just as Mrs. Darit came in and called for our attention.
Like yesterday, my afternoon passed in internal thought. How could I evade Talika’s request without revealing my reason? If I asked my aunt about Marve, it would only remind her that, just last week, she’d suspected I had the same ability.
Had she known about Marve then? Of course. Why else would she have jumped to such a conclusion? She was alerted to my behavior because she’d already been told of his.
I wondered how long Marve had been able to use his abilities. How had he been found out? Had his parents proudly presented him at telepath school, hoping he could hammer out a better future, now that he wasn’t destined to ape out his words with his mouth? Maybe he’d gone to a doctor to ask what was wrong with him. Or maybe he’d spoken to Mrs. Darit, and she’d reported him to the man in grey.
My mind whirled with possibilities. I had the sense something awful had befallen Marve, and maybe even his family. For as pitiful as our existence was, I didn’t want to be dragged away from it to God-knows-where. What more could the more powerful people take from us? We had little food. We had crummy houses, patchy old clothes, and barely any dignity. I couldn’t be responsible for my parents surrendering their freedom, too.
I started to dread the end of the school day. Mrs. Darit’s voice was grating on my nerves, but I’d rather that than have to tell Talika no. She’d surely demand a reason, and I didn’t trust anybody with the truth.
But, when the day was done, Talika either assumed I’d do it, or she forgot to mention it. We gathered our things and went outside. Elton caught up to us as we were leaving the schoolyard, and Talika didn’t stop him from coming with us. I could at least be grateful for that; my stomach was so full, I’d not have to ask for anything at dinner.
Talika led the way to Marve’s house. We’d been by it many times before, when Talika had convinced me that if she could just get his attention, she was sure he would like her, too. We never once encountered him on the street outside his house. If he was home, he stayed inside, uninterested in the girl craning her neck to get a look inside his dusty, old curtains—or the scrawny girl who accompanied her.
His house was only one story and made of dirty, mustard-yellow bricks. The roof sagged, and the grass was even more overgrown than ours was. We walked around to the back, feigning an interest in taking a shortcut through his backyard—though anyone with eyes in their head could see we went straight to the back door and tried to open it.
It didn’t budge. Talika pressed her ear to the door, listening for movement. “Nothing,” she said.
I looked through a small window to the right of the door. Inside was a small bathroom with only a pink toilet and sink. It was visibly dirty; hair and grime coated the sink, and except for a rather moldy toothbrush, there were no other possessions. The window didn’t seem to open, and I stepped back to look for another entry point.
There was another window to the right of the back porch, maybe six or seven feet off the ground. I jumped off the porch and went to it, grabbing the windowsill and pulling myself up to see through the glass.
It was more of the same; encrusted filth with a few obviously cast-off possessions here and there: A broken glass was on the counter; a fork was stuck in the workings of the stove, in place of a missing knob; an unopened box of rat poison stuck partially out of an open cabinet.
“Here,” Elton said, coming over to stand next to me. “I’ll boost you up.” He wove his hands together into a step and stuck them out for me to step into. With that leverage, I was able to pull myself up so that the sill was at my waist, and I could see the window’s lock was broken. I pushed the top of the lower pane up with my fingers. I glanced to either side, hoping nobody was around.
“You’re all clear,” Talika said. “Go in and open the door, okay?”
I shimmied through the window, careful not to step in the especially dirty sink. It smelled bad, like rotting food and dead cats. I suppressed a gag and climbed off the counter, pulling the collar of my shirt up over my nose before going to the back door and throwing open the bolt. The door practically fell off the hinges, and I had to catch it before it could fall from the casing.
Talika and Elton came inside, and we pushed the door back in its place, jamming against it until the bolt was able to slide home.
“Wow,” Elton said. “This is horrible.”
It made me wish again that he hadn’t seen where I lived. Though my house was at least fairly clean inside, he’d only seen the exterior—which was pretty reminiscent of this house’s state of disrepair.
“Spread out and see what you can find,” Talika said.
I went through the kitchen, opening drawers and cabinets. The view through the window had been pretty accurate; only insignificant bits of daily life were left behind. I started to open the fridge, but Elton stopped me. “Trust me; if the smell in here is bad, the smell in there will be a thousand times worse,” he said.
There was nothing else to see in the kitchen, so I trailed behind him as he moved through an empty room that might have been for dining, then through a living space. An oval rug was in the center of the room. It might have once had a pattern on it, but time and abuse had turned it a dirty shade of grey.
There were rectangular, clean spots on the walls, where pictures had once hung, demonstrating clearly that the previous occupants had been heavy smokers. The nicotine stains were concentrated in one corner, where a couch or chair must have been, but coated everything in its greasy film. We went around a corner, and there were two bedrooms. Talika was in the first bedroom, and I guessed it to be Marve’s. I tugged Elton into the next room, and we looked around in there.
It was just as shabby as the rest of the house. The closet was empty, except for a few hangers and an old shoe. Dirt and dust bunnies had collected in the corners. We went back to the first bedroom.
“Anything in here?” I asked.
Talika shook her head. She was sitting on the floor, right in the center of the room, her head bowed. I went to look in the closet, and as I turned back to say something, movement out the window caught my eye.
The window faced the neighbor’s house but had a clear view of the street. Aunt Rue was standing there, looking at the house.
“Oh no,” I said, ducking to the floor. “My aunt is outside.”
Talika perked up. “Great,” she said. “You can ask her about Marve. She has to know something. She has to.”
But, asking her about Marve was the last thing I wanted to do. “We can’t go talk to her,” I said, crawling towards her. “We broke into a house! We’re criminals. If we went out there, she might see us come out.” I paused for a moment. “She might have already seen us. We could get in big trouble.”
Talika chuffed at me. “She won’t know we were inside. Just go out the back and around the front. She won’t know.”
“Talika,” I said. “She’s an adult, not an idiot.”
“Yeah, I agree,” Elton said. “You’re already in so much trouble, and anyway, what would she be doing here if she knew Marve moved out?”
“Well, then, how do we get out of here?” Talika asked, her lip curled in annoyance. “Someone has to check and see if she’s still there.”
I poked my head up slowly, just until I could see the street. She was no longer visible. I moved closer to the window and was just reaching out to grab the sill, when Rue’s head popped up right at the window, staring inside. I yelped and fell backwards, and we locked eyes. Nimisila! she shouted in my head.
Elton and Talika had more presence of mind than I did. They each grabbed one of my arms and half-dragged me out of the room, back to the living area. Elton unbolted the door and threw it open. We ran out and away from the house, just as Aunt Rue cleared the side of it. She shouted for me again, but I didn’t stop. None of us did; they couldn’t hear her, and I wasn’t supposed to be able to.
I knew I’d been caught. There was no explanation for what I was doing inside an unoccupied house after school—at least, there was no explanation that would satisfy my parents.
We ran to Talika’s house. She opened the front door and hollered, but nobody answered. She pushed us inside. Her house was moderately clean—except for the smell of cigarettes and cats. Her mother cleaned houses, and even though she cleaned all day for people who she felt didn’t appreciate it, she wouldn’t abide by any clutter in their house. Talika was well-practiced at keeping her things picked up; anything not in its place was liable to find its way to the trash can—even though they could rarely afford to replace things thrown out on a whim.
Talika took us to her room and shut the door, then put her back against it. “I found something,” she said. She held out her hand. A small, round, metal object was in her palm. I made a move to touch it, but she closed her fingers around it and drew it back to herself. “It’s a coin. One of his coins. Did you know Marve collected coins from before the winter?”
I shook my head, and Elton shrugged.
“He left it behind,” she continued. “It was just lying there, right on the windowsill, when I went in. It’s got to be a clue.”
Elton and I exchanged a glance. “A clue to what?” I asked. “Maybe he just dropped it.”
“No. I know it’s important.”
A door slammed somewhere in the house. “Tal? Where you at, Tal?” It was her father.
“Time to go,” she said.
I was well-rehearsed at the sneaky exit from Talika’s house. I opened the window and hopped out, not even thinking twice about it. There was a bit of a drop, sure. But, I just bent my knees and rolled with it, and it was fine.
Elton didn’t think so. He dangled his legs, but hesitated.
“Come on,” I hissed. “He’ll be going into her room any minute.”
He eased out a little further but still didn’t drop. Talika couldn’t wait any longer, and she gave him an ungraceful shove, just as I heard the bedroom door slam open.
Elton crumpled to the ground in a heap.
“What are you doing, Tal? Can’t you hear me calling you?” her dad asked. “What’s that window doing open? We don’t need the neighbors hearing all our business. Close it, goddammit.”
“Yes, sir,” Talika said. She slid the window shut, and the voices became muffled enough that we couldn’t understand the apparent tongue-lashing Talika was receiving for daring not to answer him when he called her.
I gestured to Elton. We needed to go. He nodded, and we ran off, Elton limping slightly.
“Are you all right?” I asked, when we’d gotten a few blocks away.
“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. We weren’t yet in sight of my house, and I definitely didn’t want him to run into Aunt Rue.
I started to walk away, but as I did, he let out a yelp and fell. “What is it?” I turned back.
He winced, holding his ankle. “Okay, it’s a little worse than I thought.”
“Can you walk?”
“Not by myself, I don’t think.”
I helped him stand and propped myself under his arm. “How about like this? Can you walk now?” I turned him in the direction of his house.
“No, I think you’d better take me to your house,” he said. “It’s much closer.”
I bit my lip.
“I know you’re worried about your aunt,” he said. “Maybe we can convince her it was my fault. That I dared you, or something.”
“All right,” I said. We turned back towards my house and started hobbling. It was slow going, and I knew that not only was Aunt Rue going to beat me there, but I was going to be late for dinner, as well. Even worse, my mother would feel compelled to invite both Aunt Rue and Elton to eat with us, and our meager portions would be divided in half again.
By the time I got Elton up the porch steps and into the living room, I was dripping with sweat. I opened the front door and helped him inside, then settled him on the old sofa in the living area. “I’ll get you some water,” I said.
The house was quiet. I checked the clock and saw it was indeed past time for dinner. Where were my parents? Where was Aunt Rue? I poured Elton a glass of water and took it back out to him.
“Do you have any ice? I think it’s swelling up,” he said.
“Sure,” I said. I brought him some ice wrapped in a kitchen towel. I hoped he wouldn’t notice that, though it was clean, it was ripped and stained. “Let me see,” I said. He rolled up his pant leg and pulled down his sock. His ankle was swollen and a bit red, but it didn’t look terrible. I set the towel on it.
He winced. “That feels nice,” he said.
There was a knock on the door.
I rose and peeked through the window to see who it was.
Aunt Rue.
She turned her head and must’ve seen the curtain twitch. She banged on the door, more insistently now.
“What’s wrong?” Elton asked. “Why aren’t you opening the door?”
“It’s my aunt,” I said.
He tried to stand up without touching his injured foot to the floor. “Well, lock it!”
Too late. Rue opened the door and, after seeing me standing there with my mouth gaping, entered and shut the door behind her. She locked eyes with me. I don’t know what you children are trying to pull, but you’ll be in trouble when your parents get home, she broadcast.
“My parents are probably already home,” Elton said.
My eyes widened, and we turned together to look at Elton.
“What?” he asked. He hopped once and lost his balance, falling sideways onto the couch.
“You heard her,” I said.
Aunt Rue gasped. So did you, she said, grabbing my elbow. I knew you heard me the other day. Why did you lie to me?
I swallowed and looked at the floor.
She guided me to the sofa beside Elton and kneeled in front of me. Nim, we’re family. I love you. You can always tell me the truth.
I didn’t like her attention. Something felt wrong about it. I looked at Elton. “How long have you been able to hear?”
“Not long,” he said. “That’s really the first time I’ve heard a person. So far, it’s just been animals. It kind of hurts when a person talks.” He stuck a finger in his ear and dug around, like that would scratch the itch inside his head.
Do you know of anybody else? Aunt Rue asked.
Elton clapped a hand over his ears and shuddered. “No. Could we just talk out loud, maybe?”
Rue shook her head.
“She never learned to vocalize,” I said. “Her kids have implants.”
Elton eyed her warily. “Couldn’t share any of that bounty with your niece, huh?”
Rue drew back, as if he’d slapped her.
“Elton, that’s not fair,” I said.
Rue grabbed my arm. No, he’s right. When you were born, I tried to intervene. But, your parents were proud and didn’t want help; they thought they could make the cut on their own. I knew they wouldn’t, but I let it go.
It was my turn to eye her. She’d tried to help me? Why would my parents have rejected that help?
Do you know anybody else? she said to me.
“No. Only the kid in my class who disappeared—Marve. And Elton.”
They’re experimenting on your class, she said. She gripped my arm harder. You can’t let anyone know. Anyone. This is a secret you keep from your mom, your dad, your friends, your teacher, everyone. Understand?
I nodded. “I’ve already been keeping it a secret,” I said.
She released my arm and mussed my hair as she stood. You’re smart, like your mother. She looked at Elton. You, too. Got it?
He rubbed his ears again and nodded.
You’ll get used to that, she said. If I’m right about this, it won’t be long before you can project your thoughts, as well. But, you have to be really careful. At first, you won’t be able to control the recipients. So, you can only practice in private. When nobody else is around.
“So, you want to explain who exactly is experimenting on us?” Elton said, dropping his hands.
I can’t tell you that. It’s dangerous.
“More dangerous than accidentally letting slip that I am a natural telepath?” Elton asked.
Rue cocked her head.
“That’s his word for it,” I said, “because we’re telepaths without implants.”
Hmm. Rue’s eyes flicked between us. You need to keep each other safe. Okay?
“What about Marve?” Elton said. I really could not believe what lengths he’d go to for Talika.
Rue set her mouth in a thin line—a look of disapproval I’d grown familiar with and wasn’t too fond of. Forget him. You can’t help him. He’s gone.
I gasped. “Gone? You mean, he’s dead?”
No, she said, shaking her head. But, he might as well be.
Elton and I exchanged a look.
Rue sighed and went to the door. I won’t tell your parents where you were. But, don’t go back there again, okay? Take it easy for a few weeks; don’t draw attention to yourselves. There are probably other children in your class who are developing, too. Don’t reveal yourself to any of them.
My mind drifted to Talika. It would be so awesome if we could talk to each other with our minds.
Especially not Talika, Rue said. That family of hers would sell you all out in seconds flat.
My mouth dropped open. How had she known I was thinking of Talika? She didn’t wait for me to ask more questions. She left, pulling the door over its awkward threshold, until it latched.
“Holy crap,” Elton said, turning to me after she’d walked out to the street.
“I know,” I said. “I can’t believe you can hear it, too. I was so scared something was wrong with me when my dog talked to me.”
Just then, Chia wandered into the living area. She looked up at me and wagged her tail. Food, she said.
We didn’t have any to give her, though. I took her to the door and put her outside. Maybe she could scavenge something on her own.
“What do you think about what she said?” he asked. “Can we really not trust anybody?”
“I don’t know,” I said. It pained me to think Talika’s family had marked her as an untrustworthy person, through no fault of her own. But, I could see her point; Talika’s father would do anything he thought might get him ahead.
“For now, I think we should probably follow her advice,” he said. “I don’t know what happened to Marve, but I sure don’t want it to happen to me. Or my family.”
“Yeah,” I said, agitated. Marve’s family was gone. I flopped down onto the couch, and it squeaked. “That’s an interesting thought, though. What did happen to his family? She made it seem like Marve wasn’t dead. So, they’re doing experiments on him? Then, where are his parents?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t care. I don’t want anything to do with any of this,” Elton said.
“We don’t have a choice, Elton. We can’t hide our ability forever. Eventually, you’re going to slip, and then what? Then, they’ll do to you and your family what they did to Marve’s. Don’t you see? If we don’t help Marve’s family, we’re as good as guaranteeing we’ll end up the same way.”
His eyebrows scrunched up, disappearing under his hair. “I don’t know, Nimisila. We could get in a lot of trouble.”
“Just think about it, okay? Think about it.”
◆◆◆
 
Talika didn’t come to school the next day. After two nights of beatings in a row, I was sure she was at home, probably unable to get out of bed. Hopefully, her father hadn’t done any permanent damage.
Elton was there, though aloof. He didn’t say much to me, though at lunch, he didn’t object to me sitting with him, and he shared some food with me—a custom I was fast becoming dependent on. This morning, I’d had to pull my belt in another notch to keep my pants from falling down. Somehow, I’d managed to lose weight from my already-bony frame.
After school, I asked Elton if he wanted to go with me to check on Talika. Her parents wouldn’t be home from work yet, and she could probably use some friendly company. At first, he tried to evade me, but when I said she’d be happy to see him, he brightened and agreed.
It was a sunny, fall day, and many of the trees were starting to change color. We took turns pointing out our favorites, and we laughed when we saw a dog sniffing another dog’s butt. The sniffing wasn’t so funny; it was that the dog doing the sniffing very clearly said, Hi! as he did it.
We walked once past Talika’s, and it looked quiet, so we rounded the block again and went to the side yard, picking up the crate for her window as we went through.
“I sure could’ve used that yesterday,” Elton said. “My ankle is still a little sore.”
“You’re fine, you big baby,” I said, elbowing him in the side. “You just tweaked it, is all.” I set the crate under the window and climbed onto it. She usually kept the window unlocked, so I only had to maneuver it up enough to get my fingers underneath. But, as I was going through the familiar motions, something unfamiliar struck me.
The room was empty.
“No,” I said. “Oh, no. No. No.”
“What?” Elton said.
I jumped from the crate and went to the back door, yanking on it. But, it was locked.
“What’s going on?” Elton asked again. He climbed onto the crate to look.
“They’re gone,” I said.
“What? No. That’s not possible,” he said. He cupped his hands around his eyes to look inside. “You’re just not looking . . .” He trailed off, then said, “It’s empty.”
“I know; I told you. They’re gone.”
“But, we were just in there yesterday, and there was a bed, and a rug, and some dirty clothes . . .” He trailed off.
“I know.”
He stepped carefully down from the crate, then turned and sat on it heavily. “How can she be gone?”
“She must have it, too. The natural telepathy,” I said. I darted a quick look around, just in case anybody had heard me. Then, I added, “Just like Marve.”
“Like Marve,” he echoed.
“Yeah.” I sat in the overgrown grass. I wanted to cry. My best friend was gone. Her worthless parents, too. But, I didn’t care about them.
“You were right,” he said. “We have to find out.”
A single tear escaped. I nodded. “Yeah. Someone has to give us some answers.”
At school the next day, the man in grey made another appearance. This time, Mrs. Darit didn’t speak to him in the room; they moved into the hall. But, when she came back, she confirmed another classmate had indeed graduated to telepath school.
Elton and I exchanged a look over that. This time, he didn’t have anything clever to say, and he didn’t get a gold star. I raised my hand, though.
“Yes, Nimisila?” Mrs. Darit asked.
“Talika left some things in her desk,” I said. “I’d like to volunteer to take them to her.”
Mrs. Darit stood very still for a moment. “Well, that would be very nice of you, Nimisila. But, I’m afraid I can’t advocate that kind of contact. You know telepathic children don’t mix with those who aren’t.”
It was true; telepathic children didn’t mix with kids like me. Not usually. But, there wasn’t actually a rule against it. It was simply about the comfort level of those involved. “Oh, but my aunt works at telepath school,” I said. “I know she’d be happy to come with me.”
Mrs. Darit demurred, but didn’t relent. “That is a very kind offer, Nimisila. But, it isn’t necessary. Talika won’t be needing those things, and we really need to be sure to give her plenty of space. She’ll be developing her telepathic abilities and finding her place in a big school, after being here in this small classroom for so long. She’ll need to stay focused on making a fresh start.”
I nodded. “Just one more question, though. How come, all of a sudden, two people in our class can suddenly read minds?”
Mrs. Darit jabbed a finger at me. “That is a very smart question, Nimisila. So, let’s talk about a scientific theory that was developed long ago, before the winter. It’s called ‘evolution’. Who can tell me what evolution is?”
The class buzzed on, going over the theory involving primates and missing links and such. It didn’t interest me—though I probably was an example of it now. I hashed over Mrs. Darit’s words and reactions, trying to decide what—if anything—she knew.
Who was the man in grey? Did he have something to do with it?
After school, Elton suggested we go to his treehouse. We walked to the park, and this time, he let me pick my way through the trees, testing if I could find the treehouse on my own. He corrected my course through the green spots only twice. We climbed up the ladder and sat down in the middle of the platform.
“What do you think?” I asked, finally feeling secure enough to talk.
“Mrs. Darit knows something,” he said. “She’s got to. I bet, whatever they’re doing to us, she’s the one who starts it. Picks the candidates, or whatever.”
“Mrs. Darit? But, she’s our teacher.”
He rolled his eyes. “She hates us, Nim. Always has. Haven’t you ever noticed the way she looks at us when she thinks we aren’t looking?”
“That can’t be true,” I said. I shook my head, like I was trying to force that thought to fall out of my ears. “She cares about us. I know she does.”
“If she cared about you,” he said, “don’t you think she’d slip you some food now and then?”
That stung. “I . . .” But, my voice trailed off.
“I’m not trying to embarrass you, Nim. It’s not your fault your family doesn’t have food. You’re just a kid.”
“I like to think other people don’t notice,” I said. I clutched my hands together, weaving my fingers through each other and tensing them until my knuckles turned white. Who was I kidding? Even my hands were little more than bones inside gloves of skin.
“Only people who care notice, Nim.” He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.
It lurched a thought through me. Did Elton like me? I pushed the idea away. “Enough about that,” I said. “I can’t do anything about it, anyway. We’ve got to figure out where they took Talika.”
“We’re never going to find her,” he said. “This is a big city. They could be anywhere. Maybe even outside the city.”
I sighed. Had he already given up on her?
“We need to find some clues, get some kind of direction,” he said. “Your aunt was no help. Going to Marve’s house was no help, and I bet we won’t find anything at Talika’s place, either.”
“What about the guy? The guy who came the day they disappeared?”
“Yeah, what is up with him? He wears dresses.”
“I think they’re kimonos,” I said.
“Whatever; he’s wearing women’s clothes.”
I’d never travelled far from my neighborhood before, but I remembered once, when I was small, my mom took me to a marketplace, where there were people wearing kimonos. Men and women alike wore them—though the male version had different sleeves and was shorter. They wore matching pants underneath. The women wore theirs more like a dress. They were longer—almost to the knee—and the sleeves had a square of extra fabric hanging below them.
“I remember going to this place once, when I was a kid,” I said. “My mom took me there, and the people were dressed like him. Maybe they’re near there.”
“Okay,” he said. “Where is it? Can we get there and back before dark?” He moved towards the ladder.
“No,” I said. “I don’t remember how to get there. I’ll have to ask my mom about it.”
“Ask, and we’ll go tomorrow,” he said, and I agreed.
“Hey, let’s practice the telepath stuff,” I said. “I want to see if you can hear me.”
He went to the edge of the platform and looked around, checking every direction for what seemed like an eternity. Then, he sat beside me. “Okay. Say something.”
I put my pointer fingers to my temple—I’d seen real telepaths do that when they were learning to control their voices—and I closed my eyes. I pictured an ice cream cone. The last time I’d had one, I was probably four or five years old. The ice cream was pink, and there were strawberries studded in it, and the cone was rough in my hand. I imagined what it was like to lick it, how cold it was, and yet, how it seemed to melt away to a delicate nothing. I thought about how it dripped, and I’d frantically licked as much of it as possible, so as not to waste such a precious treat. Then, I opened my eyes and looked at Elton. I thought in my head, as hard as I could: I love strawberry ice cream.
Elton flinched and rubbed at his ears. “It’s still uncomfortable,” he said.
“But, you heard me?”
“You like strawberry ice cream,” he said.
“No,” I said, punching him playfully in the shoulder. “I love strawberry ice cream.”
He shrugged. “Who doesn’t?”
“Nobody I want to know.”
We laughed, and it felt good. Talika and I often made silly jokes, but this felt different. It was freeing to laugh with someone who shared a big secret.
“Now, your turn,” I said, when we’d composed ourselves.
He reclined onto his back, bent his knees, and put his hands over his eyes. I’m glad we’re in this together, he said.
I smiled. “You are?”
He propped himself up on his elbow. “Yeah. You treat me like a real friend. Nobody else has ever done that.”
I refrained from mentioning that our friendship might have at first been strained, if he hadn’t provided me with some choice tidbits of food from his lunch.
“Oh,” I said. Uncomfortable, I looked out into the woods. In the distance, I caught sight of something moving. “Shh,” I said. “Someone’s down there.”
He looked to where I was pointing, then pulled the ladder onto the platform. “They won’t be able to get up here without it,” he whispered. We crouched low on the platform, watching as three people—two men and a woman—fully emerged from the trees. They were all wearing kimonos, and they were broadcasting their thoughts.
These two had better be the last. Someone is going to notice, the man in the yellow kimono said.
Amelia says one of them was already asking questions today. Says she’s always been a difficult brat. But, yeah, once we’ve got those two, we’ve got enough, answered the woman.
I thought you said you knew where they were hiding, the man wearing a green kimono whined, pulling at the woman’s full sleeve.
The woman sneered, tugging her arm away from his grasp. It’s hidden. Here, close by. Can’t you smell them? I thought all trolls could smell children. She laughed, and the other man laughed along with her. The whiny man glared and turned away. They were looking everywhere but up.
“They’re looking for us,” I whispered.
Elton nodded, his face white.
“What should we do?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Wait for them to give up and go? What else can we do?”
I looked around. Was there something we could use to defend ourselves? Could we drop something heavy on their heads? But, there was nothing to drop. The only things on the platform besides us were our school bags and the ladder.
They came closer, and I pulled away from the edge, afraid they’d sense me looking at them and meet my eyes. Elton did the same. We could hear them tramping around, occasionally making comments to each other about who was too stupid to find it, and where they’d gotten their information from.
The sky began to darken, and still, they were looking around. Twice, they wandered far enough away for us to think it would be safe to climb down and run, but just as we started to lower the ladder, they returned. We ate a meager dinner from Elton’s remaining lunch items and waited.
And waited.
Night insects began to sing, and the stars started to twinkle between the leaves of the tree canopy above us. Finally, we heard them discussing what they were going to do, now that they had to go back at the office without the next two subjects. Their thoughts began to fade, and their footsteps faded into the woods. But, we didn’t dare move. What if it was a trap?
“What about our families?” Elton whispered. “Do you think they took them, like they took Marve’s and Talika’s?”
“They only talked about us,” I said. “Maybe our families are fine.” But, my gut twisted. I knew Elton was probably right; while the three idiots were beating around the bushes for us, someone else was probably packing up our families and dragging them elsewhere.
In the darkness, his hand found my arm. “We can’t go home,” he said. “They’ll be waiting for us there, even if they left our families alone.”
I nodded, though he couldn’t hear me do so. Then, I started to cry.
He must have been able to feel me shaking, because he put his arm around me. “Shh, Nim. We’ll figure something out, you and me.” His voice was thick from his own tears. I leaned against him, unable to stifle the sobs. What was left?
We stayed up there for a few more hours, crying and trying to comfort each other with false promises and hopes. When the three strangers didn’t return again, we decided it wasn’t safe to stay where we were, and we lowered the ladder and climbed down. Elton grasped my hand and led me through the woods. We were tripping, bumping into trees, and generally making a lot of noise; that’s how we knew we were alone. Nobody came to confront us.
We emerged in a place I hadn’t seen before. It was on the far side of the park, and beyond it were the slums. Yeah, there were people in the Great Salt Lake City who were even worse off than I was. Here were the people who were completely unemployable. Most of them were sick or dying. They couldn’t—or wouldn’t—hold a job, and so, with no time to trade for something of worth, they came here. The houses were made from scraps and garbage; the smell was worse than the terrible odor in Marve’s house. Barrels were lit with fire here and there around the shanties, and people clustered around them.
Elton tugged me towards one, and a toothless old man turned to leer at us. What do you damn privileged want? he demanded.
I glanced at Elton. Would these people turn us in if we used our telepath skills? More likely, if they were asked tomorrow, they’d remember meeting two verbals, not two telepaths. I decided to risk it. We’re running from the scientists. They want to do experiments on us. We need help.
I can help you, he said, lurching closer. Let me just help you off with that shirt.
Elton stepped in front of me, and the old man regarded him with surprise, as if he hadn’t seen him before that moment. But, it didn’t matter. A woman pushed the old man aside. Go back to your drugs, you dirty old man.
Watch it, the old man said, brushing off his crusty jacket. A cloud of dirt ruptured in the air from the severity of his motion. He moved around to the other side of the barrel, eyeing us the whole time.
The woman turned back to us. What do you want? she said.
We need help. We’re running from someone who wants to hurt us, I said.
She looked us up and down. Go home to your mothers, she said and started to turn away.
I darted out a hand and touched her arm, just to keep her attention. But, she looked at my hand like I was spreading a disease. They already hurt our mothers. They want us, too.
She raised an eyebrow and shifted her gaze to Elton. He nodded in agreement but said nothing.
You got any food? she asked.
Elton took his bag from his shoulder and fumbled through it. I thought we’d eaten everything he had, so I was surprised when he produced a small baggie of broccoli.
She grabbed it and shoved it into her pocket. Come on, then.
We followed her through a maze of shanties and tents. Most were not occupied.
Why is everyone awake? I asked.
She cast a glance over her shoulder at me—a look that told me she thought I knew nothing of the world. I suppose she was right. People die from the cold at night. We sleep when it’s not so cold. Warmer during the day, she answered.
Everywhere we went, malevolent eyes followed us. I was beginning to think we might have been safer with the people wearing kimonos.
We reached a small shanty made of cardboard, reinforced on the inside with mud. She gestured for us to go inside—even though it was clearly a space that would be cramped for only one person. I ducked down and crawled in as far as I could, then curled myself into a tight seat in the corner.
Elton and the woman followed. She was kind of big, and she blocked the exit. The light was behind her, and I couldn’t see her face. What do you want from me? she asked.
We just want to find our families and go home. For them to leave us alone, I said. Her breath was bad, and it had already permeated the interior of the shanty.
She nodded. Yeah, and who’s “them”, exactly?
I glanced at Elton. He was crunched into the opposite corner, trying not to let his leg touch the woman. Scientists, I said. Then, I shrugged. We don’t really know, exactly. They already kidnapped two kids from our class, and their families. They came looking for us last night. We’re trying to hide from them.
She pulled the baggie from her bag and nodded. In the darkness, I could hear her crunching on the broccoli. My stomach growled.
What’s your name, kid? she asked. She was looking at Elton.
Domino, he said, and this is Rain. He gestured at me, then asked her, Who are you?
She crunched on a new piece of broccoli. Names aren’t important. Not here.
Elton nodded. Can you help us? We need to find a place to hide.
Look, kid. You seem like a nice boy. You both seem like nice kids. I’m sure this is all just in your heads. Nobody wants to get you. Just go on home, and you’ll be fine.
We really just would appreciate it if you could point us somewhere we could hide today, during the day, I said. Maybe there’s an empty spot we could hide in?
You can call ‘em what they are, kid. They’re slums, and no, there’s nothing empty in the slums. That’s the whole point of slums. She threw back her head and laughed, as if she’d made a joke. The weird sound telepaths made when they laughed always grated on my ears, but her laugh made me shudder.
If you can’t help us, then we’ll just move along, Elton said.
He made a move to exit the shanty, but she leaned to block his way. You got any more food in there, kid?
No, he said. Please, just let me pass.
She regarded him for a moment, then swung her head to look at me. I can see you don’t got no food.
I shook my head.
I figured as much. You’re barely a step outside this slum, I bet. She laughed again.
It made me angry. I jostled wildly, pushing past her and stepping outside.
Now, just wait a minute. I didn’t mean to upset you, she said. She twisted towards me and tried to grab my leg. In doing so, she left a hole for Elton to exit. He hopped out, took hold of my arm, and started running. I was dragged along for a few steps, until my brain caught up with his actions.
We ran between shanties, jumping over garbage and weaving between people who mostly seemed too shocked to do anything but stare.
Elton didn’t stop until we reached the edge, where there were no more shanties or flaming barrels. He was breathing heavily, and he leaned over to rest his hands on his knees.
“We’ve got to leave the city,” I said. “We’ll never be safe here.”
He turned his head to look at me, his breath still coming in heaves. He shook his head.
“Think about it, Elton,” I said. “How can we hide here? We’re different. Noticeable.”
“No. We’re not leaving,” he said. He stood up, his breath coming easier now. “The things that could happen outside the city . . . we’d never survive.”
“We have to try something,” I said. “Anything.”
“Okay. I have an idea. Promise you’ll think about it?”
“Yes. What is it? I’ll do anything.”
“We’re going to your aunt’s house. She’s going to help us.”




Chapter 3

It was nearly dawn when we crept to Rue’s house. We circled around back. There weren’t any lights on inside. I knew where Aunt Rue kept a hidden key; under the fourth step on the back porch was a small box, held in place with a metal strap and a pair of wingnuts. I unscrewed one of the nuts enough so that the box fell from its hiding place and rattled. Relief flooded me; the key was still inside.
We went to the door, and I put the key in. But, it wouldn’t turn. Inside, her dog started to bark. She’d gotten one after her husband died, because she felt she needed protection. I was never sure what she needed protection from before, but now, I knew maybe it was someone like me. The dog was at the door now, clawing and barking maniacally.
Elton tried to shush it. “Shh, little pup. It’s okay; it’s only us. Just me and Nimisila. You know Nimisila, right?”
But, it wasn’t working.
I moved to the window and tapped on the glass. The curtains were covering the window, but when I tapped, the dog pushed underneath them and got her face up to the glass, her paws on the windowsill. She was still barking frantically. In the distance, I heard Arisa crying. Great. The dog had woken the baby.
Shhh, Spot, I said. I made eye contact and nodded. Spot looked confused for a moment but continued to bark. Shh. It’s okay; we’re just here to see Aunt Rue. Can you get her? Get Rue for me.
The dog stopped barking and sat, studying me for a moment. The curtains billowed around her. She licked her chops. Okay, she said, and she trotted away. Minutes passed, and the dog didn’t return.
Arisa was still crying somewhere deeper in the house. No lights had come on yet, but it was starting to get light outside. I looked around the backyard and immediately spotted Arisa’s playhouse in the corner of the yard. It was small and painted pink, with a purple roof, surrounded on two sides by a fence. It would be the perfect place to hide today.
“Come on,” I said, grabbing Elton by the arm and pulling him towards the house. It was slightly larger than the shanty we’d been in earlier, but still cramped. We managed to get ourselves inside and shut the door. There were two windows, but they had sheer curtains. Hopefully, we’d be able to see out the curtains, but they’d be opaque enough to hide us.
My stomach growled. “I don’t suppose you have anything else in your bag to eat?” I said.
Elton shook his head. “That broccoli was three days old. It’ll probably give that lady some really bad gas.”
“Not that she could smell it over her breath,” I said. We giggled for a moment, but then I heard a door slam somewhere nearby, and people talking. The neighborhood was waking up, and we didn’t want to be seen. We were going to have to stay in our spot until dark tonight. At least, we were both exhausted, so we’d be able to spend a good portion of it sleeping.
“I’m going to try and get some rest,” I said. He nodded.
We curled up together, lying on our sides, with him at my back, spooning against me. The house was too small to stretch out in, so unless we wanted to sleep sitting up, it was our only option.
Elton stuffed his bag under our heads, and we used it as a pillow. “I’m glad I’m in this with you,” he said, as I started drifting off to sleep. He shifted, and his arm draped over me, adding warmth to his words.
“I’m sorry we were never friends before,” I said. “I was missing out.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Me, too.”
◆◆◆
 
I woke with a start some time later. From the shadows on the curtains, I guessed it to be mid-afternoon, maybe three o’clock. Rue might be home from school soon. I got to my knees and looked out the window. Unlike where I lived, Rue’s neighborhood was quiet and respectable; most of the adults would be at their jobs, and the children would be at school. Rue took Arisa to a sitter’s house, rather than having someone come here, so I knew nobody would be home. But, still, the skin on the back of my neck felt prickly. Someone was nearby.
A bead of sweat worked between my shoulder blades and started to slowly roll down my back. I felt like I wasn’t even breathing, like the world was at a standstill, except for whoever—or whatever—was out there, just beyond what I could see.
Someone walked by on the street. They were walking casually and slowly. They were looking around everywhere—everywhere except for Rue’s house. I recognized him as the man in the green kimono. He wasn’t wearing it now. But, it was definitely him. He kept walking, and his path took him in front of the house, blocking my view.
I turned to wake Elton. I put a hand over his mouth and prodded him. “Wake up, Elton,” I whispered into his ear. “The man in the kimono is outside.”
Elton’s eyes snapped open, wide with fear. I took my hand away and gestured towards the window. As quietly as we could, we moved around so that we could both see out the window.
At the pace the man was walking, he should have emerged on the other side of the house by now. But, he hadn’t.
“I don’t see anybody,” Elton said quietly.
“Shh. He’s there. I just saw him over there, walking that way. He should be coming out over there any second now.”
We watched the street intently, waiting. The sweat on my back was starting to multiply and consistently dripping between my shoulder blades. My shirt was damp at the small of my back, where it was collecting. I wiped away a bead forming on my forehead and glanced at Elton. He looked as nervous as I felt, maybe more so. His face was pasty white, and his breath was more of a pant.
Turning back to look at the street, I saw it. The man hadn’t emerged on the other side of the house because he’d gone inside the house. I could see him through the kitchen window. I gasped and pulled back from the window. “He’s inside,” I whispered.
“Where?”
“The kitchen. I just saw him walk by the kitchen window.”
We watched in silence, waiting for another glimpse of him. A moment later, a shadow passed over the curtain, where the dog had barked at me earlier.
“There,” I said. “I just saw movement.”
Elton dropped away from the window and put his back against the other side of the house. “What’s he doing in there?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. Looking for us? For some sign that we were there, or that she’s helping us?”
He drew up his knees and crossed his arms over them, then buried his face in his arms. “Why is this happening to us?” He snapped his head up. “What could the powerful gain by developing natural telepaths?”
“Where are you going with this? They do what they want because they can. We’re nothing but bugs for them to step on.”
“Right. So, it doesn’t make sense to develop something that would elevate us. It’s not the powerful people who want to experiment on us, Nim. It’s got to be people in our class—people who either don’t have an implant or are close to someone who doesn’t have one.”
“People like our parents?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Rue said the other day that your mom is smart. What if she’s in on it? What if we’re hiding from our own families?”
“But, Rue told us to keep it a secret,” I said. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. It made sense that telepaths would want to keep us where we were: Out of their way; subservient to them; downtrodden. But, the warnings from my aunt didn’t correspond to that. Nor did the conversation between the people who were chasing us the night before. If it were true, why would entire families disappear, and how could Talika’s horrible family manage to contribute?
“I changed my mind,” Elton said. “I don’t know if we should trust your aunt.”
“There’s just something we don’t know,” I said. “She’s the only one who can help us.”
“No, Nim. I mean it. If you examine the motives of everyone involved . . . then only people like us will benefit. The upper people, they’d never allow us to rise. This has to be coming from our class. Our people.”
I glanced back to the house. The man was visible again in the kitchen window. He was opening cabinets and pulling things out. “We have to wait for my aunt,” I said, turning to face Elton. “She loves me. She’ll help us. We’ve never even met that man.”
Elton clenched his fists and closed his eyes.
“Elton, she’ll help,” I insisted. “I know she will.”
“All right,” he finally said. “We’ll wait for your aunt.”
A cluster of telepathic kids walked by on the street. Soon, the neighborhood would be active again, with people coming home for the night. The man slid out the back door and around to the front, walking away, as if he belonged. Nobody questioned him.
“Maybe we should check to see if he left the door unlocked,” I said.
“No. We’ll wait until its dark, when your aunt is home. Like we said.”
“Okay.” I wished for the hundredth time we had something to eat. I longed to go to the kitchen to eat whatever the man had left on the floor to go bad. Too bad Arisa didn’t keep any snacks in her playhouse.
Rue and Arisa finally arrived home at around five. Rue let the dog out the back door, and it ran directly over to the playhouse and began sniffing around. Thankfully, it didn’t bark, and she didn’t notice it was paying a lot of attention to the house. It growled several times, but Rue opened the door again some time later and broadcast for it to come and eat. The dog ran back to the house without a second glance back at us.
When darkness fell, we inched to the back door, keeping our eyes out for the kimono people, or anyone else who might be dangerous.
I knocked on the door, and Spot immediately began to bark. We hung back, away from the light coming through the window.
Rue was yelling at the dog to shut up, and the curtain flicked aside as she looked to see who was at the door. She didn’t see us, and she opened the door to look out. Hello? she said. Spot was pushing at her legs, trying to get by.
I moved forward, into the light. “Aunt Rue? Can I come in?”
Nimisila! Where have you been? Everyone is looking for you. Are you all right? Come inside!
I followed her in, jerking my head for Elton to follow.
We went in, and she shut the door. Where have you been? You didn’t go home last night, and you didn’t go to school today. Your mother is worried sick.
“My mom is okay? She’s at home?” I grabbed Elton’s hand and squeezed. None of this was as bad as we’d thought. Everything was going to be okay.
She turned to the stove, where something in a pot was boiling over. She tended to it as she answered, Where else would she be?
Arisa was sitting in her child-size chair at the table. She banged a spoon against her plate. Nim! Take me to the swing, Nim!
“Hi, Arisa,” I said as I went over to give her a squeeze. I pulled her from her seat and hugged her. She laughed out loud; her laugh wasn’t as bad as most telepaths’ were.
Don’t touch her. Put her down, Aunt Rue said. She advanced on me. She was holding the spoon she’d just been using, and she was brandishing it at me.
“What?” Confused, my grip loosened on Arisa, and she slid down my side, until her feet touched the floor. She cowered behind me, afraid of the suddenly angry expression on her mother’s face.
Why did you come here? You’ve put us at risk. Your baby cousin! How could you be so selfish?
I put a hand on Arisa’s head and took a step backwards. “I . . .” But, my voice trailed off. My aunt wasn’t going to help.
“It was my idea,” Elton said. “I thought you could get us to our families. You seemed to know something about what’s going on—”
I do know, and I know I’m as good as dead if I help you, and I know from the state of my house when I got home that they were already here. What if they’re still out there, watching? Huh? Did you think of that? They could know I’m talking to you. They could think I’ve told you things.
“But, you haven’t,” I said. “We’re only kids. We didn’t know where to go.”
She dropped the spoon and stood ramrod-straight. I’ve got to get you out of here, she said. She turned and shoved some food into a bag: A few rolls; an apple; a wedge of cheese. She thrust it at me. Wait here. She grabbed Alisa by the hand; she was still crying, and, at the sudden aggression of her mother yanking her to the door, she began howling in earnest. Rue left through the back door, throwing a look of utter contempt at me as she closed it behind her.
“What do we do?” I asked.
“She said to stay here,” Elton said.
“But, we can’t trust her! Weren’t you listening? She isn’t going to help us. She’s trying to save herself.”
“Then, let’s go,” he said. He grabbed the doorknob, but it was too late. It swung open again, and Rue was standing there—without Arisa.
“Where’s the baby?” I asked, craning my head to see around her. I couldn’t believe she’d hurt Arisa—but I also couldn’t believe my own aunt was looking at me like I’d committed murder.
At a neighbor’s, she snapped. Get your things and come on. She grabbed me by the collar and pushed me out the door ahead of her. Elton followed behind. She went through the backyard, around the back fence, and to the alley. It was darker back there, since most of the houses were closer, and many of them had fences similar to Rue’s. She turned to the right, up the alley, keeping me at arms’ length and looking behind us every few moments to make sure Elton was still there. I told you two not to tell anyone about your ability, she said.
“We didn’t,” I said.
That doesn’t make sense. The others came forward, asking questions and looking for advice. They couldn’t have known you had abilities otherwise.
“We didn’t tell anyone,” Elton insisted.
They did the experiment on your whole class. They knew it wouldn’t work on everyone. They were looking for the ones who were naturally attuned.
“We asked questions,” Elton said. “About Talika.”
She shook me by the shirt. I told you to forget about that worthless girl!
My teeth rattled together. “She’s not worthless,” I said. “She’s my best friend.”
Then, you deserve whatever happens to you.
Tears immediately came to my eyes. My own aunt didn’t care what happened to me.
We came to the end of the street, and Rue turned sharply left, pulling me off-balance. I struggled to stay on my feet, and my shirt choked me. But, she tightened her grip. Whatever happens now is your fault. You hear me? Your fault. Don’t come back to my house and leave Arisa alone. Got it? She shook me again.
Tears were openly falling down my face, but she either couldn’t see them or didn’t care. She pushed me down another alley, to the right, off the street. I could hear Elton breathing heavily behind us. He didn’t say anything more. He was probably afraid of what other cruel things Rue might reveal.
You didn’t answer, she said. You stay away. Away. Got it? She stopped and pulled me closer so that I was looking directly into her face. Surely, she could see me crying now, but even in the dim light, I could see her face was contorted with anger, not sympathy. Stop your sniveling. They won’t like it.
She opened a garden gate and pushed me into a backyard. The lights were on in the two-story house, and there were backlit shadows moving over the shades. She reached back and grabbed Elton with her other hand, forcing him in front of her, and she frog-marched us up the steps to the back door.
Knock, she demanded.
I flinched but didn’t raise a hand. I didn’t want the attention of whoever was inside.
Do it! She brought her arms roughly together, so that Elton and I were crushed against each other.
Elton knocked.
The movement inside stopped, and a light flicked on over the door. It was bright, and we both raised our arms to shield our eyes. The door opened, and a dark figure was in the doorway, the lights inside keeping their face in shadow.
I found these two, lurking, Aunt Rue said. I know you were looking for them.
A hand came down to rest on my shoulder and squeezed. “Elton, Nimisila! We’ve been worried about you. Won’t you come in?”
I knew the voice. I dropped my arm and squinted to see the speaker.
“Mrs. Darit?” Elton asked.
It was only Mrs. Darit. My insides felt like they were sagging to the ground. Our teacher. She would help us.
“Come in, come in,” she said. Rue gave me one last shove and released my shirt. I tripped over the threshold, and Mrs. Darit caught me. “Easy, there, Nimisila. Where have you been? Everyone has been so worried about you two.” She ushered us in, and someone else went to the door to talk to Aunt Rue. They were talking only to each other and not broadcasting, but Rue’s face was first angry, and then worried. When I last saw her, she appeared to be pleading.
Good.
Mrs. Darit guided us into her kitchen and showed us to the table. “Are you hungry? Let me get you something. How about a nice sandwich?”
I nodded, eager for anything to eat. Now that I was starting to calm down, the force of my hunger was hitting me hard. I glanced at Elton. He was sitting straight up in his chair, staring at a fixed point somewhere across the room. I elbowed him. “Elton? Do you want something?”
He started. “Um, what?”
“Would you like a sandwich?” Mrs. Darit asked.
“Okay,” he said.
She turned to a cabinet and pulled down a pair of plates, then rooted around in the refrigerator. “You two must have been on quite an adventure,” she said. She produced some bread and meat and began forming a sandwich. “As soon as I have you settled with this, I’m going to call your mothers. They were both at the school today, torn to pieces that you couldn’t be found. I tried to reassure them that it was probably just a silly game, but they were quite worried anyway.” She pushed a plate in front of each of us. “It was just a silly game, right?”
I gave a halfhearted laugh. “Yeah,” I said. “It was all just a game.”
She went back to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of milk, then poured us each a glass. My mouth watered. I’d not had milk since I was weaned off a bottle. It had been later than most kids; milk was cheaper than feeding me solid food. But, at some point, they’d realized I had to eat real food.
I ripped into my sandwich. But, Elton kicked my leg. I glanced at him, my mouth full, as I barely chewed the food and prepared to swallow it so that I could shove more in.
He picked up his sandwich with his pinkies in the air, nibbled at a corner of it, set it down, then looked at me pointedly.
I sighed. I was eating like a pig. I slowed my eating enough to pay attention to Mrs. Darit again. After she set our milk on the table, she retreated several steps away. Her eyes were closed, and I recognized her stance as one a telepath takes when they are trying to direct their thoughts to someone who isn’t in close proximity.
“Everything is okay,” I whispered to Elton.
He shook his head, but he continued to eat.
“No, really. This is our teacher,” I gestured at her. “She’s going to help us.”
He set his sandwich down. “She is faking it, Nimisila. She probably isn’t calling our parents. She’s probably telling the kimono people where to find us.”
The food turned chalky in my mouth. “You really think so?” I said, swallowing. I reached for the milk and gulped at it, trying to force the half-chewed bits of sandwich down my constricted throat.
Before he could answer, Mrs. Darit turned around and sat down at the table across from us. “I’ve called your parents, and they’ll be here shortly. They’re quite relieved to hear you are safe.” She smiled and cocked her head. Suddenly, her expression didn’t seem so genuine.
“They’re coming here to pick us up?” I asked.
“Of course,” she said. She trailed her fingers on the table in a circular motion, drawing her fingers together, and then splaying them apart. “Why don’t you tell me about your adventure while you wait? Where have you been?”
Elton coughed, spraying milk across the table. I smacked him on the back as he coughed a few more times, then wiped his face with the back of his hand. “Sorry, Mrs. Darit.”
“Are you all right?” she asked. She mopped up the splatter of milk and bits of chewed food with a towel, throwing it in the sink when she was finished.
“Yes, I’m fine. I just swallowed something down the wrong pipe, is all.”
“Well. You were going to tell me what you’ve been up to.”
“It’s like you said,” Elton said. He had his best butt-kissing smile on. “We decided it would be fun to spend the night camped out.”
“How exciting,” she said. “Where did you camp? Did you have a tent?”
He shook his head. “No,” he said. “We stayed in Nimisila’s cousin’s playhouse.”
She nodded. “That’s interesting. You stayed there all night, and all day, until it was dark?”
“Yeah,” he said. He tucked back into his sandwich.
“Mrs. Darit?” I asked.
“Yes, Nimisila?”
“Why did my aunt bring us here? I mean, if our parents are so worried, why didn’t she take us home?”
Mrs. Darit squinted menacingly for a fraction of a second. But, she recovered quickly. “Oh, well, obviously, a single mother like your dear Aunt Rue doesn’t have time to scurry off to a dozen places on such short notice.”
“But, Arisa was with a neighbor. Or she could have even come with us. She likes it when I carry her.”
Mrs. Darit nodded, “Hmm. Yes. Well. Most children do.” She glanced at Elton’s glass. “Oh, Elton. Let me get you another glass of milk.” She went to the refrigerator and retrieved the milk bottle. She was poised to pour more into his glass, when someone knocked at the back door. “That’ll be one of your parents, I’m sure,” she said. She put the milk bottle down and went to the door. When she swung the door open, it blocked our view of whoever it was. She stood there silently for a few moments.
Elton leaned over to me. “Should we run?” he whispered.
“Where would we go?” I said.
He shrugged. “She’s about to turn us over. If that were my mom, she would’ve pushed past Mrs. Darit as soon as the door was open a crack, and either one of our parents would be talking out loud.”
I turned to look over his shoulder, but the world tilted on its side. “Whoa,” I said. I clutched the chair, trying to keep from falling over. “Elton,” I said. My tongue felt like a dead slug sitting in my mouth. I wanted to spit it out; it felt so gross. I tried to reach out for Elton, but my arm left a trail of light behind it, which I was momentarily fascinated by. “Something is wrong with me,” I finally said.
But, Elton didn’t answer. His eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell forward, plunking his ear right into the leftover crust of his sandwich.
Mrs. Darit was coming back. Her voice was distant. “Nimisila, someone is here for you,” she said.
I struggled to focus on her—on anything. There was someone behind her. He was dark and blurry. He swam in and out of focus, but I knew who he was.
The man in the grey kimono was here for us.
We definitely weren’t going home.
But, before I could protest, everything disappeared.




Chapter 4

There was sound first. It was fuzzy, and it faded in and out. A clear word or two broke through, but I couldn’t make sense of it. Was it another language? Before I could decide if it was, I became aware of the need to vomit. I was laying on a flat surface—maybe a bed? I tried to lean over to throw up on the floor, but I couldn’t move. I succeeded only at turning my head and vomiting onto my shoulder. It was warm and smelled bad, and I heaved again, and again. It seemed like there was no end to what was in my stomach. I don’t know how that could have been, since I could have easily gone an entire week without eating such a volume of food. Spit and bile was dribbling from my mouth, and I tried to raise a hand to wipe it away. But, my hand wouldn’t move. I turned my head away from the vomit and tried to settle myself. What was happening? Exhaustion kept my eyes sealed shut, but it still felt as though I could hear something going on around me. Or maybe I was alone. Was I?
A short while later, I managed to whimper. My eyes still wouldn’t open, and my hands were still strangely unresponsive. I tested my legs and feet, and found they were unresponsive, as well.
There was a clicking sound in front of me, then a rough hand grabbed at my face. It forced my left eye open, and an intensely bright light shined into it.
Another wave of nausea swept over me, and I jerked my head away from their grasp, then turned back to my soiled shoulder. Strangely, my eye didn’t close, and as I vomited again, I saw that I was vomiting on a clean, white shirt, and the surface I was laying on was also clean and white.
“What?” I asked. My throat was sore and raw, my voice raspy. My eyelid got heavy and began to droop closed.
Nimisila? It’s me. Talika. Don’t answer me. Give me the eye signal. Can you do that? Blink your left eye if you can hear me.
Talika? Blink my left eye?
Come on, Nim. You can do it. Shake off the drugs. Just blink your left eye one time. That’s all. Once.
I mustered every ounce of concentration and focus. My left eye flickered, maybe halfway open.
Good. That’s great, Nim. That’s all I needed. Just try to settle down and rest, now. Someone’s going to clean you up.
I didn’t know what she meant, but things were getting fuzzy again. I didn’t want them to get fuzzy; I wanted to open my eyes and figure out what was going on. But, it was like trying to scrape a spoon of food out of an empty can. It wasn’t going to happen. I allowed the slow slide back into the strange quiet because I couldn’t do anything to stop it.
Later, the sounds returned again. Occasionally, I heard a voice. It wasn’t a voice I knew well, though it pricked at the corners of my mind. It didn’t say much: Yes. No. Why are you doing this?
Doing what?
This time, I was determined to open my eyes. Again, someone came over and jammed a light in my face, peeling my resistant eye open. I didn’t mind, though. I needed the help. I tried to look beyond the light. My eye darted around, and the disembodied hand grunted. No, it had to be a person grunting, not the hand. The hand belonged to a telepath.
I twisted and tried to bite the hand. It jerked away, and the light moved. Now, I could see. I was in a big room. There were other people drifting around, all wearing white kimonos. The man I’d tried to bite was leaning over me, glaring. He smacked my cheek, hard, then shook his finger in my face. I wondered why he didn’t just broadcast what he was trying to say, but he didn’t.
Someone else came over, and together, they held my head still so that they could pry open my other eye and shine the light into it. This time, the light didn’t make me feel sick, which I was grateful for. They began to poke and examine me in much the same way I’d been examined during childhood visits to the doctor. But, awareness of my situation was slowly taking hold. I was on an exam table. Not just on it, strapped to it. Others milled around the room, looking at various screens and printouts. One was writing calculations on a large, glass wall. Another stood near the door with a mop in hand. In case I threw up again? Nobody was speaking. There weren’t any other exam tables.
Where was Elton?
Talika! She’d talked to me earlier, in my head. Like a telepath. Where was she now? I looked around the room as best I could. The way I was strapped, I really couldn’t see what was above my head, but Talika was nowhere in sight.
I began to blink my left eye rapidly, remembering how she’d asked me to use our old, pretend-telepath game. But, nothing happened.
The two who were checking my vital signs moved to the foot of my table and conferred over a clipboard. They each scribbled a few things onto it, and then they hung it at the end of the bed. One of them was nodding with vague satisfaction. They walked away without speaking or broadcasting to me. Nobody else approached.
Eventually, I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Hello? Can someone tell me what’s happening? Where’s my mom?” I asked.
The woman at the glass wall noticed me talking. She capped the marker she was using to write what looked like scribbles on the wall and tucked it into her kimono pocket as she walked over to my bedside.
“Has there been some mistake?” I said. “I just want to go home.”
The telepath nodded, her face placid. She mimed eating, then gave me a thumbs-up.
“No, I don’t want food. I want to go home. Why am I strapped to this table? Where is Elton?”
She smiled again and stepped back from me before turning around and walking away.
“Wait!” I called after her. “Where’s Elton?”
Everyone else in the room acted as if they hadn’t heard me. They continued to go about their business, not even glancing my way. I was nothing more than a furnishing in the room.
I pulled against the bindings on my hands. Frustration was welling inside me, and I wanted to release it. I needed to release it. I started to shake, and the motion got more and more violent, until I was thrashing my entire body against the bindings. I could feel them slicing into the skin around my ankles and wrists, but the shaking felt like more than me. It didn’t care if I wanted to stop. The shaking would stop when it was time.
A particularly violent pull against the binding of my right hand bit hard into my skin. I was sure it was meeting bone. I let out a startled scream, and then the screaming became more than me, too. I was screaming and shaking and flailing around as much as my bindings would permit, and still, nobody in the room paid a single bit of attention to me.
As quickly as it started, it stopped. I collapsed against the exam table, sweaty and in pain. Tears slid down the sides of my face and into my hair and ears. I shut my eyes against their indifference. It was too much to be ignored while I was in this state. I wanted my mom.
I either fell asleep or they drugged me. But, when I woke up, Talika was standing over me.
“Tal,” I said. I tried to lift my hand to touch her. I grimaced as the binding cut into my injured wrist. “What’s happening? Why am I tied down?”
“Shh,” she said. “Everything will make sense soon. Just try to relax.” She gestured for one of the white-kimonoed women to come over. She doesn’t need bindings. Remove them and take care of her cuts, please.
The woman nodded and began to unbuckle the bindings. Even though I’d railed against them, their sudden release made me feel like I’d lose control and fly from the table. I gripped the thin mattress and concentrated on sitting still. The woman finished and went away.
“Everything is okay,” Talika said. “We just have to do what they say, and everything will be fine.”
“Who is ‘they’?” I asked. I glanced nervously around the room. I didn’t feel safe from whoever ‘they’ were.
She patted my arm. “They’re the ones who gave you the ability,” she said. You can hear me now, right? She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.
I nodded. I wasn’t ready to demonstrate my ability. “Where’s Elton?” I asked.
“In the next room. He put up an even bigger fuss than you, if you can believe it.”
“I want to see him,” I said. I sat up and swung my legs off the table. The room swirled around me in a tempest. “But, maybe not now.” I curled up on my side instead. “Can I have some blankets? A pillow? Why do they pretend like they can’t hear me?”
“They aren’t pretending. They can’t,” she said. “They’re all deaf.”
That explained the miming. I looked around the room again. The woman who’d removed my bindings was returning with a tray of bandages. She set it on the bed, then gently lifted my hand, raising her eyebrows as she did, as if asking my permission.
I nodded, and she began to clean and bandage the cuts on my wrist. I winced when she touched a particularly painful cut. She pointed to it and apparently spoke to Talika about it, before walking away again.
“She says you need some stitches,” she said. “She’s going to get the glue.”
“Why didn’t she say it so that I could hear her?” I asked.
She shrugged. “They aren’t supposed to talk to you.”
The woman came back and held out her hand. I put my hand in hers, and she went about gluing my cut shut. It made me lightheaded, and I closed my eyes.
“You look pale,” Talika said. “When did you eat last?”
“At Mrs. Darit’s house,” I said, “where she apparently poisoned me.”
“Mrs. Darit, our teacher?”
“Yeah. My aunt took us there, and Mrs. Darit said she’d called our parents, and she made us a sandwich. But, our parents didn’t come. It was one of these kimono people.”
“Who were you with at Mrs. Darit’s?”
“Elton,” I said.
“So, are you two a thing now?” Her nostrils flared. “A couple?”
“No. We were looking for you. What happened to you? We went to your house, and it was empty, just like Marve’s.”
“They brought me here. For the research. Didn’t anyone explain this to you?”
I opened my eyes and stared at her. “Does it seem like anything has been explained to me?” She grunted, and I realized I’d overstepped. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m hungry; I’ve got cuts all over me; I was strapped to a table up until a few minutes ago, for Pete’s sake. But, nobody except you has talked to me. Nobody.”
“Well, it’s a lot to explain. I can’t really do it right now; my time is up. Someone is going to bring you some food, and then you’re supposed to just rest for a while. Okay? Nothing bad is gonna happen. It’ll be okay.” She put a hand on my shoulder. It was steady and warm, like our friendship had always been.
“Okay,” I said. “You’ll come back later to tell me about it? Or someone else will?”
“Of course,” she said. She gave me a quick, fierce hug and left the room.
The woman fixing up my cuts finished. She gave me a thumbs-up, which I returned—though I was still in a lot of pain. She gathered up her things and wandered away. I sat on the table, looking around. Food didn’t seem to be forthcoming, so I hopped down from the table. I expected a reaction to that, but they went about their business, as if I were still screaming and thrashing. I went to the glass wall to look at what was being written there. It was just a jumble of symbols that looked vaguely like math. I didn’t know what it meant, so I continued around the room.
There was a man sitting at an old-fashioned computer station, the kind that had a flexible monitor instead of a holopic. I watched what he was doing over his shoulder. He seemed to be monitoring somebody’s heartrate, and maybe their temperature and stuff. I leaned in much closer than a polite person would think was acceptable. He glanced at me and smiled but made no other attempt to communicate. I wondered if the person they were monitoring was me. I stood behind him and did a dozen jumping jacks, then looked to see if the heartrate went up. It did. Maybe it was me.
I didn’t wander any farther because a man with a square beard brought me a tray of food. He walked up to me, handed it to me, then turned and walked away. This non-communication was starting to get weird.
I went back to my table and climbed onto it to eat my meal. It felt so good to see a plate of food, I didn’t even stop to wonder if it was drugged, like my last meal had been. I’m not sure it would’ve stopped me from eating it if I thought it was. It was spaghetti and meatballs, with a side of salad, three rolls, a glass of milk, and a glass of water. I ate it all and would have licked the plate if I’d been alone. I might as well have been alone, for all the attention they were paying me. But, I still refrained.
The food gave me that too-full, sleepy feeling. I put the tray on the floor and curled up on the table, pleased to see a blanket had materialized—though there was still no pillow. I pulled the blanket over my head to shield my eyes from the lights, and I fell asleep.
◆◆◆
 
It’s not what you think.
I sat bolt upright, my breathing fast, and my hands clammy. Was that in my dream? Or had someone just spoken to me? It gave me a feeling like something bad was going to happen.
I looked around. None of the kimono people were paying attention. It could have been one of them, but I doubted it. I tried to think about the sound of the voice. It wasn’t Talika or Elton. I didn’t know what any of these others sounded like, and I didn’t know who else was here.
There was a crash in the corner. The woman with the glass wall had pushed it to the side, and in doing so, had knocked over a garbage can. I went to help her pick up the trash now littering the floor. She didn’t notice me approach, and when I reached out to pick something up, she must not have realized it was me.
Thanks. I’m such a klutz. She looked up at me, and her eyes widened.
I wasn’t confident in my ability to return the comment, so I shrugged and smiled.
She gasped. I wasn’t supposed to talk to you. Forget I said anything. She stood up and walked away, leaving me to clean up the rest of the mess. I was used to that sort of treatment from a telepath, though.
While I was picking up the trash, I noticed a shelf of books in the corner. So, when I was done, I went over and picked through them. They were mostly scientific in nature: Neuroscience and electromagnetism. A few technical manuals were sprinkled in. But, it was the dictionary that interested me. I took it from the shelf and went back to the exam table to sit. I flipped through the pages, reading random definitions.
I’d just started to grow bored with it, when Talika returned. “What did you say to that telepath?” she asked.
“What telepath?”
“The one that is outside, crying in the hallway because she broke the rules for you.”
“Oh. Her.”
“Yeah, her. What did you say to her?”
“Nothing. She knocked over a garbage can. I went over and helped her pick it up. I didn’t say anything. I just picked up garbage.”
“You can’t interact with them, Nim. She’s out there, thinking she’s going to lose her job because of you.”
“But, I didn’t do anything,” I said.
She wasn’t listening. “This is going to put a major kink in your progress. Now, I can’t start your orientation until it’s all squared away. They’re gonna be mad.”
I bit my tongue. If I said anything, it was not going to be nice.
She noticed the dictionary. “What’s that?”
“A dictionary,” I said.
She huffed, “I can see that. Why do you have it?”
“I was bored,” I said, shrugging. “I took it off the shelf over there. I was just flipping through it.”
She took it from the table and handed it to me. “Put it back.” Her eyes darted around, like she was nervous. “You can’t have it. You aren’t allowed to have anything like that.”
“You’ve only been here a day longer than I have,” I said. “How come you seem to know all these rules?”
Sighing, she pushed me aside so that she could sit next to me. “You’ve actually been here a week already. But, the rules are simple.” She held up her pointer finger. “One: Nobody can talk to you. Two. . .” She extended another finger. “You can’t have outside communication of any kind: No reading, writing, talking, listening, nothing.”
“They communicate with me,” I said.
“Only through hand gestures,” she said.
“That’s still communication.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine. They can communicate to you via hand gestures. Other than that, only I can talk to you. Only I can listen to you. Got it?”
“Can I leave?”
“Of course. You’re always free to go. But, I hope you’ll stay. It would mean a lot to me.”
“Where are your parents?”
“They packed them up and moved them crosstown. To a nice neighborhood.” Her lip curled slightly. She didn’t like the thought of them there without her. “They got better job assignments, too. I’m not worried, though. When I leave here, they’ll be right back where they were. They’ll find a-million-and-one ways to screw this up.”
“I don’t understand. How did they get better jobs and a better house?” I knew just as well as Talika that her parents were not ambitious or responsible people. They couldn’t have gotten themselves together enough to accomplish that sort of thing all by themselves.
“I did it for them,” she said. Then, she frowned. “Not really. I shouldn’t say it that way. I did it for me. To get away from them. To try and have a normal life.”
“How? You’re just a kid.”
“Last summer, when I was in the hospital, Mrs. Darit came to see me. She helped me make a plan. She worked it all out with them.” She nodded towards the people moving around the room. “She set things up so that I could get what I wanted.”
I toyed with the dictionary I was still holding, ruffling its pages. “What was it you wanted?”
Silence stretched out between us. I was about to apologize, when she finally responded, “I just wanted to not be afraid. To not be hollered at or beat on for some stupid thing. To feel like a real person.” She paused and shrugged. “I just wanted things to be better. I don’t expect you to understand. Your family is nothing like mine.”
But, I did understand. I loved my family and didn’t want to be rid of them. But, the depth of the pain caused by my parents’ inability to keep us fed wasn’t shallow, by any means.
Smiling, I leaned against her and put my arm around her. “I can’t pretend to know how you feel, Tal. But, I understand you were hurting. That, I can understand.”
She sniffled and swiped away a stray tear. “Thanks,” she said. “It really means a lot.” She tipped her head to lean against my shoulder. We sat that way, until my arm started to cramp. I shifted, and she sat upright. “I’d, you know, appreciate it if you kept that stuff to yourself,” she said.
I nodded—though how Talika thought nobody noticed how her parents treated her was beyond me. “Can you tell me about this place?” I said, trying to relieve her discomfort by changing the subject. “Why am I here? Who are these people? What did they do to us?”
“Right. That stuff. So, Mrs. Darit came to see me in the hospital. After my accident. You remember?”
The “accident” she meant was when her father hit her in the face with the broad side of a shovel so hard that he broke her cheekbone and knocked out three of her teeth. It was in no way an accident; I’d been hiding under the bed in Talika’s room when it happened, and it was only after he’d staggered off in a drunken stupor when I’d begged her mother to take her to a doctor. If I hadn’t, nobody would have done anything other than leave her to suffer.
“I remember,” I said.
“She said that she could help me get away from my parents. That she’d adopt me, and all I had to do was help her with an experiment, and if the experiment worked, I’d get to live and work somewhere nice, too, and I wouldn’t have to be a second-class kid to my parents, and I wouldn’t have to be a second-class person, either. I’d be a telepath, just like everyone else.” She turned to me. “Isn’t it your greatest wish to be normal? To be just like everyone else? To have the same ability and potential?”
I nodded. It wasn’t exactly right; I wanted to be a telepath just like everyone else, but I wasn’t sure I was interested in being an experiment.
“This is why we’re best friends,” she said, patting my knee. “We understand each other. I knew you’d want this, too. I knew it.”
“Did you pick me to do this?”
“With Mrs. Darit’s help. Yeah.” She smiled.
“Oh.” I had the sense that I should keep my disappointment to myself. She was proud to be in the position she was in, and she thought I should share her excitement and interest.
If my true emotions were visible, she didn’t notice. “Just so you know,” she continued, “we aren’t the first they’ve tried these things on. I wouldn’t have just let them do whatever they wanted, without some evidence that it would work.”
“Right, of course,” I said. “What happened to the people before?”
“I don’t know. They just didn’t work out,” she said, shrugging. “Mrs. Darit says it’s perfect now, and she was right; it worked on all four of us. She says that’s the best success rate yet, and we might even develop more abilities. We could be higher-functioning than even the telepaths.” Her eyes gleamed when she said it. She was counting on those higher functions.
“So, how did it work? Mrs. Darit did something to us?”
“When we had our plague inoculation series at school, that’s when it started. The four of us received a different shot. But, it didn’t work all by itself. It required a catalyst. Remember how the shots were three weeks apart, and we had to get it three times?”
I nodded, rubbing my upper arm. The shots had been remarkably painful; I remembered saying to Talika that the shots hadn’t been so bad the year before.
“After each shot, they exposed our entire classroom to an inhalant, through the heating system. To most of them, it was harmless. But to us, it activated the shots. Each shot was different; each inhalant was a variation on the previous one. Like building blocks, you see? They built up this chemical imbalance in our brains that could only be corrected by the creation of new neurogenic pathways. Being young and adaptable, that’s what we did.”
“Wow,” I said. “You’re making it sound like our brains made some kind of leap forward in evolution.”
“It sounds like it because that’s what it is. We’re more advanced than any other human has ever been in the history of man—without the aid of an implant, that is.”
“But, we didn’t do it ourselves. This wasn’t a natural progression.”
“Well, no. No, it wasn’t a natural progression. But, we’re still the most advanced humans ever. Doesn’t that make you feel good?” She inhaled deeply and jumped off the exam table. “I feel like I could conquer the world. Do anything at all. I am above all this, and so are you. We’re a new breed, Nim.”
“I guess,” I said. I was unwilling to come out and agree with her. While it did give me a little zing of pride to know I was somehow more than the others, the fact remained that I hadn’t achieved such a level without aid.
“So, here’s what we do,” Talika began. “We follow the rules. What are the rules?”
“Uh, no communication with anyone or anything but you.”
“Good. Yes. That’s right. We follow the rules, and we do the experiments. We help them understand how it works, and how to perfect it, and when that’s done, we’ll be released back into the world in a new position. We’ll go to telepath school, our parents will have mid-level jobs, and everyone will think we’re regular old telepaths. We go about our business; they have their new technology . . .” She gestured at the kimono people. “and nobody ever has to be the wiser.”
I nodded, not sure how to respond.
“You are good with this, right?” she prompted. “You’ll follow through?”
“Sure,” I said. It was a little late to back out now—though the whole thing still made me uncomfortable.
“Good. Then, I’ll take you to our room.” She held out a hand. I grabbed it, and she pulled me from the table. “Let’s go.”
I walked beside her as she exited the room. We walked down a grey, industrial hallway. The walls were made of rough, grey brick, and the ceiling was unfinished. Here and there, a dingy bulb hung from the tangle of pipes and wires to illuminate the even-dingier hallway.
“What about Marve and Elton?” I asked. I let my gaze wander, and she didn’t try to stop me from taking in our surroundings. At the end of the hall, there was a man in a grey kimono, standing with his legs wide and holding a black instrument in his hand. It wasn’t the man who had come to the school, though.
“They’re around,” she said. “We’ll see them soon. When they really get started with the experiments, we’ll spend a lot of time with them.” She pointed to a door on our left. “This is the toilet room. There’s a shower in there, too. Over here is our room.” She pointed to the door across from it. “This is our safe zone. They aren’t allowed to observe us in here. We can do or say whatever we want. Okay?”
Every ounce of my body screamed at me that this was a lie. Whether she knew it was a lie or not, I couldn’t tell. But, a blind person could see that being told we could do or say whatever we wanted was like waving a giant sign with an eyeball on it, and a caption stating, We’re watching you. My trust in her eroded just a bit more.
“Okay, great,” I said. I gave her a giant, fake grin, but she didn’t call me on it.
She opened the door, and we went in. It was a small room about the size of my own bedroom at home. There were two cots, one on either side of the door. They each had a pillow and were made up with a scratchy, green blanket. The walls were the same industrial, grey brick as the ones in the hall, and the floor was made of grey cement. There was a small table with two chairs against the wall opposite the door—and that was it. None of our things were in the room, not even a change of clothes.
“Where’s our stuff?” I asked. I’d expected to at least find her things stashed in here, since they’d cleaned everything her family owned out of her house.
“We don’t need any of that here. It’s all a distraction. They want us to have clean slates, you know?” She sat on the cot to the right. “This one’s mine. That’s yours.”
I sat down on it. The springs made a sagging moan, and the blanket was, indeed, very scratchy. “What about clothes?”
“They’ll issue you something clean every morning. Something like this.” She pinched a bit of fabric from her shirt above her shoulders and lifted it. I’d not noticed it before, but she was wearing a pair of baggy, cotton pants, and a V-neck tunic, both a dirty shade of baby blue. “They call them ‘scrubs’. I’m not sure why.”
I nodded and looked around our room. “How long will these experiments take?”
She cocked her head. “Oh,” she said. “I can ask about that, if you want.”
Great. She didn’t know. That didn’t seem like a good thing.
She lay down on her cot. It was noticeably more silent than mine, squeaking only when she made the dramatic motion required to heave herself onto her side. She propped an elbow underneath her and leaned her head on her hand. “This is gonna be great. You’ll see. Our dreams are going to come true.”
“Yeah,” I said.
The door opened, and a woman entered, holding a pile of folded items in her arms.
“This is Bea,” Talika said. “She’ll bring us things we need every day: Our clothes; sometimes, meals; anything we need for the experiments.” She paused and shot me a warning look. “Remember: You aren’t supposed to communicate with her.”
I immediately averted my eyes from Bea. It didn’t make sense we’d be given what seemed like a servant, yet we weren’t allowed to talk to her.
“If you need something, you tell me,” Talika instructed, “and then, I’ll tell Bea.”
“Okay,” I said, my face twisting into what I hoped was a compliant smile. The last remaining bit of trust I had in Talika floated away. How on Earth was that fair? I had the uncomfortable realization that I’d allowed myself to become my best friend’s hostage.
Bea handed the stack of things to Talika. They paused for a moment and locked eyes. My neck prickled. Were they talking about me? I remembered Mrs. Darit’s lesson about how we should demand communication on a level we could understand.
“Are you guys talking about me?” I asked.
Talika broke her eyes from Bea and shifted them to me. “Since you can’t communicate with her, I’m doing it for you,” she said. “I’m asking her to bring us dinner later. We’re having stew. You want milk or juice to go with it?”
“Milk,” I said. I looked away, and they resumed their silent discussion. Bea left the room.
“These are for you,” Talika said, handing me the stack. It was a yellow set of scrubs, like the ones she was wearing.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m just going to go to the bathroom to change.”
She grabbed my arm as I started to walk away. “It’s nothing personal,” she said. “When we talk using our telepathic abilities, I mean. It’s just how the rules are.”
“Right,” I said. “I get it.”
I did get it, just not the way she wanted me to.
I ducked across the hall and changed into the scrubs. Now that I was taking my clothes off, I realized they’d already been dressing me in the scrubs; I just hadn’t been awake for it. The set I took off was a crisp white and looked brand-new. The yellow set looked worn and scruffy by comparison. But, they were clean and as good as my regular clothes, so I put them on. I scrunched the white scrubs into a ball and clutched them to my chest. There was no hamper, or anything to put the dirty things in, and I’d seen everything there was to see in our room. There was definitely no place to put them in there, either. I crept into the hall and looked both ways. The man at the end of the hall was still there. He didn’t acknowledge me, and I probably wasn’t supposed to talk to him. But, I turned down the hall and approached him anyway.
He didn’t move until I was only a few feet from the end of the hall. Without looking at me, he stepped forward and pressed a button on the wall. An alarm bell sounded, and a gate clattered closed in front of him, confining me to the inside of the hallway and keeping him just beyond it.
I pulled up short so that I didn’t walk into the gate. But, I reached out to touch it. The man still didn’t look at me, but he shook his head. I dropped my hand back to the bundle of clothes and rearranged it in my arms. I craned my neck to see what was beyond the gate, on either side. Ahead of us, there was a wall, but the hallway turned to the left and right. I could only see a few feet down either side, and it was just more of the same grey brick. I glanced back up at the man. His cheek twitched a tiny bit, but he gave no other indication that he saw me there.
Talika had said I was free to go, but that was apparently not true.
I wandered back to our room and went in. She was lying on the bed with her arms bent, and her hands behind her head. “What do I do with these dirty things?” I asked.
She pointed to the corner. “Just throw it there. They’ll pick it up when they come with our meals later.” She turned her head and studied me. “What took you so long?”
“Nothing,” I said. I threw the clothes in the corner, then sat back down on my squawking bed. “Why don’t you tell me more about these experiments? What are they going to do to us?”
She shrugged. “Probably just hook us up to monitors and stuff. Brain scans. They’re looking for changes in our cognitive function.”
That sounded like something an adult had told her. Something she was repeating without really understanding what it meant. “You think that will hurt?”
“Nah. They already scanned me three or four times. You just have to lie really still, is all.”
“Oh. So, Elton and Marve will be there when they do that? We’ll all get scanned?”
“The machine is only big enough for one person,” she said. “They might wait with us, but we’ll each be scanned individually.”
“So, is Marve playing the same role for Elton as you are for me?”
She eyeballed me. “What role.” It should have been a question, but she hadn’t said it like one, and it gave me pause. She was my best friend, and I’d observed her in a lot of situations. She thought she could trick me, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know the answer to my question, and she wanted to distract me from it.
“Never mind,” I said.
She picked at a hangnail. “Okay. So. Did I tell you Mrs. Darit got your parents new jobs? They’re going to be working at the power plant. Isn’t that great?”
“Doing what?” I scoffed. “Cleaning the bathrooms? Or something dangerous?” I knew darn well my parents didn’t meet the education credentials required for the most powerful jobs at the plant.
“Of course not,” she said, laughing. But, the laughter was fake. I supposed no matter what it was, it would be a step up. My parents both worked in a factory that spit out a zillion different kinds of plastic things: Forks; pens; yogurt containers. Nothing with much trading power. It was why we were always so hungry.
“That’s great,” I said. I rolled away from her and faced the wall. “I’m just going to take a little nap, if you don’t mind,” I said.
“Sure,” she said. “I’ll leave you alone.” There was a rustle and a click as she left the room and closed the door behind her. The tension in my body released, and I sunk into the mattress. But, even the squawk of the bedsprings recoiling couldn’t cover the audible snick of the deadbolt turning on the door.
I stiffened. My best friend definitely could not be trusted.
◆◆◆
 
I woke up to the sounds of rustling. I rolled over to look for the source. It was Talika, changing into a pair of pink scrubs. “Hey there, sleepyhead,” she said. “You never woke up from your nap. You must’ve been awful tired.”
“Yeah, I guess I was,” I said. I stretched out, finding someone had draped a scratchy blanket over me. I peeled it back and sat up.
“Here’s your clothes for today,” she said. She dropped a pile of purple-and-green scrubs at the foot of the bed. “I’m going to brush my teeth.” She left the room, leaving the door ajar. The bathroom door opened and shut, and I could hear the sound of water running. I got up and pushed our door closed, then changed into the scrubs. The pants and shirt were two different colors. It annoyed me a little that they didn’t match. I wondered if she’d taken the pink pair for herself because they did match.
The door opened, and she came back in, humming to herself. “You’d better get washed up. We’ve got to report to Lab Two in about 15 minutes, and we still haven’t had breakfast.”
The thought of eating turned my stomach over, despite having missed dinner the night before. But, I obediently went across the hall and splashed some water on my face. There was a new toothbrush and some toothpaste on a tray, labeled with my name. I brushed my teeth, studying my face in the mirror as I did it. I felt like I should be practicing a believable expression of obedience. But, I wasn’t really sure what an obedient expression looked like. I spat my toothpaste out and wiped the gunk from the corners of my mouth.
Talika banged on the bathroom door. “Come on, Nim! They’re going to be waiting for us.”
“Coming,” I said. I left the bathroom, and Talika grabbed hold of my arm and rushed me down the hall. I felt like a disobedient toddler in the market, but I didn’t try to pull away from her.
“There’s no time for breakfast now,” she scolded me. “What were you doing in there?”
I didn’t answer. She didn’t seem to expect me to.
She pushed open a set of double doors, and we went in. It was much smaller than the first room I’d been in, but there were still people in kimonos, bustling around. They were all wearing navy blue, and none of them looked familiar.
Talika locked eyes with a woman who was standing at a desk just inside the door. They had a silent exchange, while I fidgeted in Talika’s grasp. She released me, and I took a few steps away to study the room. There was an exam table at the center, just like in the other room. But, there were a lot more machines and instruments sitting around. The largest machine was like an angel’s halo above the exam table, right about where my head would be if I were sitting up on the table. That must have been the brain scanner.
Someone touched me on the shoulder, and I turned towards them. It was a woman with kind, blue eyes. She smiled and gestured for me to walk to the exam table. I did as she asked and climbed onto the table. She did all the usual vital-sign things: Shining a light in my eyes, then checking my pulse, blood pressure, and temperature. She rubbed a harsh-smelling chemical on the sensitive spot inside my left elbow. Then, she produced a syringe from her pocket. It had a very long needle.
Very long.
I gasped and writhed away from her on the table. But, she caught my arm with her other hand and gently pulled me back. She smiled and patted my arm, then she pantomimed the sign for “small” by pinching her forefinger and thumb together. I guessed she was saying it wouldn’t hurt much.
I glanced around. Nobody was really paying attention, but it didn’t take an implant engineer to know I wouldn’t get away with resisting. I held out my arm for her, and her smile widened. She gave me a thumbs-up and inserted the needle into my arm. Amazingly, she was right. It didn’t hurt that much. She drew the plunger of the syringe back, filling the chamber with my blood.
When she was done, she put a tiny, cotton ball and a bandage over the spot. She popped the cartridge of blood out of the syringe and put the needle in a bucket marked, Biohazard. She wrote something on the cartridge and set it aside. Then, she started putting strange stickers across my forehead. When she had three in place, she hooked a small device to each sticker. Then, she placed three stickers and their devices across my chest, as well, just below the edge of the V-neck on my scrubs.
Talika finally came over to stand beside me. “They’re preparing you for a brain scan. Those little fobs on the sensor plates send data over to that machine over there.” She pointed to a computer. “The fobs on your head work with this thing to scan your brain.” She indicated the halo device. “The fobs on your chest monitor your vitals. Do I have it right?” She turned to the woman who was preparing me. The woman smiled and nodded.
“I’m an old pro at this,” Talika said, her chest puffed out with pride.
The woman turned to an array of controls and flipped a switch. The halo device started to hum.
“Is it starting? Is this the scan?” I said.
“Not yet,” Talika said. She looked at the woman. “That’s what I thought, too. It’s just warming up. The doctor will do the actual test.”
“The doctor? She’s not a doctor?” The patches on my forehead were starting to feel weirdly warm. I reached up to touch one, and the woman caught my hand and gently returned it to rest on my stomach, patting it when she had it in place.
“No. She’s a technician,” Talika said.
I glanced at the woman. Again, her eyes struck me as exceedingly kind. She smiled. I decided I had to trust her. She would make sure I was okay.
A woman wearing a scarlet kimono came in. Her hair was swept into a complicated roll, and the collar of an expensive blouse stuck above the neckline of the kimono. She was wearing glasses—something very few people did. She snapped her fingers, and Talika rushed over to her. They talked together in hushed tones, which was odd. Why didn’t they just have an internal conversation if they didn’t want the others to hear? Talika was nodding and gushing that all the rules had been followed—except that one moment when someone had thanked me for assisting, before she’d realized I was the subject. The woman’s eyes cut towards me accusingly.
I wasn’t sure I liked being called “the subject”. What was Talika? Wasn’t she a subject, too?
Talika came back over to me, and the woman trailed behind her, continuing to study me with a cold eye. “This is the doctor, Nim,” Talika explained. “She’s going to do the brain scan today. Then, tomorrow, we’ll get started on the real tests.”
“Why don’t we just start today?” I asked. I wanted to get whatever was going to happen to me over with, so I could get back to real life.
“This test is a baseline, to see where your abilities are before the trial test.” Talika seemed to be brimming over with excitement. I’d never seen her so excited—except for maybe the time when we were stalking Marve’s house, and his mother took out the trash. She’d wanted to go through the garbage cans; she was sure we’d find some bit of Marve’s life that could be enshrined at home in the little paper box she kept under her bed for safekeeping. But, I’d convinced her it was too risky, and we’d gone home. She hadn’t spoken to me for three days after that.
The doctor stepped forward, brushing Talika to the side. She looked at the technician. “Is everything prepared?” the doctor said. Her voice wasn’t the least bit raspy, and I understood now why she hadn’t talked to Talika telepathically. She couldn’t.
The technician held up a finger for her to wait a moment. She pushed a button, and the exam table began to move and change shape. The head of the bed lifted, moving me into a semi-reclined position. The halo was now directly above me, surrounding my head. She smiled and stepped aside. The doctor walked around the table and went to the controls. “Now. Nividita, is it?” she asked. “We’re just going to get started here.” She reached out to touch a button.
“My name’s Nimisila,” I said.
“What?” the doctor asked without looking at me.
“My name. It’s not Nividita. It’s Nimisila.”
“Right,” the doctor said. “We’re going to get started, then. This won’t hurt. You need to stay absolutely motionless. If you move, we’ll have to start over. We don’t want to do that; the machine is harmless in low doses, but if you’re tested too many times, it would . . . not be good.”
I flicked my eyes to Talika. A blush was forcing its way up her neck. “What would happen?” I asked.
The doctor tore her attention away from the instrument panel. “What?” she asked in a clipped tone.
“If I were tested too many times, what would happen?”
She shrugged. “Tumor formation. Possibly, brain damage. We’ve never gotten that far. Are we done with questions? I have things to do.”
She didn’t wait for me to answer. She turned back to the instrument panel and pressed a series of buttons. The halo made a slightly higher-pitched noise, and then it lowered around the bed. It didn’t hurt. So, I was glad for that. But, the whine of the machine pierced my ears, and I had to force myself to be still. Talika, the technician, and the doctor stood at the foot of the bed, watching. The sensor patches were heating up. It was just starting to feel like it might be burning me, when the halo dropped in pitch and raised slowly to the position it had been in before. It gradually whirred into silence.
“Well, that’s done, then,” the doctor said. “Thank you for your cooperation, Nividita.”
“Nimisila,” I said.
“Right. We’re done here. Talika, you can return to your quarters.”
The technician came forward and began removing the fobs first, then the sensors. They pulled off some skin and hair when she yanked them off. I winced. She held my arm and indicated I should get off the table. I jumped down, and she passed me towards Talika, who put an arm around my shoulder and guided me towards the doors.
“We’ll see you both tomorrow, at the regular time,” the doctor said, just as the doors opened.
Talika nodded, and we went down the hall, then returned to our room. When the door was shut, she gave me an encouraging look. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
“No, it wasn’t,” I said. “But, I’m not particularly excited to get a tumor.”
“You won’t get a tumor,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You heard her say they’ve never taken it that far.”
“You told me they’ve advanced with every round of experiments,” I said. “It stands to reason that eventually, they could take it that far, and it could be with us.”
“Absolutely not,” she said. “I trust the doctor. She knows what she’s doing.”
“She isn’t a telepath, is she?” I said.
“No. She’s Mrs. Darit’s sister. That’s why Mrs. Darit was qualified to teach us, you know; because she grew up with a sister who was physically unable to get an implant, so she learned to talk out loud to communicate with her sister.”
That struck a note in my head. It was important, but I couldn’t place why. Drowsiness seemed to come out of nowhere and cover my brain like a blanket.
“You’re tired,” Talika said. “The test will do that to you. Maybe you should lie down and rest.”
I didn’t need the suggestion; I was already pulling back the scratchy blanket to get underneath it. My head nestled into the stale-smelling pillow, and I was asleep.
◆◆◆
 
The weight of something being tossed onto my bed woke me up.
“Nim, come on,” Talika said. “It’s time to get up.”
My eyes felt crusted shut, and I rubbed at them with my fists. “What?”
“It’s time for your first trial test,” she said.
I peeled my eyes open and looked down at the bed. She was already dressed in a dingy, grey set of scrubs that might have been white at one time. The weight I’d felt was the set she’d left for me. I rolled out of bed and grabbed them, my stomach growling. I didn’t bother to go to the bathroom to change this time. I peeled off the purple-and-green mismatched set and put on the new set. This time, they were different shades of yellow from wear but might have once been the same color.
Talika stood at the door, her hand on the knob. She wasn’t able to conceal her impatience—though she might have thought she was. “No time to eat. We’ve got to get to the lab.”
“Just let me brush my teeth,” I said. I followed her into the hall and went across to the bathroom, not waiting for her agreement. I brushed my teeth and splashed some water on my face. I’d been too nervous yesterday to worry about missing breakfast, but today, I was feeling weak. My stomach gurgled and growled loudly. The deprivation wasn’t foreign to me, but that didn’t mean I liked it.
I joined Talika in the hall, and she immediately began moving towards the lab. I followed a half-step behind. When we got to the lab, the technician was in position, waiting for me. Her eyes crinkled with a smile, and she gestured to the table. I was relieved to see her, and I did as she asked. She placed the sensors across my forehead and chest. Then, she rubbed the inside of my elbow with the sharp-smelling liquid and produced the syringe. I didn’t balk this time. She winked before drawing a tube of my blood. It didn’t hurt, but it did make my head feel a little light.
The technician frowned at the readout of my vitals and tapped the sensor on my chest. Then, she fiddled with the dials. She looked to Talika, who was standing next to the table, examining her fingernails. They apparently conversed.
“Ugh, are you kidding?” Talika said.
“What?” I asked.
“She says your blood pressure is too low; you have to eat something before the test.” She turned and left the lab, offering no further explanation. The technician smiled and shrugged.
Talika returned shortly with a tray of food. I could smell the eggs and toast as soon as the door opened. It smelled delicious. She brought it to me and dropped it on my lap. “Eat this,” she said.
I didn’t have to be told twice. I all but inhaled it. It didn’t come anywhere close to satisfying my hunger, but it did take the edge off. Immediately, I began to feel better. One of the people bustling around came and cleared the tray.
The technician gestured to Talika and guided her to another exam table. It hadn’t been there yesterday, and somehow, it had escaped my attention until now. But, she put Talika on the table and repeated the preparation procedure with her. There was no halo over her bed. Instead, the technician produced what looked like a metal helmet. She strapped it over Talika’s head, smoothing her hair out of the way. When she was done, she gave us each a thumbs-up. I returned it, smiling. Talika just nodded.
The doctor came into the room and went to Talika’s side. She bent low over the table so that she could talk confidentially. Her shoulders hunched up, and even from where I was, I could see her knuckles were white from gripping the railing on the side of Talika’s table.
Her apparent stress did not fill me with confidence.
The technician patted my arm, and I shifted my focus to her. She smiled and bobbed her head, giving me a thumbs-up. My vitals must have spiked when the doctor came into the room.
The doctor came over to me. “Good morning, Nimidita,” she said. I didn’t bother to correct her this time. She glanced at the technician, then back at me. “Looks like everything is set up and ready. We’re going to start a basic test. You don’t need to be nervous. It won’t hurt.”
My eyes snapped back to the technician when she said it wouldn’t hurt. Doctors always lied about how much it was going to hurt. But, the technician was still smiling and bobbing her head.
“What’s going to happen,” the doctor continued, unaware of my unease, “is simple. We’re going to put up a screen between you and Talika so that you cannot see one another. Then, she will broadcast simple phrases to you. You will write those phrases down. You will not speak—either verbally or telepathically—with her, or anyone else. That’s it. Easy. You can do that, right?”
For a fleeting moment, I thought I should pretend I couldn’t hear Talika. Had they seen any evidence I could? None of them had tried to talk to me telepathically. But, Talika knew, and she had already agreed to cooperate. It reminded me that I couldn’t trust her anymore. She wouldn’t support my decision to resist.
“Yes,” I said. “I can do that.”
She patted my knee as she produced a brittle smile. “Good girl. Talika said we could count on you. I’m glad she wasn’t wrong.”
Someone moved a sheet hanging from a steel frame between our beds. The doctor nodded to the technician. Someone handed me a pen, and a clipboard with paper on it.
Cat. Talika’s voice bubbled into my thoughts.
I wrote down the word. The doctor nodded enthusiastically.
Dog.
I wrote it on the paper beside the first word.
“No, number them,” the doctor instructed. “One, two, three. In a list, see?” The doctor took the clipboard from me and wrote numbers down the side of the paper. “Just cross out ‘dog’ and put it beside Number Two.” She handed it back to me, and I did as she asked.
Tree.
I wrote it down.
Stew. Sun. Moon. Girl. Boy.
The words were coming faster now, and it was hard to keep up. “Can we slow down?” I asked. “She’s saying words faster than I can write them.”
The doctor nodded and prompted Talika to slow down. We continued for another dozen or so words, before the doctor interrupted. “I can see this is going well. You’ve written down the entire list, just as I gave it to Talika. You’re both doing a wonderful job. Very good.” She paused and consulted her own clipboard. “Now, we’re going to try something different. Talika is going to say nonsensical words—words we made up—and you’re going to write those down, as well. Now, I know you might not be able to spell them, since you’ve never heard them before. Just do the best you can, hmm?”
I nodded, and she signaled for Talika to begin.
Supafirt.
I suppressed a giggle. It sounded an awful lot like “fart”. I wrote it down, sounding it out, syllable by syllable.
Gluwook. Petbuzo. Lamita.
I wrote them all down. The doctor moved to stand over my shoulder so that she could see what I was writing. I heard her make occasional scratch marks on her paper. The words continued for what seemed like half an hour. I had to flip to a new sheet of paper every so often.
The doctor stopped us when we got to word #100. “Now,” she began. “A new test. Talika is going to say a phrase or sentence. Then, you will repeat what she says to you out loud so that we can all hear it.”
My name is Talika.
“My name is Talika,” I repeated.
I like to eat fruits and vegetables.
“I like to eat fruits and vegetables.”
This test dragged on and on. My voice started to fail and get scratchy, and I had to ask for something to drink. The doctor reluctantly agreed that perhaps we should have a break so that we could all use the restroom and refresh ourselves.
Talika and I drifted down the hall to the bathroom. Neither of us was in much of a hurry to get back; the tests were wearing me out and boring Talika. She didn’t like to be bored, and she would soon be chafing against the tests.
She let me go first. When I came back out of the bathroom, she was pacing in a circle.
“You don’t like this, do you?” I asked.
“I thought it would feel big, you know? What we’re doing, it’s just . . .” She trailed off.
“Boring?” I supplied.
“Yeah. I didn’t expect it to be so boring.” She opened the bathroom door. “Wait for me?”
I nodded.
When we returned to the lab, a tray of milk and cookies was waiting for us. My fingers itched to grab as many as I could hold, but I forced myself to take only two and nibble on them while sipping the milk.
The doctor was standing at the technician’s station, studying the readouts. She noted some things on her clipboard, then snapped her fingers. “All right, let’s get back to the tests. This time, we’re going to be timing how long it takes for Nimisita to receive a message Talika has sent.”
We returned to our respective exam tables, and instruments were adjusted.
The tests resumed.




Chapter 5

The doctor walked us through test after test—though they all hinged on the idea that I could hear Talika when she used telepathy. They didn’t ask me to respond in kind, which was fine with me; at the moment, I wasn’t sure if I could respond only to a single person yet.
We returned to our room, exhausted. The testing took all morning and the better part of the afternoon, with a break for lunch, and two shorter breaks for “refreshing.” It seemed like a polite way to say we could use the restroom.
A dinner tray was waiting for us in our room, and I was grateful to see it. I ate my portion without even tasting it. I just wanted to get into bed and fall asleep. Talika was quiet, a signal that something wasn’t sitting right with her. But, she didn’t bring it up, and I didn’t want to fall into a place where I trusted her again, so I was happy to remain silent.
When we were done with the food, I got right into bed and pulled the covers up. She didn’t comment. She stayed at the table.
◆◆◆
 
Like the past two days, I woke when she was getting dressed for the day. I felt incredibly refreshed, and I went through the motions to get ready for more testing.
We reported to the lab, and the technician ushered us to the same configuration as the previous day. Talika sighed, and her shoulders slumped, but she didn’t complain. We were each set and ready to go, when the doctor arrived.
It turned out to be a repeat of the previous day. An exact repeat. The words, phrases, and all the activities were exactly the same as they’d been the day before. Even in my head, Talika sounded like she was ready to jump off a cliff from boredom.
But, we made it through another day, and another, and another. We spent an entire week going over the same tests, repeating them exactly as we had on the very first day.
Each night, when we returned to our room, Talika was more and more agitated. She took to pacing between the beds, barely touching her food. Whatever she didn’t eat, I did, and after that first week, I was surprised to find my hands didn’t look quite so skeletal anymore. I felt strangely content, and my struggle against the process faded.
The next week, it changed.
This time, we spent the entire week doing the opposite of what we’d done before. I broadcast the words and phrases to Talika, and she wrote them down, said them, or was timed. At first, I could tell everyone in the room could hear me, and my telepathic voice was too loud. People in the room were cringing at the sound of it. I concentrated on controlling it and making it softer. Then, gradually, I restricted it. By the end of that next week, I was able to speak only to Talika, and I could modulate my voice to any volume or pitch.
Talika was not amused. After the second day, I returned from a bathroom break to find the doctor and Talika arguing about how Talika wasn’t a test subject, and she needed to do something. The doctor told her that her time would come, and she had to be patient. Talika started to say something more, but then she noticed me standing there. She returned to her exam table without another word.
At the end of that week, I was feeling even more content. It niggled at my mind; I didn’t feel like it was right. Could they be making me feel this way somehow? Or was it just because I was being fed, and I felt relatively safe? Thinking about my safety reminded me of Elton.
“Hey,” I said to Talika that night, as she paced the room restlessly. “When am I going to see Elton?”
She wasn’t really listening. “Who?”
“Elton. Our friend?”
She looked at me blankly.
“From school?” I prompted. “He had a major crush on you?”
“Oh. Him. We’ll see him soon. Don’t worry.” She resumed her pacing, but I was tired of feeling left out of the plan.
“When?” I asked. “I want to know when.”
“It’s not up to me,” she said. “I don’t really know.” I stared at her, and she stopped pacing, but she couldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m going to bed,” she said.
I got under the covers in my own cot, the coils squealing in protest.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning brought a change. I woke up before Talika this time, just as a telepath was delivering our change of clothes for the day. She handed them to me. She looked at Talika, but I put a finger to my lips. She needed some sleep. Even though her bed was much quieter than mine, I’d heard her thrashing around all night.
Only you in the lab today. Talika needn’t come, the telepath said.
I glanced at the door, certain someone would be coming to discipline her for speaking to me. But, nobody appeared. Maybe our room was a safe zone. I nodded, and she left. Then, I did as I’d done every other morning for the past two weeks—except I did it by myself.
At the lab, the technician gestured me towards a chair, instead of the exam table. She drew blood and attached all the customary sensors. When she was done, she slid a tray into place in front of me. It was shaped as if something should be placed upon the tray, but I suspected its real function was to restrict me to the chair.
The doctor arrived. Her expression was as uncaring as it ever was, but I caught a glimmer of hope in her eyes, as well. She came directly to me. “You understand the basics of a telepath’s abilities, right?”
“Yes,” I said. “They can speak to a person, or a group of people, using the chip implanted in their brain. Some people, like engineers, can also communicate with computers.”
“Right,” she said, nodding. “That is correct. Those are the standard abilities. What we’re here to explore today is whether you are limited by those standard abilities. We know you can hear a broadcast from someone else like you. But, can you hear a broadcast from someone with an implant?”
“Yes,” I said. “I can.”
She looked startled. “But, how do you know that? Nobody has been allowed to speak to you.”
A prickle of heat started up my back and collected at the nape of my neck. I didn’t want to get anybody in trouble; I’d heard the thoughts of numerous people since I’d arrived. “Before I came here. I heard a lot of different people. Animals, even.”
She looked startled again. “Animals?”
“Yeah,” I said, laughing. “It sure was a surprise when my dog started asking me for food all the time.”
Her expression was serious, and my smile faded. She pulled a stool over and sat on it. “That’s remarkable,” she said. “You definitely heard animals? Domesticated animals?”
“Wild ones, too. Squirrels, mostly.”
“They used language you could comprehend? English?”
“I didn’t really think about it at the time,” I said. “I suppose my brain translated it into English. I can’t really say if they were actually speaking English.”
“Well. That is definitely something we’ll need to explore. But, for now, let’s return to hearing the thoughts of telepaths. Today, you are going to listen for Faith here to speak to you.” She gestured towards the technician. “Then, we’ll progress from there. Someone, get her a pen and paper,” she said to the room in general, then turned back to me. “This will be just like with Talika. She’ll say some words, and you’ll write them down.” She handed me the clipboard with the paper on it, and a pen.
It was an easy test, and familiar, so we were able to get through the entire battery before lunchtime.
“Before we stop for lunch,” the doctor began, “I just want to tell you what a good job you’re doing. When we come back, we’re going to strain your abilities some. So, make sure you fill your belly.” She patted my head, in the way she might pat an obedient dog. I didn’t like it, and I flinched away from her touch. She didn’t seem to notice.
After lunch, I was seated in the chair again, with the tray slid in place and locked. The doctor approached me a little warily. “This is going to be somewhat uncomfortable,” she said. “Talika says when she first started to hear other people talking directly to her, she found it unpleasant. Even somewhat painful. Was it the same for you?”
I nodded, remembering I hadn’t liked it when Aunt Rue spoke to me; it had felt invasive, as if a bee was caught in my ear canal.
“Uh-huh. Yes,” the doctor continued. “So, I believe this will stimulate a similar response. We’re trying to find the limits of your abilities, so it will likely be unpleasant. But, one must know one’s limits, mustn’t they?”
My eyes slid to Faith, who was standing just behind the doctor. Her head moved a fraction of an inch, just enough for me to realize she was prompting me to agree.
“Yes,” I said. “I’d like to know my limits.”
“Good. Then, let’s get started. You’ll notice today, everyone is wearing a different-colored kimono.” She swept her hand across the room. I hadn’t noticed before, but she was right. Instead of their usual monotone color, they were dressed in a rainbow of shades. “They’re going to speak to you: First, in broadcast, and then, just to you. Sometimes, only one will be speaking. Sometimes, more or all of them will be speaking. I want you to write down everything you hear, and note the color of each speaker’s kimono. Can you do that?”
I nodded. It seemed an easy enough task.
“Good. We’ll begin.” She pointed to Faith.
I felt a pulse of . . . sound or power hit me. If I’d ever felt an explosion, I’m sure it would have been similar. It rattled me, but it was apparently the starting signal.
Orange. It was Faith, broadcasting the color of her kimono.
Purple.
Blue.
Yellow.
Green.
The colors chimed at me from around the room—though nobody but Faith and the doctor actually appeared to be paying attention to me. I was instantly overwhelmed. The pen hovered above the paper, but I couldn’t make myself write anything. I didn’t know what to write.
Faith touched the doctor on her arm and shook her head.
“What is it? Did you start?” she said to Faith.
Faith nodded.
The doctor rounded on me. “I thought you said you could hear people.”
“I can,” I said. “I did. It was just so much. I can’t sort out what’s being said, or who is saying it.”
“Just say it out loud,” she said. Her patience was wearing thin. “What did you hear?”
I listed off the colors and pointed to the people as I listed them.
She shook her head. “That doesn’t show anything. They all named what they were wearing. I need to know. Can you hear them or not?” She clasped a hand on each side of the tray on my chair and leaned her face down to mine.
I licked my lips. “I can hear them,” I said. “Maybe we could start with just two people.”
She stood up and pinched her nose. “They haven’t even stopped broadcasting yet. This is the easiest part of the test.”
The technician put a hand on the doctor’s arm and smiled. She held up her hand, pinching her forefinger and thumb together in the sign I’d come to know as “a little bit”.
“What? What’s she saying to me?” the doctor demanded.
“She’s telling you I need to start small,” I said.
“Did she talk to you?” The doctor glared at Faith.
“No,” I said. “She uses that hand signal a lot. She means something small. She’s just trying to help.”
Faith smiled and nodded.
“All right,” the doctor said. “We’ll start small. Adjust the directive.” She pointed to the others, and Faith nodded. “Let’s begin again.”
The test progressed this time, and I could discern the voice and location of each person who broadcast to the room. I wrote everything on the clipboard. When that was finished, they switched to two at a time. Then, three. Then, four. With the slow buildup, I was able to keep pace. When all seven people in the room were speaking, I was able to tune in to each one and determine who it was, and what they were saying. They just had to keep repeating it long enough for me to pluck each thread in my mind.
“Okay, time for the next step,” the doctor said. “Do it,” she said to Faith.
You’re doing very well, Nimisila, Faith broadcast. Now, we are going to change it up. Now, everyone will be speaking only to you. It’s different, and it is likely to be overwhelming. Much more so than the broadcasts. We’ll be taking it slow, one at a time. Okay? She glanced around the room, looking for physical confirmation that everyone had heard. Everyone gave some sign of agreement. I had the sense they weren’t particularly happy to be participating.
It was Faith who started. Nimisila. Please, write down the word ‘flower’. she said. The sensation was unpleasant but much less so than it had been when Aunt Rue did it. I wrote it down. She nodded.
I felt the same pulse as before, and another voice spoke up. Nimisila, the word I am saying to you is ‘book’.
And I am telling you, ‘school’, another voice said.
The phrases went around the room, one after another. The buzzing in my ear increased as each additional person spoke. They weren’t all speaking at the same time; rather, it was like their thoughts were collecting together and stirring around my eardrums, piercing them and giving me a sensation of vertigo. By the fifth person, I couldn’t stand it. I clapped my hands over my ears and yelled, “Stop!”
The doctor snapped her head up. She’d been wrapped up in watching what I wrote down. “What?” she asked. She turned to Faith. “What’s she doing?” Faith inclined her head at me, and the doctor turned back. Her nostrils were flaring, and she squinted heavily.
“It’s too much,” I said. I shook my head and rubbed my ears with my palms. It didn’t help. The sensation lingered. I started to tip sideways in the chair, but the tray stopped me from falling out of it.
“How can it be too much? You’re just sitting there, listening,” she said.
“Their thoughts feel real,” I said. “They’re like bugs crawling in my ears, biting me. They hurt.”
“That’s ridiculous. They don’t have a physical manifestation.”
“I know it isn’t real,” I said. “But, it still hurts.”
The doctor blinked at me, while her nostrils continued to flare with each breath. I couldn’t stop staring at her nose. “Can you give her something? For the pain?” she asked Faith.
Faith shook her head.
The doctor tsked. “Then, what are we supposed to do?”
Faith made the “little bit” signal. The doctor rolled her eyes. “Fine. Do whatever you have to do to get some progress out of her.” She went to the door. “When I get back, I expect her to be able to handle the full test. You have an hour.”
A tear worked its way free from my eye. I was glad the doctor didn’t see it. But, Faith did. She pursed her lips and tipped her head, her face a sea of sympathy. She smoothed her hand over my hair. That sounded harsh, I know. But, it won’t take long for you to work up the tolerance. I bet you’ll be able to do it in half the time, Faith said. I bet just hearing my voice was easier this time. Right?
I flicked the tear away and nodded. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get started.”
Faith restarted the test. It was still painful at five people, but more tolerable than before. They stopped and gave me a minute to rest and wait for the sensation to clear away. Then, they started again. The fifth person wasn’t so bad this time. We repeated it. By the seventh time, I was able to tolerate a sixth person. By the fifteenth time, I could take on the seventh. It took just under 40 minutes.
I knew you could do it, Faith said. Why don’t you have a bathroom break? I’ll get you a snack.
I had just entered the bathroom, when I heard the doctor speaking in the hall. The door hadn’t yet swung shut, and I stuck my finger in the jamb to hold it open, just enough so that I could hear. The voices came closer. It was the doctor and Mrs. Darit.
“She’s making progress. What about the other one? The boy?” said the doctor.
“He’s resisting,” Mrs. Darit replied. “But, don’t worry; I know he’ll break. He can’t hold out much longer. We’ll get it out of him.”
They continued past the door, and their voices became muffled. Who were they talking about? It had to be Elton or Marve. Instead of going to the bathroom, I rushed back across the hall to our room. Talika was lying on her cot, reading a book. I closed the door quietly and tiptoed across the room to her.
“I just heard the doctor and Mrs. Darit in the hall,” I whispered. “They said they’re trying to break a boy. Which boy? Elton or Marve?”
“What do you mean, break?” she asked casually.
“Shh,” I said. “Keep your voice down. They said he’s resisting, and he can’t hold out any longer.”
She stilled and gave me a stern look. “I don’t know what you think you heard, but you are making too much of it. Go back to the lab.”
“But, Marve, or Elton! We have to do something.”
“We’re not going to do anything,” she snapped. “This is what needs to happen, so they can get what they want. When they get it, we’ll all be fine, and life will go on.”
I retreated to the door. Once, Talika had been a kind and generous friend. Moody, yes. But, kind and generous. I couldn’t see any of that in the person in front of me now. She felt like a stranger.
“Go back to the lab,” she urged me. “You’ve got work to get done.”
I went back to the lab. The doctor was waiting, tapping her toes. “Where have you been? We’ve got work to do.”
I climbed into the chair. It crossed my mind to reply that I knew she’d only just arrived, but I bit my tongue. The doctor instructed Faith to demonstrate the test. It was nearly pain-free, and I sighed with relief when it was done.
I thought it would be the end of the day, but Mrs. Darit entered the room.
“Faith, you can go,” the doctor said.
Mrs. Darit went to the control panel and jostled past Faith. Faith’s gaze went to the floor, and she took a step towards me.
“Don’t make it messy,” the doctor said.
“Hello, Nimisila,” Mrs. Darit said. “I heard you’ve been doing very well with the tests. We’ve got a new one we’re going to try today, okay?”
Faith’s eyes shot up to meet mine. They were wide, and her face looked worried.
What is it? I said to Faith.
I’m sorry. She turned and left the lab. My stomach did a flip-flop. What was happening?
“First, we’re going to try a test where everyone talks to you at once,” Mrs. Darit continued. “I’m going to give you a word to listen for, and you’ll identify who said it to you. Easy, right?”
I nodded. It did sound easy.
“Right. I want you to identify who is saying the word ‘meatloaf’. Ready?” She didn’t wait for me to respond. I felt the pulse, and then intense pain. It was like someone was jabbing needles into my ears. My hands went over them—though it didn’t help. Mrs. Darit jerked my hands away. I expected my palms to be covered in blood, but they were dry.
“That won’t help, Nimisila. It’s not real,” she said. Her lip was curled up in disgust, or maybe annoyance. Over her shoulder, the doctor mirrored her expression. They were definitely related.
The sensation faded. I squirmed in the chair. “Please, that’s too much at once. Can’t we work up to everyone talking?” I made the ‘little bit’ gesture.
The doctor crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “This one. Why did you pick this one, again?” the doctor asked Mrs. Darit.
“You know why,” Mrs. Darit replied. “Now. Nimisila. We’ll try again. This time, just with two people. Okay?”
I nodded. The voices of two people immediately invaded my brain. The words were muddled together, but if I concentrated, I could pick out the particular sound of one voice over the other. I pointed to the speaker.
“Great,” Mrs. Darit encouraged. “That’s great, Nimisila. Now, we’ll add more.”
Three voices were talking. It was harder now to discern who was saying what. But, I managed. Mrs. Darit continued, until all seven people were talking to me at once. Sometimes, I could tell who it was immediately, and sometimes, it took a lot of concentration. I identified a phrase from each of the seven speakers. The stabbing sensation dulled to an uncomfortable but tolerable pinch. I felt out of breath at the end of the test. I hadn’t realized I was doing it, but I was sitting straight up, with my back pulled away from the chair, and my belly pressed against the edge of the tray. I relaxed and melted against the chair back. It was over. I could go back to my room.
“You’ve done very well, Nimisila,” Mrs. Darit said. She put a small, metal disk on the tray. “This is a new test. Something to test the boundaries of your ability. You understand your abilities are not bound to an implant, right?”
I nodded.
“Good. So, I want you to concentrate very hard on this disk, and I want you to move it across the tray. From here . . .” She put her finger on the disk. “. . . to here.” She slid the disk to the other side of the tray.
I reached to touch the disk.
She slapped my hand away. “No. You can’t touch the disk. You do this with your mind.”
“That’s impossible,” I said.
“Years ago, people would have said it was impossible to communicate the way we commonly communicate now,” Mrs. Darit said. “This is just another form of communication.”
I glanced at the doctor. She was staring at the disk, waiting for something to happen.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “You want me to move this just by thinking about it?”
“Stop questioning, Nimisita. Just do it,” the doctor said.
Mrs. Darit glanced at the doctor. “Her name is Nimisila.”
“Whatever. Who cares? Just move the damn disk.”
I licked my lips and focused on the disk. I tried to imagine it moving across the tray. I tried to think about how it would feel if I were touching it, and the vibration it would cause in my fingertip as it slid over the metal. But, the disk didn’t move.
I sat and stared at the disk for probably an hour. Mrs. Darit stood by and monitored the readouts. The doctor kept her eyes on the disk.
Finally, Mrs. Darit called it. “All right, Nimisila. You just close your eyes for a minute and take a break.”
Mrs. Darit and the doctor conferred together, while I leaned my head back against the chair. I could hear snippets of their conversation; Mrs. Darit was saying that something-or-other in my brain was lighting up but not enough. It was clear they really thought I’d be able to move the disk. Maybe I wasn’t moving it because I didn’t believe I could. But, that was silly. Nobody could just move things with their mind.
Mrs. Darit and the doctor broke apart. “We’re going to try one more time today,” Mrs. Darit said. “This could be—like the other skills you’ve acquired—something you’ll have to build up to. This time, I want you to close your eyes. See the disk in your mind’s eye. Feel how it’s cool to the touch; how its surface is slightly rough; how it smells metallic. Think about it moving just a hair. Just a tiny bit, to the left. Picture your brain moving it with a wave of thought. Your thoughts are going to sweep it gently to the side. Okay?”
I had my eyes closed, and I imagined the things she said. But, it wasn’t any use. I couldn’t move the disk, and no amount of imagining was going to change that. Still, I followed through with her requests because I had no other choice. It seemed like another half an hour went by. I had no idea how much time passed, but I started to drift off to sleep at least twice. Both times, my eyes opened, and the doctor took an expectant step forward; I supposed she was imagining the motion was a breakthrough of some sort. Mrs. Darit seemed to know better, and she encouraged me to refocus each time it happened.
Eventually, I felt the tugging of Mrs. Darit removing the fobs and sensors from my forehead. I opened my eyes. “That’s enough for today,” Mrs. Darit said. “You can return to your room, Nimisila.”
“Wait, no. She can try again. She still has plenty of energy, don’t you?” the doctor asked, though it was clear she wasn’t expecting an answer from me.
“You act as if we’re running out of time,” Mrs. Darit said. “There’s plenty of time. I know we can develop this in her. But, you’ve got to let it develop. You can’t force it.”
The doctor licked her lips. “Easy for you to say,” she mocked. “You aren’t shut out of common society. You don’t have to rely on the kindness of others.”
Mrs. Darit slid her gaze towards me and back to the doctor. “You want to air all that right now?” she asked.
The doctor clamped her mouth closed and stalked away.
“Thanks,” I said to Mrs. Darit. She helped me down from the chair. “I was really starting to get tired.”
“Don’t thank me yet, Nimisila. We’ve got a long road ahead of us. Go on back to your room.”
I did as she said. Talika was eating from the dinner tray. My portions looked a little picked at, as if she’d eaten some of mine. But, I didn’t call her out. I shoveled the rest into my mouth and fell into bed, exhausted.
“What’d you work on today?” Talika asked, as I pulled the covers up to shut out the light.
“They want me to move things with my mind,” I said.
Talika didn’t answer.
◆◆◆
 
I was escorted to the lab the next morning by Mrs. Darit. She came to our room and collected me, telling Talika she wasn’t needed for this experiment, and she should report to the other lab. Talika’s nose wrinkled; I assumed it was from boredom or disgust, but I didn’t know what she was supposed to do in the other lab.
Mrs. Darit kept her hand on the small of my back as we walked. “Today, I think we’re going to have a breakthrough,” she said. “Last night, I studied your readouts from the past few weeks. I think I see a path forward to telekinesis. I’m sure we’re close.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Telekinesis? It’s the ability to move things with your mind. Like the disk you tried to move yesterday.” She pushed the door to the lab open. There were a lot more people in the lab today, and they seemed much busier than usual, too.
“Why are all these people here?” I asked.
“This is to test my idea,” she said. “They’re all going to contribute to the test.”
“Oh,” I said. I climbed into the chair, and she snapped the tray into place. I glanced around. “Where’s Faith?”
“This isn’t her area of expertise,” Mrs. Darit said.
The others in the room came over to her, lining up shoulder to shoulder, facing my chair. She must have instructed them to do that without including me in the conversation. That made me nervous. Normally, it was something I was used to; others used to communicate nonverbally in front of me all the time. But, now that I could hear it . . . it made me uncomfortable to be obviously excluded.
Mrs. Darit placed a feather on the tray in front of me. “Now. We’ll start with something even easier than the disk. Okay? Just like yesterday. You’re going to use your mind to move this feather from there to here.” She pointed to a spot on the tray. “You are not to touch it with your hand. Your readings were best yesterday when your eyes were open, so I’d suggest doing that. Focus on the feather, and concentrate on moving the feather even a fraction of an inch to the left. It only has to move a little to be a success.”
I did as she asked. I thought about how the feather would be soft to the touch, and how it would tickle. How I could create a wave of air that would lift the feather and shift it to the left.
But, the feather didn’t budge; it didn’t even flutter.
“It’s okay, you’re doing great,” Mrs. Darit said. “We’re going to do something now to try and concentrate your energy. Okay? This is going to make it easier to move the feather.”
I nodded—though something told me I wasn’t going to like whatever they were going to do to concentrate my energy.
“Go ahead and concentrate,” she said.
I stared at the feather. It didn’t move.
A steady humming began in my inner ear. It grew and buzzed. I resisted the urge to stick my finger in my ear.
“Shut it out,” Mrs. Darit said. “You hear the sound they’re making, right? Use the energy from it but shut it out. Don’t hear it. You’re alone.”
The buzz grew. It turned to a mournful moaning. My head felt like it might split from ear to ear. Distantly, I heard another sound—a scream of pain. Was it coming from me?
The feather moved.
Barely. But, it moved.
“Did you see that?” Mrs. Darit said, pouncing on the tray and picking up the feather. “It moved! She moved it. Did you see it?” She was talking to the others. The sound in my ear faded away, as they stopped to turn their attention to her instead. “Did you see it?” she said to me. “You saw it, right? It moved from here to here.” She pointed to the feather’s starting point, and then maybe an inch to the left. “You did it, Nimisila. You’ve achieved telekinesis.”
“Okay,” I said. A vague feeling of satisfaction came over me. I knew Mrs. Darit didn’t like me now. But, I also wanted desperately for her to approve of me. Doing something she thought so highly of buoyed me up, despite the situation.
“Great,” she said. “This is terrific. I knew it would work. I knew it.” She went to the console, printed a readout, and scribbled notes on it, circling and drawing arrows in what seemed to be a haphazard way.
The doctor pushed open the door. “What’s all this?” she asked.
“She did it,” Mrs. Darit said, pointing to me. “She moved this feather.”
The doctor’s eyes widened. She turned to stare at me. She looked as if she might eat me, if I weren’t alive and uncooked. “That’s wonderful news,” she said. “Are we moving on, then? To something harder?”
“Right,” Mrs. Darit said. “This.” She placed a piece of paper, folded to look like a small dog, on the tray. “I want you to pick it up. Feel it, smell it, and listen to it. You’ll want to absorb anything you can sense about it to enhance your concentration. Okay? Go ahead.”
I picked up the dog. It was, of course, very lightweight. The paper felt slightly pulpy and rough; despite that, the folds and creases were sharply formed. The feet on the figure could bend slightly, and I felt the amount of pressure needed to make them flex. I ran my fingers over every contour, and—even though it seemed stupid—I lifted it to my nose and sniffed it. It smelled a bit like pine trees. I set it back on the tray. “I think I’m ready,” I said.
“All right. You can do this; I know you can. So, you’re going to move the dog from where it is to the left, across the tray, as far as you can. Okay? Are you ready? Let’s start.”
The dog welled up in my vision. It was the only thing in the world; I imagined my thoughts petting it, then pushing it across the table. The humming started. It grew to a crescendo much faster than before.
“The sound is just to enhance your concentration,” Mrs. Darit said. “Focus on the dog, not the sound.”
I glared at the dog. In my mind’s eye, it was running across the tray and bounding up to catch an imaginary stick thrown for it. But, the dog didn’t move. Frustrated, I collected my strength for another push. The buzzing had become a screeching; my brain pushed back against it, releasing its own sound back to the room. Several of the lab workers flinched or put their hands over their ears.
But, Mrs. Darit liked it. “That’s terrific, Nimisila. Focus that. Point that at the dog.” She said the last word in my head, and in a rush, I refocused and pushed with all my might. The dog flew across the tray and tumbled to the floor.
“Oh, my God,” the doctor said. “She did it.” She turned to me. “You moved the dog.”
I nodded, my mouth hanging open in disbelief.
“Okay, everyone. Thank you for your help today; I so appreciate your time. Thank you,” Mrs. Darit said to the lab workers, shooing them away. They peeled away from us in small clumps, their heads tilted together in silent conversation.
“Wait,” the doctor said. “We’re not done. There’s so much to do.” Her eyes looked a little bit wild. “We can’t stop for breaks now.”
“Nimisila needs to rest. Look at her; look at how tired she is. This is taking a lot out of her.”
I stared at the tray. I didn’t want to be the subject of open conversation while they were acting like I couldn’t hear them. “I want to do more,” I said, interrupting their bickering.
“You do?” Mrs. Darit said. “Aren’t you tired?”
I was, but this was nothing short of amazing. I wanted to flex this new muscle, strengthen it, and build it. I shook my head. “Not tired enough to stop,” I said.
“See? You’re coddling the girl. She knows her limits.”
“All right . . .” Mrs. Darit said. She drew out the word, as if she were still unsure. “If that’s what you want to do.”
“She’s already said that’s what she wants to do,” the doctor said. She bent and retrieved the dog from the floor. She placed it back on the tray. “This time, push it in the other direction.”
“Aren’t you going to call them back?” I said, gesturing to the last of the lab workers, straggling through the door.
Mrs. Darit shook her head. “No. You can do this without their help now.” She turned to the console. “Your brain was practically on fire right here, in the sensory cortex.” She touched something on the screen I couldn’t see.  “All you need to do is remember how it felt and recreate that feeling. You don’t need them at all.”
“All right. Go ahead and try it,” the doctor said.
I focused on the dog and imagined how I’d felt when it flew across the tray before. An imaginary wave of invisible motion was going to pulse out of me and push the dog. I intensified my concentration, clenching every muscle in my body. But, nothing happened. I released a pent-up breath. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why can’t I move it now?”
“You can move it,” Mrs. Darit said. She gestured at the doctor. “She knows it. I know it. You know it. All those people who were just standing here knew it. All you have to do is repeat it.”
Something didn’t feel right about it, but I tried again. This time, I made the sound in my head—the sound that had helped me force my thoughts into a tiny slipstream, the sound that would raise the pressure and force of my thoughts and propel the dog . . .
But, it still didn’t move.
I tried again, and again, and again. The doctor’s shoulder’s slumped, and she moved away to a corner, studying me with narrowed eyes, while she picked at her cuticles. Mrs. Darit continued to encourage me. But, nothing I tried worked.
“I think I need the sound,” I said. “Can’t we try again with help from the others?”
Mrs. Darit frowned. “It’s getting late. You’re tired. You’ve tried very hard and made a lot of progress. I think we’re going to just call it a day. We don’t want to push you too hard, too soon.”
That seemed like odd phrasing, but I nodded. “Okay,” I said.
She removed the fobs and sensors. I climbed out of the chair and headed toward the door.
The doctor fell in beside me. She cupped my elbow with her hand—a rather friendly gesture, for someone like her. But, I didn’t pull away. “I want to thank you for all of the hard work you’ve been doing,” she said. “So, I want to give you a reward. Would you like a reward?”
I didn’t think she’d be able to offer me much, but I stupidly agreed. “Sure,” I said. “That’d be nice.”
She turned me down the hall, in the opposite direction from my room.
The lab door was still open, and Mrs. Darit called out, “That isn’t necessary yet!”
But, the doctor turned back. A snake of dread uncoiled in my gut, undulating and making me feel like I might vomit. The doctor didn’t slow down and didn’t give me the chance to give in to the sensation. “I’m going to show you how good you have it right now, and I want you to remember that. Understand? Things can get worse or better. It’s up to you.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“You will.”
We rounded a corner, and she opened a door. It was a lab, much like the one we’d just come from. Except, Elton was seated in the chair with the tray, instead of me. His hair was shaved, and metal screws were protruding from his scalp in a circle, around the crown of his head. When he saw me, his eyes widened. Nimisila, he said. I thought you were dead.
I’m fine, I said. What happened to you? What are they doing?
He started to cry.
The doctor shook my elbow. “Look at that. Don’t talk to it. But, look. See that? See those sensors in his head? See how his eyes are sunken and dark? See how he’s strapped into the chair?” She jabbed her forefinger of her free hand with each question, while her hand on my elbow jerked me around.
“I see it,” I said. I started to cry, then.
“No, you don’t. You don’t see it. I’ll show you.” She released me and stalked to the control panel.
“No, please,” Elton said. “Don’t! I’ll do whatever you want; I’ll try again—”
Then, he was screaming, as the doctor jabbed her finger onto a button on the console. Elton’s mouth clamped shut, and he stiffened, the scream cut off with a sickening gurgle.
“What are you doing?!” I yelled. “Stop it; you’re hurting him!”
I ran over to the doctor and tried to pull her away, but she knocked me to the floor. “This is what you’re in for, got it? You better figure out how to get your power working again, or this is gonna be you—and soon.” She jerked her hand from the button.
Elton’s body relaxed—though his eyes were rolling in their sockets.
“Elton,” I scrambled up from the floor and went to his side. I grabbed his hand. “Elton, can you hear me? Are you all right?”
He didn’t answer.
“What did you do to him?” Tears were streaming down my cheeks. I leaned in close and tried to hug him.
The doctor took me by the back of the neck. “Take a hard look,” she said. “You see it?”
I nodded, unable to speak.
“Good. Let’s go.” She jerked me away from Elton and towards the door.
Mrs. Darit’s head was poked into the partially open door. Her expression was cold and neutral. There was no question now that Elton had been right: Mrs. Darit hated us.




Chapter 6

The doctor flung me into our room and closed the door. I heard the bolt click home. Talika was sitting on her bed, and when she heard the lock, her eyes widened, and she straightened her spine. “What did you do?” she asked.
I collapsed onto my own bed and buried my face in my pillow. It smelled damp, like a basement. My tears weren’t going to help that. I couldn’t answer Talika through my crying, and she dug her fingers into my shoulder and forced me to turn over and look at her. “What happened?”
“It’s Elton,” I managed to get out between snivels. “They’re torturing him.”
Her nose wrinkled up. “No they aren’t,” she said.
“I saw it, Tal. They’ve got him strapped to a chair, and when he doesn’t do what they want, they use the machine to hurt him. He begged them not to do it, and when they did, he screamed.” I covered my ears, not wanting to relive the sound. But, it came to me anyway.
“It’s got to be some kind of trick,” she said. “They told me nobody would get hurt.”
I smacked her hard across the face. “Wake up, Talika. They are lying to me. To you. Everything they do here is for them. They don’t care about us. They’re probably going to kill us all, once they get whatever it is they want.”
“No. They promised me.” She backed away, her hand pressed to her cheek. “They said they’d make sure we got good jobs, and a nice place to live. They said they’d make sure Marve and I could be married someday.”
“Marve? You did all this so that you could marry Marve?” I scrambled from the cot and pushed her onto hers. “The boy who couldn’t even give you the time of day? The boy who pretended like we were invisible? The boy who is nothing but a jerk? You gave away the lives of your best friend and someone who worships the ground you walk on so that you could maybe marry that piece of crap?”
“Not maybe,” she said, sniffing. “They said they could make it happen for me.”
“Against his will? Is that what you want? A jerk husband that was forced to marry you?”
“Of course not. He’s not a jerk. That’s just your opinion.”
I sighed. “Whatever. I can’t believe we were ever friends.”
She didn’t comment, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t expecting an answer. I went back to my cot and pulled up the covers. I willed myself to fall asleep; I was exhausted. But, every time I started to drift off, I’d hear the sounds of Elton begging or screaming, and I’d jerk awake. Were they going to kill him? What could they possibly hope to get out of him by treating him that way?
In the morning, I was stiff with fatigue. Our clothes and breakfast arrived as usual, and I went through the motions, dreading the moment when someone would come for me. But, nobody did. Instead, they took Talika. I prowled around the room. Occasionally, I tried to open the door, but it was locked. Once, a woman opened the door and telepathically asked if I needed to use the facilities. But, I recoiled from her and told her, No.
Talika returned several hours later; her eyes were red and puffy. I didn’t have the chance to ask her why. The woman who brought her back motioned for me to follow her, and I did. She took me to the lab, and although the hallway seemed to telescope away from us, we came to the door, and she saw me inside. Faith was at the console, and I ran to her and clutched at her arm.
Are they going to hurt me, like they hurt Elton? I asked.
Her eyes were sympathetic, but before she could answer, Mrs. Darit appeared. “Take your seat, Nimisila,” she said. She was smiling in the same way she often smiled in the classroom. It was plastic-looking. I wanted to smack it from her face.
“What are you going to do to me?”
“We’ll repeat yesterday’s experiments,” she said. “We had some success, didn’t we?”
I glanced at Faith. She nodded and smiled. “Yeah,” I said. “I guess we did.”
“Right. I’ve decided to recreate that success today. I can see from your brain scans we are really close, Nimisila. We only need to provide you with the proper motivation.”
Faith’s expression faded. The two of them squared off at each other, a silent conversation going on between them as Faith made agitated gestures. Mrs. Darit seemed unperturbed. Faith looked past Mrs. Darit to me, set her shoulders, and left the room. Her meaning was clear; she didn’t want any part of whatever was about to transpire. The fear that had grown quiet at the sight of Faith uncurled again, sending shaky tendrils into my arms and legs.
Mrs. Darit’s eyes shifted to the chair, then back to me. I moved towards it, as if I were running through maple syrup. My feet could barely lift themselves from the ground. But, I managed to get to the chair and sit in it.
She snapped the tray into place and produced the feather. “Now. We’re going to repeat yesterday’s experiment, with support.” She nodded, and the other lab workers moved over to stand around the chair. “Then, when we’ve achieved that, we’ll try again, without support, and we’ll continue that test, until you can successfully move the feather. Easy, right?” Her expression appeared friendly and encouraging, but her voice had a slight edge to it.
“Okay,” I said. She put the sensors and fobs in place on my forehead and chest, and we began. It took only two tries to get the feather to move with the support of the other lab workers. We repeated the success probably a dozen times, before Mrs. Darit dismissed the workers. My head throbbed with the effort, but the relief in the room was palpable, as they moved away to allow the second round of unsupported tests. It seemed a little odd they were relieved; after all, it was not their problem if I didn’t move the feather.
Mrs. Darit moved the experiment on, before I could give it too much thought. “Go ahead, Nimisila. In your mind, imagine how you felt when you had previous successes. Imagine that as best you can, okay? Go on.”
Again, it took several tries. But, I was eventually able to move the feather without the support of the lab workers. I slouched into the chair, sweat pouring off me. The sensors on my chest had lost contact an hour ago, and Mrs. Darit had removed them. She was intent upon some readout from my brain, but she didn’t comment on it. “We’re going to pause now,” she said. “I want to do a scan of your brain and see if we can detect any changes.”
“Could I have lunch first?” I said. My throat was dry and scratchy, and my voice came out in a croak.
Mrs. Darit didn’t answer. A lab worker rolled over the exam table with the halo device on it. She removed the tray from my chair and assisted me onto the table’s surface, raising the head of the bed so that my head could go inside the halo.
“Really, I’m feeling a little weak,” I said.
“You’re a strong girl, Nimisila. You don’t need to stop for a meal right now,” Mrs. Darit said. “Now, hold still. You remember how I told you this machine could do damage if we do too many readings, right? So, let’s get it right the first time.”
I closed my eyes and tried to remain perfectly still. Mrs. Darit was clearly not going to have any qualms about turning my brain into mush. The halo started to hum, and I quieted, willing my body to stay motionless. The stress of the earlier tests must have taken their toll on me, though. I fell asleep during the test.
◆◆◆
 
I woke to Mrs. Darit, shaking my shoulder. It took a huge effort, but I finally got my eyes to open. My head lolled to the side to meet her gaze. She looked excited, and I took that to be a good thing. “Here’s a sip of water, that’s a girl,” she said, raising a glass to my lips. I was both starving and thirsty, so I drank from the glass greedily. “Easy, there. Let’s not spill.” Her statement had echoes of the classroom in it. It gave me a pang of desire for the days before whatever had been done to me. When the glass was empty, she helped me stand and led me back to the chair. “Climb up, dear,” she said.
“Couldn’t I just have lunch?” I asked.
“There’s no time right now. We’ve got to keep things moving,” she said. She snapped the tray in place and positioned the feather. “All right. You know what to do.” She crossed her arms and looked steadily at the feather, ignoring me.
My stomach growled, but a voice in the back of my head told me I’d better keep my urge to eat to myself for now.
I concentrated on the feather, and the test began. I was able to move the feather about every other time I tried. It wasn’t easy, but I felt as if it was getting to be a familiar feeling.
Eventually, Mrs. Darit produced the paper dog and set it on the tray instead. The dog moved about as frequently as the feather at first, and then it started moving every time I tried. Once, I even flung it so hard that Mrs. Darit had to go hunt for it under some piece of equipment.
Late in the evening, Mrs. Darit called a halt to the tests. She said I’d done very well, and she asked a lab worker to take me to my new quarters.
“Can I have dinner there?” I asked.
“You’ll be given something to eat there, yes,” Mrs. Darit said.
The lab worker guided me from the lab to another room, just down the hall from my previous one. The light wasn’t on when she opened the door, but she pushed me inside and locked the door behind me.
“Wait!” I called out, pounding my palms against the metal door. “It’s dark in here.”
The light switch is to your right. Go ahead and turn it on, the worker said.
I groped along the wall, until I found it. I flipped it, and the lights above flickered to life. One of them needed to be replaced, and it made a gentle ting-ting-ting sound in time with the flashes of light it put out.
Your dinner is on the table, the worker explained. Also, there is a locking mechanism attached to a board on the table. You are to understand fully how to operate it tomorrow. Practice with it however you see fit. I’ll be back to collect you in the morning.
I approached the table. There was a lock mounted on two boards that were, in turn, hinged to a third board. The lock held the two boards together, and once unlocked, they could swing open, like a set of doors. The lock was a simple, bolt lock; the bolt was L-shaped, and if I lifted the tail of the L, the bolt could slide free of its housing, allowing the two boards to open outwards. I played with it for a minute, before turning to the dinner tray.
I lifted the cover. It was a single piece of bread. A glass of water was also on the tray. Confused, I picked up the plate. Was the food underneath? But, no. That was it. A piece of bread. My stomach was gnawing at me, so I ate it. I wanted to pound on the door and demand I be brought something real to eat. Pride kept me at the table. I sat there, fidgeting with the lock, until I was too tired to sit up. Then, I got into bed and let sleep deliver me from my growling belly.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, the worker brought me a change of clothes. When I asked about breakfast, she ignored me. She stood to the side and waited while I changed, not even bothering to avert her eyes. There wasn’t much of me to look at, but I still would have preferred privacy.
She led me back to the lab. In addition to the chair, there was a large, white box on a platform with wheels near the instrument console. I cast a glance at it and went to the chair to sit. Mrs. Darit attached the sensors and fobs without remark. But, she didn’t snap the tray in place.
Nobody spoke to me until the doctor arrived in the lab. Mrs. Darit gave her a cursory nod. The doctor went right to the box and looked inside. She motioned to a worker. “Get this hooked up, would you?” she said. She gestured to a green hose, coiled on the floor. The worker screwed one end of the hose to a nozzle on the box and took the other end behind the equipment in the back of the room. The doctor came over beside Mrs. Darit. “It’s all ready,” she said. She looked at me and drew her thin lips back in what was probably supposed to be a smile, exposing her teeth and some of her too-pink gums.
Mrs. Darit clasped her hands together and squeezed. It was something I’d seen her do occasionally at school—right before she grabbed her pointer stick and started whacking a misbehaving kid across the knuckles with it. I gulped. Whatever was coming, it was likely to be uncomfortable.
Mrs. Darit came over to me and put her hand on my upper arm. She wrapped her fingers around my bicep with a firm grip and pulled me towards her, out of the chair. I stood up, my legs shaking. She guided me towards the box. A worker pressed a button that lowered it almost to the ground.
“I’m going to need you to get in the box,” she said. “Yes, climb in right there and lie down. Just like that.”
I did as she told me. The sides and bottom of the box were plastic and rigid. It wasn’t very comfortable.
“Now,” she continued. “A liquid agent is going to flow into the box there, from that hole.” She pointed towards the spot where the hose must have been hooked on the outside. “I’m going to close the lid and lock it. The locking mechanism you practiced with last night . . .” She paused and looked me in the eyes. “You did practice, didn’t you?”
I nodded. A dark sense of what was to come crept over me.
“Great. The locking mechanism you practiced with . . .” She stopped and winked. “. . . will be locked here, on the outside of the box. Then, the water will begin to flow. You’ll have about 45 minutes to unlock the lock, before the air inside the box will be completely replaced with the liquid.”
Fear made my arms and legs feel like dead weight. There was an audible pop inside my head; as if the box were made of fire, and I’d just been thrown into it, my body rebelled. I scrambled and clawed; I got my torso out of the box before I was pushed back inside. Then, my lower half flowed out, and screams I couldn’t have imagined in my worst nightmares exploded from my mouth. But, I was quickly pressed back into the box by many hands, and the lid slid shut.
“All right, Nimisila,” a tinny voice said from above my right ear. It was the doctor. “The box is locked. I want you to focus on unlocking the box. You can get out, as soon as you unlock the box.” There was a muffled sound. “Queue the liquid.”
A liquid that felt like oily water began to flow into the box. I pounded my hands on the lid. I screamed as loudly as I could, then switched to broadcasting my scream. If I had to suffer, then everyone present was going to have to live my panic along with me.
I began to paw around, searching for something, anything that could help me. But, the box was more or less coffin-sized, which meant I couldn’t reach anything below my mid-thighs. There was nothing to feel, anyway. I tried to stick my finger in the hole where the water was flowing in. But, it was sharp, and I gasped when I felt the fresh sensation of my skin being cut open.
“You’re wasting time,” the doctor said. “You’ve lost a good five minutes on panic. You could already be out of the box.”
I stilled myself. She was right. I didn’t want her to be right, but she was. I could get myself out of this if I wanted to.
In my mind’s eye, I pictured the lock. It was shiny, and it felt cool and smooth when I touched it—except for the tail of the bolt, which was marred by a tiny bur of improperly-shaped metal. I imagined lifting the tail and sliding it out of its housing. I thought about the weight of the tail, and how it would resist just the tiniest bit, until it lifted all the way to the position where the bolt would be free to slide. I thought about the sound; how the metal grated on the metal; how I felt the vibration in my fingertip. I thought about how my hand would smell metallic when I took it away.
I clenched my fists and muscles. I screamed from my mouth and my head.
But, the lid didn’t open.
I reasoned that maybe it wouldn’t open on its own; maybe I needed to push it up, once the bolt was free from the housing that held it in place. But, the lid held firmly against my hands.
Mrs. Darit, I can’t do it. It’s not working, I said. I need the sound.
“You don’t need their voices,” Mrs. Darit replied through the tinny speaker. “You have your own voice. You almost have it; the sensors say you’re nearly there.”
I redoubled my efforts. The water was up around my shoulders. If I could have seen inside the box, my stomach and knees would have looked like islands rising up out of the dark water. I had to lift my head to keep my ears dry. I’d never liked getting my ears wet, not since I was little and had a raging ear infection that perforated my eardrum.
The water sloshed around me in waves while I contorted, trying to intensify and project my concentration onto the lock. I noticed my breath was ragged and huffy, and I wondered if my oxygen supply was dwindling. Could I have used it all up, already? Was there fresh air being pumped in somewhere I couldn’t see?
A fresh wave of panic came over me, and I again thrashed against the cover. “Let me OUT!” I banged my fists against the lid. The whole box was shuddering with the intensity of my effort. Would it fall off its platform? If it fell, would the water spill out and save me from drowning? I started to roll from side to side as much as possible. It felt like maybe the box was swaying, but I couldn’t be sure.
“Stop all that paddling around,” Mrs. Darit said through the speaker. “You can do this. Stop letting the circumstances sway you from your objective.”
I started to cry. I was going to die in that box. I couldn’t keep my ears dry anymore. The only thing above the water now was my face: My chin, cheeks, eyes, nose, and forehead. The tip of my nose was pressed to the lid of the box. I couldn’t lift myself any higher. I had to get it open in the next minute or two, or I would drown.
Surely, they wouldn’t let me drown? I was, as far as I could tell, the most successful test subject they’d had so far. The doctor wouldn’t want to scrap it and start all over. Would she?
Anger spiked up my throat and shot clear through my brain, and a level of sharpness in my concentration flashed white. The lock felt like it was in my hand. I touched it. I manipulated it. The water covered my forehead and chin. I pressed my nose against the lid even harder. The lock’s tail flipped into the open position with a snap. My nose was covered. There was no more air. I thrashed once, then twice, and then the bolt slid out of the housing so violently that the box shook. I slammed my palms against the lid, and this time, it opened.
It. Opened.
I sat up, heaving in a huge breath, coughing and sputtering, as I tried to fill my lungs with air, instead of water.
The doctor and Mrs. Darit were standing at the foot of the box. The doctor had a look of smug satisfaction on her face. Mrs. Darit looked like I’d slapped her across the face with a dead fish.
“There, now. We knew you had it in you. See? You didn’t need anybody else’s voice to get you where you were going,” the doctor said.
“Can I get out?” I said. The water had felt warm as it filled the box, but now, it felt ice-cold. My teeth started to chatter.
A lab worker came over to help me out of the box. She handed me a small, kitchen towel. But, I accepted it. I rubbed the water off with brisk motions, then clutched the small towel to my chest with my arms folded in around it.
“Someone take her to her room,” Mrs. Darit said. “She needs a fresh change of clothes. Bring her back, though. There’s still more to do today.”
If my eyes were ever capable of throwing darts, they were doing it right now. I wanted to hurt her. I wanted to hurt her badly. How could they treat a kid this way? How could they treat anyone this way?
A lab worker draped another towel over my shoulders from behind, and she guided me toward the door, then down the hall to my room. A change of clothes was on my bed, and I put it on without even looking to see if I was alone or not. What did it matter? They didn’t value my life. Why would they care if I was naked or clothed?
When I was dressed, the lab worker reached for my elbow to take me back to the lab.
I pulled back. “I’m hungry,” I said.
I don’t have any food to give you, she said. When you come back here later, it will be waiting.
“Waiting, like yesterday? A piece of bread and a cup of water?”
Her eyebrows knit together, and she shook her head. No. Your dinner. It will be here.
“I’m telling you, what I had for dinner yesterday was a piece of bread and a cup of water. I wasn’t given breakfast; I’m pretty sure it’s probably past lunchtime now, and no lunch has materialized. I’m going to get bread and water to eat today. That’s it.”
I’m sure that won’t be the case, she said. She averted her eyes as she said it, then took me back to the lab.
“Good news,” the doctor said when she saw me. “The box is ready for another try. Hop on in.”
◆◆◆
 
I went in the box multiple times a day, day after day. A full meal never did materialize; occasionally, I was given a vitamin or an apple. But, most days, I was given a single piece of white bread, and a cup of water to drink. None of the lab workers believed me when I appealed to them for something more; they all thought I was losing weight because of the strain from the tests.
Days turned into weeks, then months, and after four or five of those, I lost count. I became resigned to whatever treatment they could dish out. I lacked the physical strength to do anything about it, anyway. I never saw Talika, Marve, or Elton. Even Faith disappeared from the lab. The lab workers rotated in and out frequently, and as soon as I came to learn the name of one, someone else took their place.
The only constants were the doctor and Mrs. Darit. Somehow, the doctor managed to hide her name from me. Not that it mattered; I didn’t want any reason to think of her as a human being. She ordered me into the box, whether I obeyed without question or dissolved onto the floor in a puddle of self-pity and tears. If I fought, I was beaten. If I asked questions, I was ignored. I came to think maybe I wasn’t enough of a person to even cast a shadow, and that’s how the doctor liked it.
Even after the thousandth submersion in the box, I couldn’t manage to unlock the mechanism any faster. Mrs. Darit felt it was my lack of urgency, and she sought ways to prod me along. Sometimes, the box didn’t fill with water. She tried snakes, mice, and spiders. Those increased my panic levels, but without the water, there wasn’t enough desperation for me to unlock the lid. Once, she allowed the box to fill, while also occasionally sending an electric current through the water. I nearly bit my tongue off when she tried that.
One day, it all changed. I don’t know what the catalyst was. She didn’t say. But, the doctor didn’t tell me to get in the box when I was escorted to the lab that day. Instead, she had me sit in the chair, and she snapped the tray into place. She set a version of the paper dog on the tray. “Go ahead and move that,” she said.
So, I did. Somehow—maybe because I was thankful to be outside the box, with a simple task, instead of a death-defying one—it came easily.
“Great. Now, move this.” She set a plastic cup on the tray.
Again, I easily moved it.
“Now, this.” She set a fist-sized rock on the tray.
I moved it.
“Uh-huh.” She looked me up and down.
I put a hand to my hair self-consciously; I wasn’t allowed baths or washing—other than my dunks into the box. I didn’t have a comb or a brush, and because I was so malnourished, my hair was falling out in clumps.
She went to Mrs. Darit in her corner, and they conferred quietly. I noticed a sandwich left unattended by a lab worker on a counter across the room. Could I get it without moving from my spot? I reached out to it in my head, and the sandwich quivered and flipped end over end off the plate and onto the countertop. Then, it shifted along the counter towards me. But, the lab worker noticed and stopped its progress. He picked it up and took a bite out of it, eyeballing me. Jerk.
Mrs. Darit materialized in my line of vision, causing me to flinch. “Ah, here we are,” she said. “You’re doing very well, Nimisila.”
“Good enough to be fed a real meal?” I asked.
As usual, she ignored my pleas for food. “We’re going to take a new step in your training today. It’s been a whole year of working in the box. Did you know that?”
I shrugged. What did it matter how long it had been?
“You’ve made some great strides. I didn’t want you to know, but in the beginning, we were manipulating the feather and the dog. You weren’t moving them at all.” She clasped her hands together and gave me a giant, fake smile. “You learned to do this, just because you believed you could. Isn’t that amazing?”
If I could have reached her and had the strength to do so, I would have punched her in the throat. I didn’t answer.
“Now, you’re able to move things with your mind, and we want to know just how accurate and strong your ability is. So, what we’re going to do today is a little bit of target practice.” She nodded to a worker, who wheeled out a giant bullseye.
The doctor produced a gun from her lab pocket. It was small and looked more like a toy than anything lethal. But, I didn’t doubt she’d kill me with it if she had the chance.
“Here’s what’s going to happen,” the doctor said. “I’m going to shoot at that target, and you’re going to stop the bullet. Don’t just deflect it. We don’t want anybody to get hurt, now, do we?” She laughed, and the workers nearby stopped what they were doing and fake-laughed along with her. As soon as the laughter silenced, they began edging as far from the target as they could.
“You stop the bullet,” she continued, “and just let it drop harmlessly to the floor. That’s it. Easy, right?”
I looked back to the lab worker with the sandwich. He shoved the last bite into his mouth and licked his fingers.
“Right. Here we go.” The doctor pointed the gun at the target, shut one eye to aim, and squeezed the trigger. I’d never seen a gun up close, and I was unprepared for how loud it was going to be. It jerked her arm. The shot radiated out, making my chest rattle, like it had when I’d had pneumonia. Before I could even take any of it in, the bullet struck the target and embedded itself in the innermost ring of the bullseye.
The doctor looked to me and tsked. “You didn’t even try,” she said.
“I’ve never seen how a gun works before,” I said. “It’s faster than I thought it would be.”
“Mm-hmm. Yes, I see your point. How about this: I’ll back farther from the target and take a series of practice shots. You just study it. Figure out when and where to stop the bullet. We should be done with this test by lunch.”
“I get lunch today?” I asked.
She turned and marched to a new point, farther from the target. She repeated her actions from before, squinting one eye to get a good look at the target. I turned towards the target. I needed to know if I could trust the sound of the gun. If I heard it, was it already too late to stop it? Or could the sound be a signal to raise my invisible shield?
“Here I go,” she said. “Three . . . two . . . and . . .”
The shot rang out again. This time, the bullet pierced the center of the target before I heard the sound. So, I needed to watch her trigger finger. That was the only way I’d be able to stop it.
I moved closer to the target, then off to the side. It made me a little nervous to be openly available as a target, but really, my hold on the will to live was tenuous at best. My starving body was in constant pain, always shivering with cold, and barely had the strength to keep me standing.
The doctor counted off another shot. This time, I was better prepared because I used the motion of her finger to decide when to try and block the bullet. But, it still sped by, unimpeded by my efforts. Half a dozen more shots rang out, each of them striking the target with a dull but rather satisfying whump.
The doctor stepped to a counter to reload the gun, and Mrs. Darit approached me. “You want to imagine the bullet being caught,” she said. “Like you’re just plucking it out of the air with your fingertips.”
I didn’t want her advice, but I did want the test to be over with, so I resigned myself to trying what she suggested.
It didn’t work.
A dozen reloads later, the bullets were still hitting the target.
The doctor came over to me, nudged the muzzle of the gun under my chin, lifted my eyes to hers, and stared me down. “I think you need some motivation,” she said. “You seem to learn new skills when there is an element of danger involved, no?” She nodded, satisfied with her idea. “Yes, you need some motivation. We’re going to break for lunch. You.” She pointed at a worker. “Take her to her room until the lunch break is over.”
“What about my lunch?” I asked.
The doctor sighed. “I am so tired of hearing you whine about your lack of food. Would someone give this girl something to eat already?”
The lab worker bristled. She’d escorted me before and knew I was always hungry, but she’d not believed they were intentionally withholding food from me. She seemed to think I’d made up stories of my treatment—even though she had been present at various times while they tortured me in the box.
She caught my arm in a death grip and pulled me from the lab, stalking the whole way to my room. When we arrived, she threw me in and shut the door behind me.
I smacked my open palm against the door. “She said to feed me!” I yelled. I pounded on the door several more times, before turning to the only other source of comfort I had: The dirty blanket and cot, which would provide me with minimal warmth until I had to return to the lab. I got under the blanket and pulled it over my head, needing to block out the outside world.
A short time later, I heard the door open. “It’s not time to go back,” I growled from under the blanket. But, someone stepped into the room and over to the table anyway.
I peeled back the covers.
It was Faith. I brought you lunch, she said.
I was so excited, I got tangled in my blanket when I tried to get up. I stumbled and fell against the table, sloshing precious soup onto the tray, which also contained a sandwich, a glass of milk, a cookie, and an orange. I didn’t bother with the spoon. I lifted the bowl of soup right to my mouth and drank it dry within a few gulps. I turned to the sandwich, and after sopping up the spilled soup with it, I started stuffing it in, chewing only as much as necessary, before chasing each swallow with a drink of milk.
Slow down, Faith said. You’ve got some time.
I’m glad to see you, Faith, I said. The last time I’d seen her was before they started putting me in the box. I thought she’d left for some other job.
She patted my arm. I’ve wanted to see you. They won’t let me. They think I’m too sympathetic to you.
You mean, you’re not a monster, I said, rolling my eyes. The last bit of sandwich disappeared, and I turned to the cookie.
She picked up the orange and began to peel it for me. She laughed. None of us are monsters, she said.
I eyeballed her. Not in the literal sense, I said.
In what sense, then?
Do you know what they’ve been doing to me? To Elton?
Sure. Telekinesis experiments.
‘Torture’ would be a better description. Did you know they’ve electrocuted me? Forced me into a box they filled with water, until I couldn’t breathe? I don’t even know what they’ve done to Elton. I only know they started hurting him before they started hurting me.
Her expression clouded. She finished peeling the orange and pushed the slices towards me.
“I can move things now,” I said out loud. I lifted a slice of orange to my mouth without touching it. It was unimaginably juicy. I closed my eyes to savor it.
Then, the experiments worked.
They worked, I said.
She appeared to be relieved, as if the ends justified the means. I didn’t comment further. I ate the orange slices in silence, while she piled the peels and dishes on the tray. Are you finished? They’re expecting you back in the lab.
I nodded. At one time, I’d thought Faith was an ally, someone I could trust. But, if she thought treating me this way to develop my abilities was just a means to an end . . .
I couldn’t finish the thought. I followed her back to the lab. We didn’t speak again.
“I hope you enjoyed your meal,” the doctor snapped as we entered. “Your high and mighty attitude is holding up the rest of the lab.”
Faith stopped short, and I ran into her back. She has the right to eat. She’s a human being with real needs. Her thoughts were broadcast to the room, and the silence hit me like a wall when everyone in the lab turned and stared.
The doctor looked at Faith, too, with an amused expression on her face. “A volunteer,” she said. She snapped her fingers, and a burly lab worker came over and put his hand on Faith’s upper arm. He jerked his head, indicating that she should follow him. They moved across the lab, and dread crept through me as he chauffeured her directly to the target. He strapped her to it; her arms and legs were spread like a giant, human-shaped star over the red circles.
My lunch launched out of my stomach with barely enough time for me to lean over a nearby trash can.
The doctor tsked. “See? Lunch. Wasted on the likes of you.” She produced the gun. “I think you can see where this is going.” She aimed the gun. “Get ready, Nimisila,” she said. Her voice was steely.
My knees felt like they couldn’t support a pillow, let alone my own weight. I staggered towards her. “No. Wait,” I said, holding out my hand. But, it was too late. She was already emptying the gun. I reached out with my mind to help Faith, but I couldn’t. I deflected two or three bullets, which ricocheted madly around the room. But, most of them hit home with strange thumps of contact.
Faith’s mouth made an “o” shape, and she struggled to hold herself up. There was blood, but I didn’t know where it was coming from.
Faith? I started to cry, and I staggered towards her.
But, Faith didn’t reply. Her body arched up once, and then sagged. She let out one long exhale, and then relaxed into stillness.
The doctor was reloading the gun. “I told you, you can’t just deflect it,” she said. “You nearly killed Ralph over there.” She gestured with the gun towards a lab worker, who was clutching a rapidly-spreading bloody spot on the upper arm of his scrubs. “That test wasn’t hard enough, I think. We need someone she really cares about, don’t we?” the doctor asked.
Nobody answered her, so I’m not sure who she was talking to. But, moments later, a worker escorted another person into the room. He had shaggy hair and was tall. He was wearing shackles around his wrists and ankles, and they were connected together in a four-point system that made it difficult for him to walk. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t reconcile who it was.
“You remember Elton, right? Your little friend?” the doctor asked.
I snapped back to looking at him. He was looking everywhere but at me. But, she was right; it was Elton. He’d lost his chubbiness and gained a lean but muscled physique, and he was about a foot taller than the last time I’d seen him.
Apparently, they hadn’t been starving him.
Elton? I asked.
He flinched and turned his head slowly to look beyond me.
Elton. Please, just look at me. Are you all right? I asked.
Don’t let them manipulate you, he said. They want to use me against you.
“Now, now. Enough with the secret chitchat,” the doctor said, then said to a worker, “Get him ready.”
I felt like a hand had closed around my throat. The worker was taking him towards the target, even as someone else loosened Faith’s body from it. He let Faith thump to the ground without any respect for her corpse. I choked back a sob. They were going to kill the only two people here that I even remotely cared about.
Be strong, Elton said to me.
Anger flared to life deep in the seat of my soul and burned through me, rampaging like rats fleeing from a fire. My focus sharpened; colors seemed brighter, and sounds seemed louder.
The doctor finished reloading and raised the gun at Elton. “Are you ready this time, Nimisila? You’d better get ready fast.” The movement of her finger against the trigger seemed infinitesimally small, and I was shocked to actually see the bullet as it propelled from the barrel towards Elton. I imagined having a bat or a paddle that I could use to hit the bullet, as if it were a baseball, away from Elton. I imagined being able to direct the bullet’s new trajectory.
It hit Mrs. Darit right between the eyes.
The doctor didn’t notice, though. She kept on shooting. I deflected bullet after bullet. The lab workers that were still standing began to run and scream. The gun was finally emptied of its ammunition, and everyone except for Elton, me, and the doctor were either dead or dying on the floor.
Elton let out a roar and flexed his arms. The leather straps around his wrists and ankles disintegrated into dust, and he tore away from the target. He bounded across the lab, straight at the doctor. Her eyes were wide, and she dropped the gun. She held up her hands and yelled for him to stop, but he kept coming. He pushed through the chairs, tables, and dead workers in his path, all the while, roaring like some wounded beast. He reached her and shoved her, and she fell onto her back and slid across the floor. Her head bounced in a series of muffled thuds.
He rushed forward, ready to set upon her again, but I stopped him. No. We’re going to end it like this, I said. I pointed to the box and threw back the lid. She’s going to find out what it’s like to be helpless inside a box while her air leaks away. She’s going to die slow.
Elton’s mouth crept into a half-smile. I like it, he said.
She started to groan, and a hand went to her head. She rolled onto her side and pedaled her legs, but she couldn’t find anything to push against. It was useless, anyway. Elton easily lifted her and forced her into the box. I pushed the lid closed with my hands, but latched the lock with my mind. I’d always had to unlock it to free myself; it felt liberating to lock someone else in, instead. I hooked up the tubes, turned them on, and heard the water rushing into the box.
The doctor banged against the lid, calling for us. “I can help you!” she shouted. “You need to learn how to focus, how to improve! There’s so much more you could both do!” She banged on the lid again. “Are you there?! Did you hear me?! Nimisila! I command you to open this box right now!”
What should we do? I asked Elton.
Let’s get out of here, he said. It won’t take long for someone to figure out something went wrong. He glanced down at the box. How long will it take for her to die in there?
About 45 minutes for it to fill up. Probably another five or so for her to drown.
He came around the box and stood beside me. They hurt you a lot in that box, didn’t they?
I nodded.
They hurt me, too. Usually with electricity. Nothing as terrifying as this, though. He put an arm around my shoulder. We should wait until she’s dead. The whole experiment will die with her.
This was all her?
Yep. Mrs. Darit helped—and, of course, her family’s power backed it up. He looked at me, his eyes filled with pain. But, without her, there’s no drive. She almost succeeded at getting what she wanted. She proved she could give you and me the ability—and, to some extent, Talika.
Have you seen Talika? We probably shouldn’t leave her here.
Talika deserves what she gets, he said. Our families are probably dead, and neither of us is ever going to be the same, and for what? So she wouldn’t have to endure abuse anymore?
Her family broke her, Elton. It’s not her fault. She thought this was a way out. I wanted to blame her, too. But, I knew it was Mrs. Darit’s doing; she’d spotted Tal’s weakness from a million miles away and twisted it to her own advantage.
Then, she can find her own damn way out. I’m not helping her.
What about Marve?
Marve’s dead. He didn’t survive even a month.
I—how do you know?
He scowled. Part of the experiments they did on me.
I had no idea what that meant, but I was pretty certain I didn’t want to know. I checked the time. The box was about half-full. We should check for survivors, I said. Elton dropped his arm from my shoulder and allowed me to move away to check on the lab workers, but he didn’t assist me. They were all dead. It seemed I’d developed pretty good aim, as soon as I thought I was going to lose Elton. That gave me an idea. She said my power was always strongest when I was desperate, I said. So, maybe we should wait until we’re caught. We can get rid of anybody who knows who we are, and who knows about the experiments. Then, we can find some way to destroy the building, and everything in it. Even if someone survives, and they know about us, they’ll think we died with everyone else.
A new flurry of panic raised from inside the box. The doctor must have been pressing her face to the lid now. I thought about how they never cleaned it, and how the inside of it was slimy with greenish-black mold, and how that made the water taste and smell terrible. I thought of how unpleasant it was to press my face against the slick lid and breathe in the smell because it was the only way to survive.
I smiled.
What are your powers? he asked.
Besides telepathy, I can move things with my mind. Isn’t that what you can do?
No. My power is strength.
So, that explained the way he’d broken out of the leather straps. Then, why did you let them bring you in here? Why didn’t you just knock them down and run away?
I knew they were bringing me to you, he said. I knew they would use you against me, or the other way around. That’s what they tried to do with Marve. They didn’t know I hated him.
But, you let them tie you up. She shot at you! You could have gotten out of the way.
He tapped the top of the lid. Should be almost time.
So, he didn’t want to talk about it. I studied his face. He looked much older, and sadder. I checked the time again. She was probably completely underwater now. The box began to shudder with her movements, even swayed back and forth. I knew that wouldn’t work, though. Not when the box was already full.
I was struck with a wave of sympathy, and in my mind, I reached out to the lock. Beside me, Elton shifted his weight from one foot to the other so that he leaned against me slightly. The feeling of mercy passed, and I dropped my head to rest on Elton’s shoulder.
You know, nobody else will ever understand what happened to us here, he said. You and I, we’re bonded together by it. Don’t you think?
I frowned. I knew he’d endured horrible things, but I knew almost nothing about what those things were, and surely, he knew very little about what they’d been doing to me all this time. I won’t give them credit for that, I said. I snaked my hand down his side, pushed my fingers between his, and squeezed. They don’t get to be the reason we’re bonded together. We were bonded before, by friendship and adventure. We’ve come to a place where we’re different than before. But, the bond hasn’t broken.
He tipped his head so that it rested on top of mine. You’re right. They don’t get credit for that. For any of this. Maybe they helped us transform. Maybe we’ll be able to leave here and go to the normal school and get normal jobs and not have to scrape and suffer. But, we did it. Not them. Ultimately, we made our own transformation.
The movement in the box changed to clawing fury. I recognized the panic, the desperation. But, the doctor didn’t have our talents. She hadn’t tried any experiments on herself yet. She’d been too busy forcing her will on us to; she was too afraid to throw herself into the mix. Her own fear was keeping her in the box now.
The box stilled. I was well aware someone like the doctor could pretend to be dead. So, I didn’t unlock the lid to look, and if the box became a watery grave she was never rescued from—even after death—I was perfectly fine with that. She’d had few qualms about putting me in the box, and I would return the favor.
What do we do now? he asked.
Wait, I said. Eventually, someone will come, and they’ll alert other people. We’ll just fight our way out.
He picked the doctor’s gun up from the floor, and he reloaded it. I looked around the room for something we could use to burn down or destroy the building. There wasn’t much of use—until I found the kerosene. I poured it around the lab, making sure I sloshed a little extra on the target, the chair, and the box. Elton watched with a smirk; I think he was enjoying the idea of burning the place down. I was splashing it over the instrument console, when I noticed a round, red button I’d never seen before, on the side of the panel that faced away from the chair. It had a clear, plastic cover over it that flipped up, and it was labeled PANIC in bright, yellow letters.
“Are you ready?” I asked.
Elton shrugged. “Sure,” he said. “Did you see someone?” He turned towards the doors and raised the gun.
“Not yet,” I said.
I pressed the button.
In the distance, I could hear what must have been an ear-splitting alarm from close range. Immediately, there were heavy steps running down the hallway. The doors slammed open, and three armed guards rushed in, pointing their weapons everywhere. I yanked them from their grasps; their faces registered shock and panic as they realized Elton was pointing a gun at them. Shots were fired. I made sure each bullet hit the mark, right in the center of their foreheads. I grabbed two of the guns and handed the third to Elton. It only took a minute for more footsteps to come running in our direction.
We retreated behind the box so that we weren’t so easily visible and waited. Guard after guard came into the room; one by one, they were stripped of their weapons, and they were shot. I began lifting their bodies and piling them up in a corner so that the ones entering the room wouldn’t see the danger right away. A feeling of strength and security welled inside me, and suddenly, it was enough. I didn’t have to kill anybody else; I just needed to get out.
I went to the console and turned on the halo, then ripped a cord from it. It spewed sparks and ozone into the air, and I dropped it into a puddle of kerosene. There was a violent whoosh, and a steady breeze flowed through the door to feed the rapidly-spreading fire.
“Nimisila! Come on!” Elton was calling to me. I don’t know how long I was staring at the fire, but the room was engulfed. I pushed at it with my power and ran to the door, where Elton was waiting. We rushed through the hall, Elton dragging me behind him.
“Do you know where to go?” I said. Somehow, it hadn’t occurred to me that we needed to know a way out of the building to leave it.
“Up,” he said. He threw open a door. It was a stairwell. We were at the lowest level. Looking up between the railings as we mounted the steps, I could see the stairs went up and up, a half-dozen floors, at least, and I couldn’t see the top from our vantage point.
“We’re underground?” I asked.
He nodded. “There’s an elevator up to the ground floor, but with the alarm going, it probably isn’t a good idea to use it.”
We’d made it up two flights, and my breath was starting to get huffy. “This is the only other way out?” I said between puffs of breath.
“There’s another stairwell, closer to the lab. I figured they’d watch that one first, though.”
Above us, I heard a door slam open, then heavy, fast steps. I couldn’t tell if they were coming towards us or going away. Elton flattened against the outer wall, pushing me behind him and shielding me with his arm. I certainly didn’t mind being shielded, but it blocked my vision. I took a step down so that I could see around him. The door at the bottom of the stairs, just behind me, banged open.
“You! Stop where you are! Put your hands up where I can see them!” a guard shouted. He was brandishing a gun at us. I focused on the gun and was about to rip it away, but Elton stepped out around me, then swung his leg back, and then forward. His foot connected with the guard’s head with such force that the man’s head appeared to disconnect from his body as he tumbled to the floor.
The guard directly behind him opened his mouth, probably to repeat the instructions. But, then he dropped the gun and backed away. “I don’t want any trouble,” he said. “I’m just trying to do my job.”
“We’re just trying to be normal,” I said. I focused on his chest and pushed.
He took another step back. “Seriously, you don’t need to hurt me. I won’t hurt you.” His hands were raised.
I pulled his gun towards me from the ground.
The footsteps above suddenly became louder, and a pair of boots came into view on the landing above us, then turned and came down towards us. “Get your hands where I can see them,” the guard said. His eyes were crazed, and spittle was flying from his mouth as he gave the instructions. He was brandishing a gun, and without warning, he pulled the trigger. I deflected the bullets, directing one back at him. His weapon was automatic, though, and his finger didn’t let go of the trigger. Bullets sprayed in every direction as he fell backwards. I imagined a silo of safety around Elton and me, and the bullets pinged off it harmlessly.
As soon as the gun stopped, Elton grabbed my arm and started hauling me up the stairs. I glanced back at the guard who’d tried to give up; he’d taken a bullet in the leg and was moaning on the floor, clutching the wounded area. I didn’t think we’d have any more trouble from him.
There were still feet clomping up and down the stairs above us, but that didn’t stop Elton. He pulled me up three flights before stopping to rest for a moment. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Out of breath, but fine.”
“They didn’t let you exercise at all, did they?”
“Not really. Unless you count walking to and from the lab.”
A different alarm started, and a light above the door at each landing began to strobe on and off.
“Great. The fire alarm. People are going to evacuate,” he said.
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” I said. I started running up the stairs as fast as I could. It seemed like there were only a few flights left.
A door below us slammed open, then another, making evident the familiar shuffling of civilians as they made their way somewhere, only half-convinced they needed to go.
“Get me to the top,” I said, bending over and huffing.
Elton grabbed me around the waist and launched himself up the stairs, three at a time. I’d been wrong; there were four floors left. A door to our left banged open as we passed by. Another at the top opened, but the people there stood to the side and let us pass. Maybe they thought I was injured. A handful of people were leaving through the exit door as we reached the top, but I didn’t bother myself with them.
“Go outside,” I said.
Elton hesitated. “I won’t leave you here,” he said.
“You’re not leaving me. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
Another beat passed, then he bounded out the door. I turned my attention to the ceiling. I imagined the metal and concrete crunching in my mind’s grasp, twisting and grating. Huge chunks of concrete began to fall from the ceiling. Girders snapped free of their positions and began to tumble down the stairs. Dust was billowing up and falling down; people were coughing and screaming.
Still, I pulled more down. I pulled it all down, and when I could see the sky, and the building above me was gone, I started pushing. I pushed the stairs we’d just come up, and the landing at the bottom—even though I couldn’t see any of it, with the ceiling all over the place. The stairs groaned and creaked, then tore away from the landing I stood on and began to collapse. Fully collapse, like Jacob’s ladder, rippling down and away from me.
The landing I was standing on suddenly pitched forward, and I lifted myself from it. I imagined myself floating out of the now-absent top of the building. My feet rose up from the ground, and a swell of air rushed around me, dense with debris and dust. It clogged my nose, and there was grit in my mouth, but I didn’t care.
When I was floating directly above the stairwell, open to the air around me, I imagined my foot stomping down and in, crushing it all to oblivion.
I glanced down at the ground. Elton was outside the building, grabbing hold of people who were pouring out of the doors. He was breaking their necks or crushing them; some of them, he kicked, just like he’d kicked the guard in the stairwell. They fell around him, and he tossed them away, like they were nothing but rags. I willed myself to move towards him, and I swooped through the air, imagining my feet stomping through the roof over the remainder of the building as I went. The building itself was small; it must have only housed the stairwell and elevator shaft.
By the time I reached Elton, the building was obliterated. People could no longer come out; there was no longer a door to exit from.
My feet came to the ground beside him.
He pointed to another, similar building a short distance away, up a hill. People were running away from it. “That’s the other exit,” he said.
Fury prickled up my spine and settled in a heated mass behind my eyes. I pointed at the building and pictured my anger rushing out of my fingertip. Great balls of flame shot out of the end of my finger and engulfed the building. The balls made a thwoop-thwoop sound as they rushed out of me and into the open air, where the oxygen could feed their flames. When I was satisfied the building wouldn’t survive the fire, I pointed at the people dashing around the hillside. Screaming people ran around; their clothes, hair, and skin were all on fire.
In the distance, I could hear the sirens of emergency vehicles approaching. “We should go,” I said.
Elton nodded. We turned away from the building and started walking down the hill in the direction most of the burned people had seemed to flee in. “Did you know you could do that?” he asked.
“What?”
“You just shot fire out of your finger. Did you know you could?”
“Nope.” I shrugged. “I just imagined I could, and then I really could. You try it.”
“No, thanks.”
We walked in silence. The sun was high above us, and it must have been near noon. After so many months underground, the brightness bothered my eyes a little, and I squinted at everything. Every now and then, we glanced back at the remains of the building. A fire vehicle was trying to douse the flames, but they weren’t going out.
They wouldn’t extinguish until I wanted them to.




Chapter 7

We decided to make our way to the power plant. We’d both been told our parents had been given jobs there, and anyway, Elton’s brother worked there, even if our parents didn’t. Nobody paid us any mind, and that was fine with me. At least, it meant nobody was looking for us. Maybe they thought better of it, after what we’d done to the lab.
The power plant was surrounded by a fence and had a security gate. There was a bench near the gate, and we took a seat on it to wait for the end of the shift. We didn’t approach the gates, and the guards didn’t even bother looking around. One of them sat with his feet up, a book in one hand, and a cup of tea in the other. The other guard was working on an old-style computer—though I suspected he was probably playing games and not doing any actual work.
My stomach rumbled, but we didn’t move from our spot. Elton held my hand in his. His palm was sweaty, but it didn’t bother me.
Do you think our parents are really here? I asked. I didn’t look at him as I talked. I couldn’t look. If he had even an ounce of doubt, I didn’t want to see it.
Maybe, he said. He shrugged as he said it.
You sound like you don’t care whether you see them or not.
I do. I just . . . don’t want to get my hopes up. He paused, then asked, Are you sure you didn’t know you could do that? The fire thing?
No. I just imagined it, and it happened, I said.
Remind me never to make you angry. Even though it sounded like he was making a joke, I could tell he wasn’t.
Are you scared of me?
He hesitated. No. Maybe.
People began to move in and out of the security gate, forcing the guards to put aside their distractions and do their jobs. Only a few came out, but a lot more people seemed to come out of nowhere and flock inside.
We stayed where we were and watched for any sign of our families, either going in or out. Elton said his brother worked during the day, but I thought it likely our parents would work at night. They had, after all, been considered unsavory individuals until recently.
It wasn’t until more people started coming out of the gates when Elton spotted his brother. Weasel! Elton said. He stood up and waved his arms madly. Over here. Here!
I searched through the crowd. Weasel was easy to spot once I found him; he was a taller and heavier version of Elton. He pushed through the crowd and grabbed Elton into his arms, whapping his hands on his back. They were laughing and smiling, and Weasel pulled back to study Elton. His eyes widened at the change in Elton’s physique. He pinched Elton’s stomach, and Elton slapped his hand away, like he was annoyed. But, he still kept an arm around Weasel as he turned him towards me.
Weasel, this is my friend, Nimisila, he introduced us. Nim, this is my older brother, Forago. But, you can call him Weasel. Everyone does.
Weasel shook my hand. A pleasure to meet you, Nimisila. Any friend of my brother’s is all right by me.
His hand was rough, and his grip was firm. I wondered how he’d developed such callouses on his palms. It’s nice to meet you, as well, I said.
Can we come home with you? Elton said. We’ve nowhere to go.
Of course, he said. So long as you agree to tell me what’s happened to you.
It’s a long story, Elton said.
I’ve got nothing but time. Weasel clamped one arm around my shoulders, and the other arm around Elton’s, then turned us in the direction of his home and started walking. I felt safe—if only for a moment. It was nice to feel that way.
◆◆◆
 
Weasel’s house was small but tidy. It was brick on the outside, with a window flanking each side of the front door, and a small dormer in the roof above the door. Flowers were bursting out of a pot on the front step, and the door had a traditional, deer-antler totem to welcome prosperity and good health.
Weasel opened the door and led us inside. We were in the living area, where two large chairs sat on either side of a fireplace. There was no second floor, but the ceiling vaulted up to the dormer, letting natural light into the space and giving it a large feeling, even though it was small. On the opposite wall, there were two doors, side by side: One obviously led to the kitchen, and the other most likely led to his bedroom.
Come in, come in. Have a seat, he said. Are you hungry? I’m going to make dinner.
I nodded, too busy taking in my surroundings to answer. I sat in the chair that was offered, but Elton followed him into the kitchen, and I listened to them bustling around. They didn’t speak out loud—even though I was sure that was how Weasel was used to communicating with Elton. It made me wonder if they were talking about me, and heat flushed my cheeks. What could they be saying?
But, no. They were brothers. Surely, they were talking about what had befallen their parents. Maybe Weasel knew. Maybe he didn’t realize they weren’t around; they’d likely tried to distance themselves so that he could have a chance at getting a better job.
I sat, wrestling with my thoughts. The aroma of baking bread, or maybe biscuits, greeted me, and I slumped further into the chair, trying to absorb the beauty of it. But, then a prickle of discomfort chilled my spine. I glanced out the window and saw people walking by on the street. My gaze darted back as I registered what was unusual: The person standing at the end of the front walk, who wasn’t moving.
The man in the grey kimono.
Elton, I said. It was just a whisper—though it didn’t need to be, since nobody but Elton could hear me. But, some habits were hard to break. Elton, I said again, more urgently this time.
He came back into the room, wiping his hands on a towel. What?
I pointed at the window, and he went to look. He didn’t pull the sheer curtains back so that he wouldn’t be seen.
We’re going to have to kill him, I said.
Elton flicked a look back towards the kitchen and shook his head when he met my eyes. We can’t do that. Not with Weasel here. We could ruin things for him. He’s got a real life now.
We may have already ruined it for him, just by going to the plant to see him, I said. He knows us. He can identify us. We’ll never be safe, as long as he’s alive.
Weasel came out of the kitchen. Dinner’s ready, he said. Then, he pulled up short. “What’s going on?” he said, this time out loud.
Shh, keep your voice down, Elton said. Maybe he doesn’t know we’re alive. Maybe he’s just here to ask Weasel if he’s seen us.
Who’s here to ask me if I’ve seen you? Weasel went to the window in front of me and flicked the curtains aside. I crushed myself against the back of the chair to keep out of sight. Weasel looked up and down the street. I don’t see anyone, he said. It’s just people on their way home from work.
There’s nobody standing out there? Nobody wearing grey? I asked.
Weasel shrugged and let the curtain fall back into place. Nope. Just people on the street. Are you ready to eat?
My stomach growled, and he laughed. His laugh wasn’t like the other telepaths; he had natural laughter from a lifetime of communicating with Elton. I couldn’t help but smile when I heard it.
Maybe you imagined it, Nim, Elton said. I saw someone standing there, but I couldn’t see for sure who it was. Maybe your eyes are playing tricks on you.
I followed them into the kitchen. It was small, but there was enough room for a table in the corner. It was set with three plates packed full of food. Tears welled in my eyes when I saw it, and my hand flew up to cover my mouth. I choked back a sob.
Elton patted me on the shoulder. Nobody is ever going to starve you again, Nim. You’ll never be hungry.
I nodded, embarrassed by my reaction. Weasel either didn’t notice or pretended not to, and I was grateful for that. We sat down to eat, and we told Weasel about what happened to us—though neither one of us mentioned we could do things beyond speaking telepathically. Weasel listened, asking a question here and there. He didn’t seem surprised, just curious.
Finally, Elton couldn’t stand it any longer. Where’s Mom and Dad? They told me they’d been given jobs in the plant. Nim’s parents, too. Where are they?
They aren’t at home? asked Weasel.
Elton’s eyes flicked to mine. Maybe we should have gone to our houses, he said to me.
Have you been home to see them? I asked Weasel. Lately?
Not exactly, he said, looking sideways across the room. I followed his gaze, but he didn’t seem to be looking at anything.
What’s that mean? Elton asked.
It means we had a bit of a fight, is all. I haven’t spoken to them in a while.
Weasel, Elton whined. You haven’t seen Mom and Dad in over a year?
Maybe two, Weasel said. His face flushed pink.
After dinner, you have to go and look for them. They didn’t come to the power plant? Elton asked.
Not that I know of,” Weasel said. You know, after I started at the plant, they didn’t want me coming around. They were afraid their circumstances would hurt my career.
It’s a little too late for an explanation now, Elton said. Don’t you mean they were afraid my circumstances would hurt your career? Being the brother of someone like me must have had some kind of a stigma.
Weasel let his fork clatter to his plate as he pushed to a standing position. Don’t you ever say that. Ever. You’re my brother, and I love you. I could care less how you talk to me. You know that. He was shaking, and I reached out to touch his arm.
“It’s okay,” I said, out loud. “It’s okay. We’re not different, not anymore.”
But, we are, Elton said. His eyebrows knit together, and he frowned. If anyone figures out we don’t need an implant to communicate, it’s all over. We’ll never have normal lives.
When did I ever say I wanted to be normal? I asked. I just didn’t want to be starving all the time, is all.
Elton’s face relaxed, and he put a hand over mine. We’re okay, Nim. We’ll find our parents, and we can settle down and be regular people.
They aren’t going to get better jobs all of a sudden, Elton, I argued. They don’t have any useful skills. Who would take on our parents, after what they’ve been doing for the past 15 years?
Let’s not get lost in details, Weasel said. First, we have to find them. All four of them.
◆◆◆
 
When dinner was finished, and we’d cleaned up, we walked with Weasel to Elton’s old house. The walk was long, and by the time we arrived, the sun was setting. There were lights on in the house, and Elton brightened as we approached. He started to go around to the back door, the same way he’d always entered the house. But, Weasel stopped him. We don’t want to surprise them, he said. Let’s just knock on the front door.
Elton shrugged, and we went to the front door. I could hear a baby crying. Elton was a big brother! I looked at him and smiled. It was the first genuine smile I’d had in I-don’t-know-how-long.
Weasel knocked on the door, and I saw the curtain twitch in the window beside the door shortly afterwards. Then, the door opened.
A woman was standing there with a crying baby on her hip. She was swaying back and forth in a vain attempt to calm the baby, but it wasn’t working. Yes? she asked.
I glanced at Elton. His face was wrinkled up in confusion, and just past him, Weasel was making the same face. They were definitely related. Hello, Ma’am. My name is Weasel, and this is my brother, Elton. Our family used to live here. We’re looking for them. Do you know where they are?
She backed from the door and turned towards the house. She was calling for someone, and I took a step backwards off the porch. Fear was starting to rise from my stomach, and it left an acrid taste in my mouth.
She turned back to us. I didn’t know the previous people, she said. Maybe my husband did. Wait here. She resettled the wailing baby again and shut the door. In my mind’s eye, I followed her inside, floating above her. She moved from the living area, then down a hallway to a bedroom. She opened the door to a darkened room. There was the faint outline of someone in the bed, and they jerked up when the baby’s cries flooded the room.
Nim? Nim! Someone was shaking me by my shoulders, and my head snapped backwards and forwards once, then twice, and I bit my tongue. The metallic taste of the injury chased the fear taste away.
What? I asked, blinking.
Elton was staring at me, his hands on my shoulders. He dropped them to his sides as he realized I’d discovered another ability. Nothing, he said.
It’s not nothing,” Weasel said. You seemed like you were somewhere else just then, like you were just the shell of a person. What happened?
I met Elton’s eyes and swallowed. I followed her, I said. Into the house. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t lying about what she was doing.
I don’t get it, Weasel replied. You didn’t go anywhere. You weren’t following her.
She followed her with her mind, Weas, Elton said. She has abilities beyond nonverbal communication.
Weasel’s eyes widened. You saw inside the house?
Yes, I replied, and I don’t think she’s lying. Your parents aren’t there. Just a man who was sleeping, until she went into the bedroom, and the baby woke him.
The door jerked open, and a grumpy man peered out at us. I don’t know what you kids are selling, but we don’t want any, and I doubt the people who used to live here would, either.
I’m sorry we woke you, Weasel said, slipping a sidelong glance at me. We’re not selling anything. We’re looking for our parents.
The man’s expression softened somewhat. Oh. It’s all right. But, your parents aren’t here. It’s just me, her, and the baby. Moved here right after she was born. The baby’s wails reached a new height. The man cringed. If you’ll excuse me, I think my wife needs some help. He nodded once and closed the door before we could say anything else.
Weasel turned to me. You knew he was sleeping.
I told you, I replied. I saw her go into the room where he was asleep. She went down the hall and opened a door on the right. The bedroom.
His eyes narrowed, and he turned to Elton. What about you? Can you do anything more?
Yeah, Elton said, shrugging. I’m stronger. Physically, I mean.
Can we check my parents’ house? I asked, tugging at Weasel’s sleeve. Maybe they’re still there.
Why didn’t you tell me you could do more? he asked.
We thought it best to stay hidden, I said. The fewer people who know we’re different, the better.
He stepped off the porch, and I took the lead, moving us in the direction of my neighborhood. I’m your brother, he said to Elton. You can trust me.
They’re not above torture and murder, Weas. If anyone thinks you know something . . . I’d hate to think of what they’d do to you. He glanced at me.
There’s more, isn’t there? Weasel asked. You can do more.
I nodded.
But, you aren’t going to tell me what else you can do?
I shook my head. What I can do . . . it’s more than they could’ve dreamed of.
You said you killed them all, Weasel said. Destroyed their lab, and all that. You think someone is still looking for you?
We hope not, Elton said. But, we’ll never be sure.
◆◆◆
 
My house was still empty. The yard was even more overgrown than it had been when I lived there, and the front porch had come unhinged from the house. It gave the house a drunken expression I didn’t like. We went around back, more out of curiosity than anything else. I knew they weren’t going to suddenly appear. But, I got that prickly feeling again, and I turned to see someone in the shadows of the shed.
The man in the grey kimono.
I rushed at him, not really sure what else to do. What do you want? I demanded.
He held up his hands in a placating gesture.
I took another step towards him and felt resistance. Was he keeping me away?
So, you did escape, he said. I tried to tell them you’d grown too strong, and they were pushing you beyond what they could control.
I felt Elton move beside me. Could his strength break through whatever was keeping me away from the man?
We just want to be left alone, I said.
Relax, he said. I haven’t even told you what I want yet.
If you want anything at all, it’s too much, Elton said. Our families are gone. You kept us locked up like animals and tortured us. You made us into something else without our permission.
I only want to confirm what I already suspect, the man replied. I just want to know what you’re able to do.
I reached out to the shed behind him with my mind and willed it to fall in his direction. It was a rickety structure, but it was not ready to fall down. Even though it didn’t collapse, he jumped out of the way, and he was closer to me than he was before. I didn’t like it.
I took a step towards him, and again, I felt the resistance.
It wasn’t him. It was me.
I felt it fully now; there was something dangerous about being physically close to him. I took several steps back, pushing Elton and Weasel back with my arms.
So, you can sense the danger, eh? His lips curled back from his teeth in a tight smile. You’re right to step away. I know you’re dangerous. But, you didn’t know I was, did you? He slipped a hand inside his kimono sleeve and withdrew a small device. You think you stopped all this, and your idiot teacher and her sister were the source. But, they weren’t. You did me a favor by getting rid of them, though. They were getting sloppy, and their sense of humane treatment was deplorable. People were noticing something was wrong. They missed the whole point by targeting people like you.
I bristled at his insinuation, but he was right. If Mrs. Darit had been more careful with her selections, nobody would have noticed a few down-on-their luck families and their implant-less kids had disappeared. My attention shifted to the device. What was it? What did he plan to do with it?
This is my insurance, he said. Don’t worry. I can’t read your thoughts. I don’t have any abilities like you do. But, your thoughts are plain on your face, Nimisila. You have so much to learn. You and Elton both. I want to help you learn. Won’t you come with me?
How stupid do you think we are? Elton said.
Stupid enough to bite the hand that feeds you, he said. “What makes you think you’ll get anywhere in life now? You’ve nowhere to live. You don’t have parents. You can’t go back to your school. Without any of those things, you won’t get a job. You’ll end up lower than you already were, living in that shanty area outside of town. You know it, right? Where you visited with the woman? You saw what it was like there. You want to go back there? That’s where you’ll be if you don’t come with me.
Fear sliced through me. He knew we’d been to the shanty village. He’d been watching us, despite his little henchmen’s inability to catch us.
Don’t think you can go living in a treehouse, either, he added. You can’t hide from me.
They won’t live in a treehouse, Weasel said. They’ll live with me, and I’ll take care of them.
I don’t want to hurt them, he said to Weasel. It would be stupid for me to hurt them. But, there’s nothing to protect you in all this. So, if I were you, I’d be careful what I offered, big brother.
He hasn’t done anything, I said. Leave him alone.
I will if you two agree to come with me, he replied. We’ll go now. I’ll help you, and you’ll help me.
What do we get out of it? Elton asked.
I’ll help you hone your skills, he replied. I’ll help you find your way in society when I’ve taught you everything I can, and in return, you’ll let me study you.
We’ve already been studied, pal, Elton said. I think it’s an understatement to say we didn’t much care for it.
It won’t be like that. I don’t have the stomach for torture. He looked away, his face pinched, as if he were in pain. I don’t like how they treated you. I know they got results, and I’ll give them that. But, the whole point was to make your talents repeatable. We can’t go treating the children of powerful people the way you’ve been treated.
I licked my lips. Beside me, Elton was tense. He didn’t want to go with the man, and neither did I. But, I also didn’t want anything to happen to Weasel. We need to think about this, I said, only to Elton. His eyes flicked to me, and then back to the man in the kimono. Before I could say anything else, he rushed at the man, his strength propelling him forward in a blur.
Elton ducked low and tackled the man in the stomach. The man’s feet flew out from underneath him, and the two of them landed together on the ground in a heap. Elton pulled back his arm to hit the man, but just as he was about to push his fist forward, the man pressed the object in his hand against Elton’s skin. Elton lurched away from the man, but his arms and legs stiffened, and he fell to the side.
I don’t want to hurt you, he reiterated. You’re only temporarily paralyzed now. But, if I wanted to, right now, I could kill you with this. Remember that, the next time you decide to be a hero. He said it to Elton, but he glanced at me several times, making it clear he included me in his speech.
We’re not going to cooperate with you, Elton said, his teeth gritted together.
I think you will, the man said. He tapped the device, and Elton jolted into an even stiffer position.
Stop. You’re hurting him, Weasel said. He moved to take the device from the man, but the man flicked his wrist, and a knife emerged from his sleeve and fell into his grip. He extended the knife towards Weasel, who took a step back.
None of this concerns you, the man said. Just move along, and you won’t be hurt.
I’m not just going to walk away, Weasel argued. He’s my brother.
The man’s hand snapped, and the knife seemed to appear in Weasel’s leg. He let out a scream, and his hands hovered over the handle.
Don’t pull it out now, if you want to live, the man said. You’ll bleed out before you can get medical attention. He grabbed Elton’s collar and beckoned to me. We’re leaving. He stays. He pointed at Weasel. The nearest medical center is about four blocks that way. He pointed in the opposite direction. There’s a transport behind the shed you can use. Go now. You’re losing a lot of blood. I hadn’t moved, and he pointed to me again. You. Here. Now. His thumb hovered over a button on the device in his hand. I couldn’t stand the thought of him hurting Elton again, so I obeyed him. I went and stood in the spot he’d indicated and waited for him to incapacitate me, too. But, he didn’t.
Weasel limped behind the shed. The transport ignition turned over, and he drove out from behind the shed. It was a two-wheeled transport, the kind that was kept upright by a gyroscope. Weasel was starting to look pale. “I’ll find you,” he yelled out over his shoulder as he directed the vehicle towards the medical center. “I’m going to find you both!”
I sighed. It was noble of him, yes. But, I knew the man in the kimono was smart and powerful. A lower-middle-class power plant employee wasn’t going to be any more annoying than a mosquito in his bedroom at night.
The man dragged Elton over to the shed and opened the door. He pointed inside, and I went where he directed, aware of his ability to hurt either of us if he chose to. I concentrated my focus on the device.
I know what you’re doing, he said. Don’t.
I broke my attention away. We were inside the shed now, and he closed the door. There was no light, and I could have jumped forward to break Elton away—and hopefully, knock the device from the man’s hand—but there was a sudden pulling sensation, and I felt grounded to the floor, as if my feet were made of rocks. “What’s happening?” I asked. Fear caused me to use my voice, instead of my mind.
Quiet, the man demanded.
A moment later, he opened the door again. But, we weren’t in my backyard anymore; we were in a cement hallway that looked very much like the lab.
Panic overtook me, and I turned on the man. I wasn’t thinking straight, and instead of trying to get the device, I directed my attention at his face. I leapt at him and managed to rip one hand down his face, my fingernails tearing at him and leaving three bloody lines on his cheek.
But, he just smiled.
Searing pain shot through me. My muscles clenched in every direction, all at once. I fell on the floor and fought to keep my eyes open. Beside me, Elton’s eyes were bright with fury. But, neither of us could do anything but lie there.
You can call me ‘Father’, the man in the kimono said. It was my idea to make you what you are, and it’s my idea to complete you and make you whole. I won’t stoop to torturing you, but I’ll have your obedience. You may have abilities I don’t, but I’m older and wiser. I can see your intentions before you even know them yourselves. You’re merely children, and therefore, nearly transparent in nature. He smiled and leaned towards the floor, putting his face first near Elton’s, and then, near mine. I have your best interests at heart, just like a true father would. But, like a true father, I have to wield discipline. Don’t make me do this again. When you’re ready to continue your training, come find me down the hall. It’s all up to you now.
He moved away from us, down the hallway, then disappeared around a corner.
◆◆◆
 
It seemed like hours passed before I was able to move again. I felt it in my fingers and toes first; they wiggled slightly but with excruciating pain. I inhaled sharp breaths with each movement, until the stabbing sensation dulled to an ache.
Beside me, Elton was struggling to sit up. We can’t let him get away with this, he said.
Don’t worry; I don’t intend to, I said. But first, we’re going to let him believe he can trust us. We’re going to do what he says; we’re going to learn what he wants; we’re going to be complete, or whatever it is he thinks he’s going to make of us—and when he thinks he’s safe, we’re going to kill him.
Elton looked at me. I couldn’t see his face because the light was behind his head. It made his tousled hair look like a halo. Are we so monstrous? he asked. His eyes were tired and sad.
We’re not the monsters here, I replied. We’re the victims.
He stood up and began looking around the shed. The only source of light was from the hallway, and it was dim, but it was clear we were inside a box that was slightly smaller than the shed. It had to be an elevator. He ran his hands over the walls, but he didn’t find anything. There’s no way to get it to go back up, he said.
I don’t want it to. I winced as I sat up and moved my arms, but it didn’t weaken my resolve. Father had to die before we could leave.
We’re not going to find a way out, anyway, he said. We’re going to have to follow his instructions. He stood with his hands on his hips, looking down at me. Can you get up yet? Can you walk?
I shook my head. Except for my toes, I couldn’t feel my legs at all. I leaned back against my elbows, and in doing so, looked up at the ceiling.
There was a hatch. An escape.
Elton didn’t seem to have noticed it, and I quickly moved my eyes to gaze at the corner of the elevator instead.
Can you look for him? Elton asked. Like you did at my house?
I blinked; at first, I was not sure what he meant. But, he was right; I didn’t have to be limited by my physical presence anymore. I stretched my thoughts down the hall, and I felt a sense of weightlessness, and a tethered feeling around my midsection, as if I were tied to my own body. I came to the corner and turned in the direction Father had gone. A single, weak light lit the hall there. A rat trailed along the corridor, and I cringed, even though it couldn’t touch me. There was a large, metal door standing open at the end of the hall. The room on the other side was well-lit, and I hovered in the shadow of the doorway for a moment.
He couldn’t see me, right? I was invisible to others. At least, I thought I was.
The room was like a living area in someone’s house; there was a couch, a coffee table, and a fireplace. A painting of a woodland scene with dogs, or maybe wolves, running between the trees was above the mantel. Father was sitting on the couch with a mug of tea in one hand and a book in the other. He had glasses on, and as I watched, he balanced the mug on the arm of the couch for a moment while he turned the page. Then, he picked up the mug and drank from it as he turned his attention to the book.
There were other doors, but they were all shut. Nobody else seemed to be around.
I turned my attention to the pulling sensation, squeezing my eyes shut. When I opened them, I was back in my body. He seems to be alone, in a room around the corner. He’s just sitting there, reading a book.
You’re sure he’s alone? Elton asked.
I shook my head. There were doors leading elsewhere, but they were shut. I don’t know if there is anybody else for sure. But, he’s alone in that room.
Elton put a finger underneath my chin and met my eyes. We’re going to do what you said. Okay? We’re going to let him think we’re cooperating, and when he lets his guard down . . . then, we’ll escape.
I kept my eyes locked on his. He looked like a puppy, asking for a bone. I agreed we’d cooperate with him and escape. But, I could see Elton didn’t want to kill Father.
Don’t worry, I said. I’ll cooperate for now. Besides, if he can get our abilities to another level without torture and maltreatment, I’m ready for that.
Really?
Really. Come on, let’s go find him.
Elton released my wrist and reached down for my hand instead. His fingers wove between mine, then he brought the back of my hand up to his mouth and pressed his lips against it for just a moment. It didn’t seem romantic; rather, he almost seemed to be sealing the deal we’d made.
We moved down the hall and around the corner. The rat was gone, causing me to pause and wonder where it had wandered off to. Surely, if the rat could disappear, then there was a way out. Elton tugged gently on my hand, and we continued towards the door. It was still ajar, and Elton pushed it open with his free hand. The rusty hinges creaked as it swung open. Though the hallway had smelled faintly of must, this room smelled like firewood and coffee.
Father snapped his book shut and stood from the couch. I was beginning to wonder about you, he said. Come in, come in. Please, have a seat. He gestured at the couch, and we sat on it, our thighs and shoulders pressed tightly against each other. I didn’t let go of Elton’s hand, and he still clutched mine.
A mild ripple of terror ran through me. This man was responsible for the nightmare my life had become.
But, he’d also given me great gifts. Hadn’t he?
Thank you for putting your trust in me, Father said. I know it must have been a difficult decision for you to make.
Can you talk? I asked.
“Verbally?” I added, out loud.
“Yes,” he said. Like Elton’s and mine, his voice was not scratchy.
“We prefer to speak out loud,” I said.
Speaking telepathically will sharpen your skills, he said.
“We don’t have any trouble with telepathic communication,” I said, and leaned forward. “It’s about trust. When you speak out loud, you aren’t hiding your thoughts.”
“I see your point,” he said. “It’s a reasonable enough request. I understand I’ll have to build some trust with you, after the way you’ve been treated.”
“Mistreated,” I said.
“I’d say, ‘abused’,” Elton added.
Father nodded. He pulled the device he’d used to incapacitate us earlier from his kimono. “The first thing I’ll do to build your trust is to allow you to have this.” He handed it to Elton. “It doesn’t have an effect on me. But, you can see I have no protection from your abilities now. If you wanted to kill me with your mind, then you could.” He locked eyes with me. “I’m sure it’s tempting to do that right this moment. But, before you do, I’d like you to look through that window over there.” He gestured towards a pane of glass in the wall on the other side of the room.
What do you think is in there? I asked Elton.
He didn’t answer. He went to the window and looked through it. “How will this keep us from hurting you?” Elton asked.
“It won’t,” he said. “I just wanted you to see that I intend to treat you with dignity and respect. The door’s right there; you can go in, if you like. Notice the lock is on the inside. I can’t confine you in it.”
Elton opened the door next to the window and went into the room. Curious, I got up to look. It was a bedroom, with a real bed, nice bedding, a sitting area, a table and chairs, and an armoire, full of clothes. A curtain was pulled back to reveal the window into the living area.
I went to the clothing in the closet and flipped through it. It was all quite obviously for Elton: Male-oriented, and large enough to accommodate his new height and muscular appearance.
Fear uncurled in my belly, and I could feel the uncertainty sparking up my abilities. The man didn’t plan to keep me around.
“Ah, Nimisila,” the man interrupted. “I see your unease. I haven’t forgotten you. You have your own room, over there. I thought the two of you would value your privacy. Most teenagers do, correct?”
I went to the other room. It was similar to Elton’s, but the closet was stocked with a wardrobe meant more for a girl my size. The knot in my stomach eased.
“My room is over there,” the man explained. “We’ll coexist down here, while we complete your training, and when I’m satisfied you’ve learned all you can, and I’ve learned all I can, then I’ll keep my promise. You’ll be free to go. All right?”
“How do we get out?” I said.
“Nimisila,” he replied. “I can see you are going to be the difficult one. But, I can’t tell you that. Not yet.”
“I’m afraid to be here,” I said, pressing towards him. “They put me in a box. Did you know that? Over and over, they tried to drown me in a box. I don’t like to be confined.”
He clucked his tongue. “Mrs. Darit did enjoy her methods, didn’t she? I understand this is difficult for you, my dear.” He put a hand on my shoulder, and I tried not to flinch. He grimaced and pulled it away. “My apologies. But, even if it is difficult, for the time being, I cannot reveal where the exit is. Trust goes both ways; don’t you agree?”
“He’s right, Nim,” Elton interjected. “How can we expect him to trust us, if we don’t trust him?” He put an arm around me. “We agree to your terms,” he said. “But, we have terms of our own.”
“Go on,” Father said.
“Nothing painful—whether physical or mental,” Elton began. “We reserve the right to stop any ‘training’, as you call it, if we wish, no questions asked. I’m sure you can appreciate the reasons.”
“Agreed,” Father replied. “Now, I think you’ve had a long day. Why don’t you wash up and retire for the night?”




Chapter 8

As it turned out, the training was painless. Father hooked us up to various monitors, just like Mrs. Darit and the doctor had. But, there was never any pain. Instead, he encouraged us to recognize the desired results in the output and sharpen our skills based on the data.
It worked.
In only a few weeks of lessons, he taught me to reliably lift and manipulate any object I wanted—even myself or another person. I could use my thoughts to apply force to the accuracy of a pinprick, if I so chose. I could leave my body, move to another room, and sense the presence of others when I wasn’t able to see them. It was more than I ever could have imagined.
A strange thing happened as I honed my skills under Father’s direction. The urge to destroy him, and everything he’d started, began to dampen and fade. I somehow found myself grateful for being pushed down this path.
How else would I have become this much of a badass?
I didn’t tell Elton I no longer felt the desire to follow through with the plan. If Father released us to normal lives, what would be the point of hurting him? The rage that had fueled our escape less than a month ago was largely gone. Anyway, wouldn’t it be misdirected to aim it at Father?
Father could read me well, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when it finally came to a head. “Elton, Nimisila,” he said one evening, as we were sitting around the fire. “I’m pleased to say you have progressed in your studies. I believe we’ve learned all we can from each other. I’ve arranged for you each to start at school. I expect you’ll be placed a grade back from where you were; I’m sorry about that. The non-telepath school is notoriously slow in its curriculum.”
I felt my face flush at his criticism of our prior school. I was about to point out we’d been subjected to experiments against our will, when he noticed my expression. “I’m not saying there’s a problem with the students, Nimisila. I merely mean communicating telepathically is faster, and so the teachers get through more material faster. It isn’t a criticism of you.”
My irritation deflated—until he patted me on the knee. I wasn’t just some dog he could soothe with a scratch behind the ears.
“They won’t know about your abilities,” he continued. “I suggest you keep that to yourselves. There is enormous advantage in what you can do, and there are those who would go to great lengths to get it. Keep it hidden at all costs. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” Elton said.
I nodded.
“I stood in as your guardian,” Father continued. “I’ve informed the school that you are my niece and nephew, and your parents perished in the lab fire on the north side of town. You may live with me if you wish, but I understand if you’d like to make other arrangements. Nimisila, your aunt is willing to care for you, and Elton, your brother has, of course, said he’d assume care of you. I’ve grown to care for both of you and would be deeply humbled if you should choose to stay. But, that’s up to you.” He glanced around the room. “I do have an above-ground house we’d reside in. We’re only here because I wanted to make sure your abilities could be contained while you learned to properly control them.”
I glanced at Elton. His jaw was working, but I couldn’t read his expression. “I don’t want to stay with my aunt,” I said. It popped out of my mouth before I even knew I was saying it. I’m sure I looked even more surprised than Father did.
“So, you’ll stay with me, then?” he asked.
Whoa, Nim. What are you doing? Elton asked me.
“I can’t stay with my aunt,” I explained. “She turned us over to Mrs. Darit. She doesn’t care about me at all.”
You can’t be serious, Elton said.
“Then, it’s settled,” Father said. “We’ll be leaving tomorrow, so you might want to pack your things.”
I stood and looked down at Elton. His eyebrows were squished together, and he shook his head. I didn’t answer him; instead, I went to my room to pack my things.
He followed and closed the door behind us. “What about our plan?” he asked.
“What about it?” I opened the armoire and began pulling my clothes off their hangers.
“I thought we were going to get rid of Father,” he said, hushing his voice and glancing back at the door. “You can’t go and live with him.”
“He doesn’t have anyone,” I said, “and neither do I.” I turned back to the armoire so that I didn’t have to face him when I said it. “I don’t want to kill him anymore, anyway.”
Elton grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. “How can you say that? We agreed we’d kill him after we got what we came for. It’s done. So, let’s get rid of him.”
I shook my head. “No. Look. This might seem stupid, but he’s shown me more care than I know what to do with, after what happened to us. I don’t see the point of getting rid of him now. I . . . I like him.”
Elton stood there, blinking. Then, he frowned. “You don’t see the point?”
“No. Look. You were right about monstrous acts. We’ve killed enough people. Let’s just get on with our lives. We don’t have to dwell on what happened to us anymore. What happened . . . it gave us gifts. Powerful gifts. Killing him will only make it more difficult for us to make our way.”
Elton didn’t answer. He left the room, and I heard his door slam a moment later. I winced. I didn’t want him to be angry with me. I just wanted all this hate to go away.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, Father fixed us breakfast, and we sat down to eat. He was busy chattering away about the lives we would have on the outside. He seemed unaware of the tension between me and Elton.
When breakfast was done, he took us to the elevator. We rode up to the shed in my backyard, and when the doors opened, Weasel was standing there. He regarded Father with a glare but grasped Elton in a bear hug. I’ve been searching for you since you left, Weasel said.
I’m all right. Let’s just go home, Elton said.
We’re not just going to go home, Weasel countered. Someone has to pay for this.
No, Elton said, moving towards Weasel and shaking his head. Weas, I just want this to be over and done with. Please, let’s go home.
Weasel reached out to Elton, and Elton fell into his outstretched arms. He clutched Elton to his chest with one arm and raised the other.
There was a flash and a bang—a noise I’d grown accustomed to. But, I wasn’t expecting it, and I couldn’t deflect the bullet. Not the first one, anyway. I turned the rest harmlessly away, until Weasel had spent his ammunition.
Elton fell to the ground, jerking. Weasel bent over him, dropping the gun. But, as soon as he touched Elton, his joints seemed to stiffen. He tipped over on top of Elton.
“No! What are you doing?!” I yelled.
“Don’t touch them,” Father said. His voice was calm and cold.
“Stop hurting them, then,” I said, snapping my eyes to him. “Just leave them alone.”
“You saw what he did,” Father replied. “This is self-defense.”
“It was self-defense,” I said. “Now, you’re just hurting them on purpose.”
“They don’t hurt anymore,” he said. “It’s all over.”
I looked back at Elton. He was lying face-down with one arm stuck underneath him, and Weasel draped over his back.
Neither of them was moving.
“They’re . . . they’re dead?”
“Shh. There, now. They won’t try to hurt us anymore,” Father said. He’d come to my side without me noticing, and he patted my head.
I jerked away. “They weren’t hurting us,” I said. “One of them was harmlessly trying to hurt you, and
I
protected you. You didn’t need to hurt them, let alone kill them.” I clenched my fists. I could feel my abilities starting to fire up to the edge of my control.
His finger hovered over the button of the device in his hand. “I don’t want to use this,” he said. “Not on you.”
My teeth gritted together with the effort of containing my thoughts, and I took a step away. “But, you wanted to use it on him?” I asked.
“It was always you,” he explained. “I knew from the beginning, before Mrs. Darit started recruiting. You were always the target.”
My anger started to dissipate in my confusion. “But . . . but, why me?”
“You had natural abilities. All the tests said so.”
“You were testing us? In school?”
“In school. At home. When you played. Everywhere. Telepathic abilities don’t need a classroom to be measured, Nimisila. You had the strongest markers of anyone, whether they had an implant or not, and your abilities have become greater than I could ever have imagined.”
The rage inside me redoubled. I wasn’t just a thing to be tested, poked, and prodded.
Father’s eyes widened, and he frantically pushed the button. The jolt clamped my mouth shut so hard, I could taste blood. The pain was bad, but thanks to Mrs. Darit and the doctor, it wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever felt.
I closed my eyes and envisioned whatever was causing the pain, making it swirl around inside my body, creating a vortex. The pain eased, and my concentration increased, and when I opened my eyes, Father tripped over Elton and Weasel’s bodies as he cringed away from me. His eyes were open so wide that the whites were visible all around the irises. His mouth was contorted into an empty scream. He held up his hands to fend me off, but his fingers curled uselessly into claws. “Stop, Nimisila,” he croaked. “Please.”
But, his begging only made me angrier. His head tipped back, and the tendons in his neck stood out like ropes against his skin. The exposed skin began to ripple, like water disturbed by a pebble, throwing off bits of itself at the crest of each wave. His skin dissipated, revealing muscles and bones. His eyeballs no longer had eyelids, and they were rolling around in their sockets. “Nimisila!” he called out once more.
Then, with a quiet puff, his body flew apart into tiny flakes of dust and blew away.
I fell to my knees. The physical pain was gone. But, I’d never be the same.




Epilogue

Aunt Rue did let me stay with her. She was afraid of me, but she let me stay, and just as Father had promised, a spot was being held for me at the regular school. I attended for a while and tried to make it work. The other kids knew there was something different about me and whispered behind my back. Rather than hurt them out of anger, I dropped out and stayed at Aunt Rue’s to care for Arisa. I don’t think Aunt Rue minded taking advantage of a free babysitter, but she was disappointed in my decision to leave school. I couldn’t explain; she didn’t know I’d killed all those people.
Eventually, she introduced me to a friend of hers, someone she said would know how to help me. Her name was Gayle. Gayle had an implant, but she could speak. After a time, I found out she’d had a sister, whose implant had failed when she developed an inoperable but benign tumor. She told me stories about how her sister had defied her role and had been punished, and one of her punishments had been to oversee a group of outsiders who had been drawn into the city for labor. Unfortunately, she’d fallen in love with the leader of the outsiders, and they’d fled. Gayle had long been waiting for her sister to return.
“Do you ever think about leaving here?” Gayle asked me at the park one day. We were taking turns pushing Arisa on a swing. “Just going outside the city and striking out on your own with a new life?”
I shrugged. “Nobody ever leaves the city,” I said.
Gayle’s eyes focused on something far away. “Tabby did.”
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know how to survive outside the city. Nobody did; that’s why people went to the shanties instead of leaving.
“I know she’s alive out there,” she told me, “and I know how to find her now.”
“Really?” I asked. “How?”
She turned to me and gave me a crooked smile. “You.”
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Chapter 1

“Wake up!” Gayle said, pushing against me with her foot. “There’s something outside the shelter.”
I blinked my eyes open, but it was a useless gesture. It was unbelievably dark, and the cloud cover was keeping the moon and stars out of sight.
“There, do you hear it?” she said. I could feel her arm searching the air, trying to grab a hold of me. She found my forearm and grabbed my wrist.
“I’ve got it,” I said. I stretched my mind outside the shelter and felt for movement. It was to my left, and I moved towards it, even though trees and underbrush blocked the way. There was a rough breathing sound, a sort of sniffing. Then, a sneeze.
There was something there.
A small tree was beside me, and I imagined it cracking off at the ground, right at the base, and falling towards whoever it was. There was a series of pops and cracks as the tree broke off and gained momentum on its way to the ground. It crashed against another tree and stopped.
Whatever it was let out a high-pitched yelp, and I felt it move away quickly.
Leave us alone, I said to it telepathically. There was no reply—except for an even faster skittering against the leaves as it made a hasty retreat.
I waited a few more beats, but I couldn’t sense it anymore. It was gone, scared away.
I concentrated on the pull at my belly and snapped back into my body. “It’s gone,” I said. I yawned and stretched, then curled back up inside my bedroll. My eyes were becoming accustomed to the dark, and I could see her faint outline, sitting straight up and listening intently.
“What was that noise? What if there’s more?” she asked. Her voice was smooth and calm, but I knew she was nervous. We hadn’t anticipated how difficult it would be to live outside the city, and except for my abilities, we had no weapons or manner of defense. It was understandable she would feel vulnerable—but I was frankly a little tired of her panicking every 15 minutes.
“I’ve checked, Gayle. There aren’t any more. Whomever or whatever it was, it’s gone. The noise was just me scaring it away.”
There was a moment of silence, and she let out a long, pent-up breath. She laid back down in her bedroll. “If you’re sure, then.”
“I’m sure.” I blinked my eyes shut and willed sleep to come. It would likely be hours before Gayle managed to get back to sleep, and one of us needed to be well-rested.
I rolled onto my other side and checked again to make sure we were alone. The only living things I could sense nearby were small—mice or squirrels, maybe. My eyes slid shut without further hesitation.
In the morning, I woke to the sounds of birds and wildlife. It was hard to believe how much louder those sounds were away from the city. Gayle was softly snoring with her pillow over her head. I wriggled free of my bedroll and left the shelter to stoke the fire. I looked around for a bit of kindling and came across the tree I’d knocked over. Some very large, dangerous-looking pawprints were imprinted in the mud near it. I quickly tamped them down with my foot, looking guiltily over my shoulder to make sure Gayle hadn’t seen. If she had any idea how large it had been, she’d never get another moment’s sleep.
I took out the tablet Gayle had been using to navigate to our destination. Her sister, Tabby, had given it to her, but it wasn’t native to the city. It came from the outsiders, the ones whom Tabby had fled with. The tablet appeared to be a thin block of clear plastic—until it was touched. Then, it acted like a computer—though one with a lot more power than I was used to.
The tablet opened its view of the map we’d been using. Gayle referred to it as “the mountain”, and it was the origin of the outsiders Tabby had come from. Gayle thought if she went to the mountain, she’d either find her sister there, or I’d be able to use my abilities to find her. I’d told her many times my ability didn’t work that way; I couldn’t just reach out and find a particular person anywhere in the world. It was questionable whether I’d be able to find Tabby, even if she’d been in the city. I’d never met her and had no idea what she looked, sounded, or felt like.
But Gayle was sure, and I was tired of feeling like an outcast in the city, so I’d agreed to come with her. Besides, who knows? Maybe we would stumble across them with sheer, dumb luck. Even a blind squirrel sometimes finds a nut, right?
I traced the route we’d already completed on the map with my finger. From here on out, it was going to get a lot harder. We were entering rocky terrain that was moving up in elevation—and whatever had come sniffing around our shelter last night was still out there.
I sighed. Gayle was exhausted already; she was out of shape and tired from nights of worrying. It seemed like turning back would be the smart thing to do.
But Gayle would never agree to that.
A sneeze came from inside the shelter, followed by the honking sound of her blowing her nose into a hankie. She started every single morning that way, not getting out of her bedroll until the ritual had been performed.
The third morning, I asked her how she got herself to sneeze like that. “It’s all mental,” she’d said. “You just have to inhale through your nose—over the tickly part near the top? Then, when you start to get a good tickle going, you just look at a bright light. A sneeze will come out. Guaranteed.”
Now, I said, “Good morning,” to her over my shoulder.
“Yeah,” she said. She didn’t believe in certain social concepts—one of them was meaningless greetings. She rustled around, then emerged from the shelter, dressed. Her short hair was sticking out in every direction, though.
I stifled a smile.
“No breakfast yet, eh?” she said. She stretched and walked around to the other side of the fire, then started the preparations for breakfast. After five days, we were running low on food. That was not a good thing. What were we going to do when we ran out?
She cracked our last two eggs into a pan and set it on the fire. “Keep an eye on that? I’m going to get some water,” she said. She picked up the canteen and set off through the woods, towards a water source we’d found yesterday, before we set up the shelter.
The fire was hot, and the eggs were already bubbling. I grabbed a stick and stirred them until they scrambled. It would only be another few seconds before they’d be overcooked. In my mind’s eye, I kept watch over Gayle. She stomped through the underbrush, oblivious of the small creatures she was disturbing. I yanked the eggs off the fire, but it was too late. At least, this time, they weren’t burnt.
She returned with the canteens, slurping from one as she handed me the other. “We need to get moving, I think,” she said. “Looks like it’s getting to be past mid-morning already.”
I didn’t tell her that it was almost 11. She’d needed the sleep, and I didn’t want her to feel bad. I pointed to the tablet. “I found some data in there that can help us find something edible,” I said. “There’s all kinds of plants we can forage for.”
“Great,” she said, curling her lip. “I’ve always loved vegetables.”
“I didn’t say we had to like it. It’ll be better than starving.”
“Agreed.” She squatted down beside me and started to pick at the eggs with her fingers. We didn’t have the luxury of any kind of utensils, except for a few knives—but I preferred to keep mine in the sheath on my belt.
I dipped into the eggs, too. They were rubbery and a little bit crunchy. Not my best effort. But, I never, ever wasted food. I’d eat it, even if it was burnt black.
“Which way are we headed?” Gayle asked.
I pointed towards a distant hill that was littered with boulders and loose rocks. “That way,” I said.
She turned and squinted towards it. “Nothing’s ever simple, is it?”
“Nope,” I said.
We finished off the eggs and the water. I started packing up for the hike ahead, and she went to refill the canteens and clean the pan. I was rolling up my bedding when I felt a sudden tingle down my spine.
Something was wrong.
I reached out for Gayle, stretched away from my body, and scanned the trees towards the stream where she’d gone for the water. She was there, lying on her back, an arm stretched over her eyes, as if she were afraid to look at something. I looked for whatever it was that had scared her, but I didn’t see anything. I snapped back to my body and ran to her physically, pushing aside branches and tripping over roots on my way—even though I could’ve just flown to her.
When I fell to my knees and nearly knocked my head against a tree trunk, I cursed myself for being so stupid. I really needed to learn to take better advantage of my abilities. I floated up and shot between the trees much faster than I could’ve run, even if I were in great shape.
I came to her and put a hand on her arm. “Gayle? It’s me, Nim.” I tried to ease her arm away from her face.
“This was a mistake, Nimisila,” she said. “Me and my stupid ideas are going to get us both killed.”
I glanced around again, stretched out, and felt for something alive. But, there was nothing nearby.
I sighed. Gayle was becoming more paranoid every day. If anything was going to get us killed, it was her panic. “Come on,” I said. I stood up and held a hand out to her. She latched onto it, and I pulled her up.
But that’s when I felt it.
There was something—but, it wasn’t on the ground. It was right above us. In the trees.
My breath whooshed out.
It was big.
Gayle noticed my change in demeanor and stiffened. “What?”
“Why were you on the ground like that?” I asked in a hushed voice.
“I—I thought I saw eyes. Reflected in the water, looking at me.”
An alarming amount of spit flooded my mouth. I thought I might vomit.
“You’re scaring me, Nim. Tell me what you sense.” Her eyes darted around us, searching for the source. Just like me, she never looked up for danger.
City girls. We were going to die because we were stupid city girls.
I felt a surge in hostility from the thing in the tree. It didn’t seem to have a shape I could identify; the leaves and branches masked it from my senses, and I didn’t dare turn my face up to look at it with my own eyes.
“Get on my back,” I said.
“You mean, like a pack? I’m twice as big as you, Nimisila,” she said.
I spun around and backed up to her, then used the air around her to force her against me, lift her legs around my waist, and her arms over my shoulder. I jumped maybe 15 feet to the left, and then floated into the air, away from it.
Oh, sweet Lord. It wasn’t alone.
They began calling to each other in a horrible wail that sounded a lot like a baby in pain. Gayle’s grip around my neck tightened, and the sounds thickened and swelled with the addition of her screams. I managed to keep my own in check as I tried to find a clear path through the canopy.
Now, I could sense them all; there were easily a dozen. Their bodies were a strange color, sort of a brackish brown that hid them in the leaves. But their faces were black, with yellow eyes. Cat eyes. Were these some sort of cat species? They were easily 10 or 20 times the size of the largest cat I’d ever seen in the city.
“Shh!” I demanded. “I need to think, Gayle. I can’t do that while you’re screaming in my ear.”
“Sorry,” she said. She quieted to a whimper. She buried her face in my hair.
We were floating up, but I could feel two of the cats on either side of us and just above us. We weren’t going to get past them.
I mentally punched at one. It howled in defiance and tried to swipe back, but I wasn’t close enough for it to touch me. Its paws were gigantic and tipped with black claws that looked sharp enough to cut through metal. I hit it again, and this time, it lost its footing. It scrabbled against the branch but couldn’t find enough resistance to right itself. It tumbled from the tree just to our right, howling maniacally the whole way down. It landed with a thud.
The rest were quiet, just for a moment. I used the time to move to the right, out of reach of the other cat that was still in the tree above us. Then, I floated higher above it.
The quiet from the cats didn’t last. The trees seemed to explode with activity, as they all bounded towards Gayle and me. The leaves and branches danced in every direction, making upward movement difficult. But I pushed on and finally got above the largest of the trees. Below us, the trees pulsed with activity. I started floating back towards camp.
The cats followed.
“They aren’t going to let us go,” Gayle said. “You’re going to have to kill them.”
I frowned. I didn’t like killing things, and I’d hoped to never have to kill anything else again. But I also wanted to live to see tomorrow.
Gayle sensed my hesitation. “This is life-or-death, Nim. We can’t just fly away from them.”
I rolled that thought around for a minute. Could we just fly away? But—our things. If Gayle could barely sleep now, she’d never sleep again if we didn’t have a shelter and her bedroll.
My concentration ebbed, and we started to dip down towards the treetops. One of the cats was waiting, and it jumped at us, seemingly without concern for where it was going to land.
Its claw caught the skin of my right shin and left a burning trail, followed by that feeling of fresh air against an open wound. I suppressed a scream and moved upwards. I gritted my teeth against the pain.
Unfortunately for the cats, the pain hardened my resolve. I did not like pain being inflicted on me by another, and I would never tolerate it again.
Never.
I reached out with my senses and found the closest cat. It was in a tree, sitting on a branch. I imagined the branch breaking free. It wailed as it fell, but when it hit the ground and the branch fell over its back, there was a horrific snapping sound. The cat splayed onto its belly, feet spread akimbo, and it didn’t move again.
“Good job, Nim. There’s another one!” Gayle said, pointing to a cat on the ground, near our shelter.
I cringed at her glee. I didn’t want to kill the cat; I just didn’t want to die. Maybe the rest would run off, now that I’d killed one?
Another cat joined the one on the ground, and they stood together, staring up at us, their heads moving in unison as they tracked our movement through the air.
I sighed. I wished I had a gun, or any kind of weapon. I didn’t want the animals to suffer.
I concentrated on the heads of the two on the ground and imagined squeezing—hard—so that their skulls would be crushed in only a moment.
They fell limply to the ground without making a sound.
I don’t want to hurt anyone else, I projected to the animals in the vicinity. If you’ll just leave us alone, then I’ll leave you alone. Just go.
A cat that was larger than the others came into the clearing and stood over the bodies of the other two. He nudged one with his nose, and then the other. He looked up at me and let out a ferocious roar. He twitched his tail, and he started pacing back and forth beside the bodies, never taking his yellow eyes off me.
Please, I said. I didn’t want to hurt them. We’re afraid.
It planted its paws and glared up at me. I distinctly heard its voice in my head: You should be!
You understand me, then?
It didn’t answer.
I started to float closer to the ground. But I stayed out of reach. If I have to, I’ll kill all of you, I said. We just want to collect our things and be on our way.
The cat’s eyes narrowed. Humans, it scoffed. You think that’s all you want. You might even believe it. But, you’re all the same: Take what you can, and everything else be damned.
“Stop talking to it already and kill it,” Gayle said. “My arms are getting tired, and you can’t hold us up here all day.”
Did you hear that? I asked. She wants me to kill you. Maybe she’s right.
It only took a thought to knock the nearest cat from its tree and drag it into the clearing in front of the leader. I held my hands up, the same way I had when I’d crushed the first two. I pretended I was going to crush it.
Wait! the cat said.
Are you going to leave us alone? Will you let us come down, collect our things, and move on?
It roared again, and this time, the other cats roared back in answer. The cat I’d pulled from the tree retreated to stand at the haunches of the leader.
I’m warning you: No tricks, I said.
We’ll leave you alone, the leader cat. Come on down.
You have to retreat first. All the cats, out of the trees. I want them sitting right over there, where we can see them. I pointed across the clearing. It was uncomfortably close, but I needed them in sight.
The leader paced back and forth. Fine. It moved to the spot I’d pointed to, and one by one, the other cats jumped from the trees and gathered there.
I checked to make sure none of them were hiding in the trees, then we eased to the ground, and Gayle jumped off.
“I’d prefer not to have to do that again,” she said, brushing her shirt and pants, as if they were dusty.
I glared at her. “Get your stuff,” I said.
She went into the shelter and packed everything up, while I stood and watched the cats. Some of them were lying down; a few were casually grooming their fur with their tongues. But the leader kept his sharp eyes on me, and I kept mine on him.
Gayle dragged my pack over. She’d already attached her own to her back. “All set,” she said. “Let me help you get this on.”
That was our mistake.
Just as she lifted it, and I shifted my focus to getting my arms through the straps, the cats pounced. It seemed like they flew to us, and just for a moment, I was stunned.
But desperation makes my abilities stronger.
It’s a good thing they didn’t know that.
I curled down to one knee, my fists to my forehead. My jaw clenched, and I pushed all my strength – every ounce – into the spot under my hands.
The cats were almost upon us.
Behind me, Gayle was screaming bloody murder, and she was clawing at the pack only halfway onto my back, trying to get me to do something to protect us.
The world stilled, and I inhaled, just a tiny breath.
Then, I released. I let all my strength expand towards the cats in a wave.
The air pulsed from the compression. The cats disintegrated as they were blown apart by the wave. One or two faltered and tried to turn away, but it was too late. They didn’t even know what hit them.
The wave kept going, beyond them, into the trees. They leveled, and I watched in horror as a swath of trees a hundred feet wide shattered into toothpicks. The wave kept going, and I tried to call it back, but it wasn’t mine to retrieve. It continued up the rise, away from us and out of sight.
“Holy Mary, what did you do?” Gayle asked.
I hitched the pack onto my back. “I did what you asked.”
I glanced around camp. Everything seemed packed up. I kicked some dirt over the fire and jerked my head in the direction of the devastation.
“Let’s go.”




Chapter 2

My stomach growled. For the hundredth time, I tried to forget Gayle had accidentally dropped our last bit of food into the fire yesterday. This time, it was somewhat easier, because we could finally see our destination.
The mountain.
Not any old mountain, of course. It was the mountain the outsiders had come from. They’d managed to hole up there for more than a thousand years – an impressive stretch.
“Explain again where their food came from,” I said to Gayle.
“They grew it. Inside the mountain, in tanks. It was algae. At least, that’s what the computer says.” She waved her hand at the tablet I was using to navigate to the mountain.
“Algae. Blech,” I said.
“Well, I guess, whatever you’re used to, right?” She paused, and I could hear her gasping for breath, even as I moved away.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Just out of breath, is all,” she said between pants. “We’re at a pretty high elevation, you know. The air’s thinner.”
I rolled my eyes. She’d been out of breath when we were a mile outside the city.
“I really wish we could have taken some of that cat meat,” she said.
“I know,” I said. “You’ve said so a dozen times since yesterday.” I tried not to think of her statement as critical. She was only voicing her hunger, and who was I to be critical of that?
“You didn’t know they were going to disintegrate like that, right?”
I suppressed a sigh. She’d also asked me that a dozen times. “No. I told you. When I’m threatened, my abilities are stronger.” I changed the subject. “That’s where we’re headed. That mountain right ahead.”
We were still a good distance off. We’d learned the hard way that the distance across flat land to a mountain is deceptively long. But we’d probably reach it by tonight if we kept moving.
“Is it? Let me see.” Gayle took the tablet and tapped around the map a bit.
I waited patiently, since it was clear she was just trying to take a minute to rest. I shielded my eyes from the sun and glanced around. The area ahead of us was mostly flat and didn’t have a lot of trees. The lack of shelter concerned me, but when I reached out to sense if anything else was around, I didn’t feel anything significant.
Gayle finally handed the tablet back to me. “Looks like you’re right. We’d better get moving if we want to get there by dark.”
“Right,” I said, following behind her. “Let’s go.”
The ground was at least easy to navigate. There weren’t tree roots or tons of loose rocks to trip us up. Still, I couldn’t help but feel the occasional tickle that we were awfully exposed out there in the open.
After I checked for the third time if we were alone, I mentally scolded myself and resolved to only check once an hour.
That was probably my mistake.
We stumbled upon them in a slightly lower dip we hadn’t seen upon our approach: Two little bear cubs, playing a wrestling game with each other.
“Oh, my gosh, look at how adorable they are,” Gayle said. “I just want to pick them up and squeeze them!”
We were probably a dozen feet away, so I didn’t feel like we were in any danger. One of the bear cubs suddenly whimpered; just like human siblings, it was all fun and games until someone got hurt.
Then, I felt the tingle of danger.
Gayle screamed, and then there was a roar. I looked over to her.
An enormous bear was standing on its hind legs, its mouth gaping open to reveal a lot of sharp teeth. It drew back a paw and swiped it at Gayle, who was still screaming in what sounded like one continuous breath. As the paw scraped across her shoulder, her scream got even louder.
I pushed at the bear with my mind, and it stumbled backwards, then dropped to all fours. It seemed to know I was the source of the push, and it looked at me as it huffed a heavy breath.
Then, it charged towards me.
Fast.
I ducked to the side and pushed again — this time, towards the cubs. The bear rolled down the slight incline and came to rest next to one of the babies. The baby bear clutched the leg of the mother bear, but she shook it off and rushed back up the incline towards me.
Stop, I projected into its mind.
The bear startled.
So, it’s you, she said. I wondered if we’d meet.
I narrowed my eyes. How do you know me?
She lowered her hindquarters to the ground and regarded me. You’re the cat killer. I have you to thank for being able to retake the meadow here. The cubs have missed it.
I glanced down at the cubs. They’d already forgotten danger was present, and they were rolling around, wrestling in play.
It was self-defense, I said. I’ll do the same to you if I have to.
The bear rolled a shoulder, nearly copying the shrugging motion of a human. There’s nothing for you to do here. I came only to protect the cubs. Do you mean them harm?
No.
Gayle whimpered from where she was kneeling in the grass. Her back was to the bear. She probably thought I’d killed it.
“Are you hurt?” I asked her, not taking my eyes from the bear.
She continued to regard me, as if I were nothing more than a daisy growing in the grass. “I’m bleeding,” she said. “That blasted bear cut my shoulder. Just look.”
I went over to her, keeping watch on the bear. It was studying a paw, licking it in intervals. I wondered if it was tasting Gayle’s blood. Her shoulder had a series of three gashes; the biggest was maybe as long as my pointer finger, and the smallest was only an inch. I summoned heat into my fingertip and touched the smallest one, causing a wisp of smoke to rise from her shoulder.
“Ow,” she said, hissing air between her teeth. “What are you doing? Don’t touch it.”
“Shh, be still. I’m cauterizing it.”
The bear stirred, sniffing at the air. What’s that? It smells delicious, it said.
You just keep to yourself over there, I said. You hurt her, so I’m trying to heal her.
You can heal? the bear asked.
I shook my head and touched my finger to the next cut, then the last.
Gayle moaned and looked down at her arm.
I took off my pack and found some medical salve, then rubbed it on. “This will keep it from getting infected,” I said.
She stumbled to her feet. “This was a stupid idea. I’m never going to find Tabby, and we’re going to die out here with all these. . .”
She trailed off when she saw the bear was still sitting there, watching her with keen eyes. “I thought you killed it,” she said. She started to back away and tripped over a tuft of grass, falling onto her butt. That didn’t stop her retreat. She simply began scrabbling backwards on all fours.
“What are you waiting for? Kill it,” she demanded.
The bear looked from her to me and back again. What’s she doing?
She’s afraid of you. You hurt her, so she thinks you’re going to hurt us more.
The bear got to its feet and began rounding up the cubs. She grabbed one of them by the scruff of the neck and picked it up. The other took the hint and sidled up to her. They began moving away from us, to the right of the direction we were headed. We’ll be on our way. I won’t hurt you, and I’ll tell the others. Though I have to warn you: Not all of my kind will feel indebted to you.
I appreciate the effort, regardless, I said. I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt them, either.
She looked back over her shoulder at me, and though I’m pretty sure bears can’t smile, her lips drew back in a fair approximation of one. Welcome to the wild.
Thank you, I said. I reached down a hand to Gayle.
“Why haven’t you killed it?” Her voice was high-pitched with panic.
I got a hold of her hand and pulled her to her feet. “It was only protecting its cubs. Come on,” I said.
She kept her eyes on the bears retreating, but she moved along with me as I started to walk.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Did you communicate with it?” she asked, ignoring my question.
“Yes, and it knew us. The animals are calling us ‘the cat killers’. They’re grateful.”
“You mean, you. You’re the cat killer.”
“They don’t know the difference either way,” I said. “We’ve nothing to fear. The cats must have made life difficult for them.”
“And you didn’t want to kill them,” she said, smiling.
I didn’t know how to explain to her that it really hadn’t made a difference; if I hadn’t killed the cats, I would have had to kill something else. Maybe I’d killed the animals that were the biggest threat, but it had been entirely by accident.
I didn’t respond to her statement, and we walked in silence. I kept my senses out, watching for anything approaching. The small animals cowered and ran from the vibrations of our feet. Nothing larger came near.
We reached the other side of the meadow and plunged back into the forest. There, the trees were closer together, with more leaves, so the light was dim.
Gayle flinched at every bird that took flight, and every branch that cracked beneath our feet.
I should have told her I was watching for danger, but for some reason, I didn’t.
It was only maybe an hour before nightfall when we reached the base of the mountain. The tablet directed us right to the gates, and I was grateful for that. Otherwise, we’d have probably walked right past them. The wall was barely visible in the diminishing light because it was covered in vines. Trees grew beside it, and their branches further masked it from view.
The gate was open, and before we went in, I stretched out my feelings to sense what — if anything — was in there. It felt silent and oppressive, the way I’d expect a tomb to feel.
There was nobody there.
We went in and walked around. There were some dilapidated buildings outside, but we found nothing of interest in any of them.
A door stood open at the base of the mountain. Something littered the floor just inside, but I couldn’t see what it was in the dark. I imagined light, and it flooded the room, illuminating a host of human bones, strewn around.
“Oh, my gosh,” Gayle said. “Are those what I think they are?”
“It depends what you think they are,” I said. Sometimes, she made me feel old — though she had at least two decades on me.
“Those are human bones. People died here.”
“Yep,” I said. I kicked at a thigh bone with the toe of my boot. It rattled free of the pelvis and clattered against the cement floor.
“Why are they so . . . spread around?” Gayle asked.
“Animals, I guess,” I said, shrugging.
“You mean, animals as in bears, with a taste for human flesh.”
I suppressed an eye roll. “We don’t know it was bears,” I said. “Could have been cats. Dogs. Raccoons. Heck, even rats bite. They might have liked human bones to gnaw on.”
She huffed and went to the other door. It was clamped shut, with no visible handle. “How do we open this?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know if we even want to. We don’t know what’s inside this place. What if they aren’t friendly to visitors?”
“If it’s Tabby, they’ll be friendly.”
“Right,” I said. I realized I was afraid of what we’d find in the mountain. If Tabby was there, my purpose would end. If there were others there, we’d be in danger. If nobody was there, what would we do, then?
I turned to leave the chamber and noticed a control panel in the corner. I went to it and tapped at the controls, but exposure to the elements must’ve damaged it. Nothing came to life the way the tablet did whenever I interacted with it.
“There’s got to be more than one door to a place like this,” I said. “An emergency hatch, or . . . something. They couldn’t have depended entirely on this door.”
We left the chamber and looked around the enclosed area again. Off to the left, a fallen tree obscured our view of the mountain wall. Other than that, there was nothing obvious.
It was getting dark, so we set up camp inside the chamber, with the fire just outside the door. It felt safer to be enclosed in a room — even if we didn’t know if someone could or would open the inner door from inside.
Gayle fell asleep almost immediately, leaving me alone to contemplate the mountain and what to do. No wonder Gayle had been so annoyed I could sleep, and she couldn’t; it was lonely and scary, being awake out there in the dark.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, I woke, groggy and irritable. Gayle was annoyingly refreshed, so I let her go about making our breakfast. When she came back from getting water, she was whistling. I wanted to smack her. It didn’t seem like a good idea, so I simply accepted the canteen without comment and drained it.
“I was thinking. Can you just sense inside the mountain? I mean, like how you watch for animals and danger in the woods,” she said. She was studying the inner door again. In the brighter, morning light, there were yellow stripes visible on it. She ran her finger over one of the stripes.
“I could try,” I said. I cleared my mind and stretched out my thoughts. The wall was solid rock; the door was thick metal. I was surprised to find I could see inside. Of course, it was dark, but in my mind’s eye, it was lit with a spotlight wherever I turned my attention. The area was cavernous and huge. In the dark distance, I spotted a rock wall, and another door that was like the one we were looking at, except the stripes on it were still bright with color.
There wasn’t much I could see in this area, but clearly, nobody was around. A stillness permeated everything, and dust motes were the only movement.
I pushed on through the second door. There, it looked more like a building. The walls were brick, and the floor was concrete. There was a dripping in the distance. I moved forward down the hall. There were rooms on either side of the hall at regular intervals. Some of the doors hung open, revealing simple, rectangular rooms. The leftover clutter made them look like classrooms. One had many desks; another looked like a lab, with broken chemistry equipment strewn over a table. Another seemed like an office, with desks.
I came to a set of double doors, and I went through them. There, the rooms looked more like living quarters; many had beds and cabinets in them. Some of the beds were made; some just had rusty springs.
Even though I wasn’t physically inside the mountain, I felt a sort of pressure from the hugeness of it. What if it collapsed? Nothing would survive the mass of the mountain pressing upon it. I fought to calm myself, but my breath came in pants, and my hands were starting to shake.
What do you see? Gayle asked me.
Nothing. It’s just empty rooms. There’s nobody here.
Did you check everything? What if someone is hiding?
They can’t see me, I said. How would they know to hide from me?
The mountain, it’s so big. Someone could be living in just a little corner of the place . . .
No, I said, cutting her off. You don’t understand. It’s abandoned.
But I did wonder if I could find some food somewhere.
I pushed on, moving through hallway after hallway. There were strange tanks in some rooms, but there was nothing in them. I found what seemed like a dining room, but there was nothing edible left in it.
I was starting to get tired, so I snapped back into my body. “We’ve got to figure out where to get some food,” I said.
“I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.”
I stared at her. I knew what she was going to say: She wanted me to find some animal and kill it.
“You just need to sense where there’s, I don’t know, a squirrel or a rabbit. Then, catch it with your mind and kill it. We’ll cook it up and feel a lot better.” She looked satisfied with herself.
I again found myself trying not to smack her. “Go get some water,” I said. She left the chamber with the canteens. “And get some firewood, too!” I called after her.
I swallowed my disgust and concentrated on finding some woodland creature that would be our dinner. It wasn’t difficult, and I felt somewhat sheepish we’d not done it before.
Not wanting to leave the chamber, I levitated it back to me. It was a small rabbit. I had no idea how to prepare it for cooking, or what parts of it were even something we’d want to eat. I left it for Gayle to sort out and turned to the tablet.
It seemed like it had to have some detail about the inner workings of the mountain; surely, they’d needed manuals and such to keep a place as big as that running smoothly. I tapped through the various topics, and history caught my eye. It documented scientific evidence of what it called “human evolution”, claiming we’d evolved from primates. Like monkeys?
I pored through the document, fascinated. In the city, we’d been taught we were put there by God, and God had given our city’s ancestors the will to wipe most of mankind clean in the same way He’d used the flood and Noah to reestablish mankind. The idea that we’d developed slowly over time as a result of environmental stressors and circumstances resonated with me. Hadn’t I evolved into my abilities with stress?
Gayle announced her arrival by dropping a load of branches and firewood outside the chamber door. She came in and handed me my canteen.
I nodded towards the rabbit. “I don’t know how to cook it,” I said. At some point, the fact that I was just a teenager had to have some validity, right?
She scrunched up her face. “Okay,” she said. “I guess it can’t be that different from a chicken.” She picked it up by a leg, holding it out in front of her, like she thought it might give her a disease. I supposed it could have had fleas. She went back out by the fire and bustled around.
I fell back into my study of history. The evolution discussion devolved into technical details, and I swiped forward to move to a new period in history. I found several pages about ancient Egyptians, with unintelligible notes scrawled in the margins.
I took it out to show it to Gayle. “Who do you think made these notes?” I asked.
She glanced over at it. The rabbit carcass made a sickening crack as she broke a bone. I kept my eyes away from it. “Probably Silver. Or one of his siblings. He had a ton of them.”
“He’s the one from here, right?”
“He was the leader, yeah. He came with two of his siblings at first, but later, more came.”
I hunched on the ground and traced one of the notes with my fingertip. These were the people we were looking for. This was where they were from, but they weren’t here. Where could they have gone?
A flash of imagery crossed my mind’s eye. I blinked. I hadn’t been trying to use my abilities. So, what had that been?
I set down the tablet, closed my eyes, and tried to focus on what I’d seen. But the flash had been too fast, and the memory of it slipped out of my grasp in wisps. Only the impression of a blue sky remained. I lifted my eyes to the sky above us; it was overcast. I couldn’t see the color of the sky at all. I sighed.
“What’s the matter? Don’t like to see the guts of what you’re about to eat?” She dumped something into the fire, and it sizzled. A black cloud billowed out of the fire, along with the smell of burnt meat.
I shuddered. “It’s not my favorite thing to see, no. But I was sighing because I saw something. In my head, I mean. But, before I could really identify it, it was gone.”
“Huh,” she said. She was ramming a stick through the rabbit’s body and not really paying any attention to me.
“I think it was important,” I said. “I didn’t . . . whatever I saw, I wasn’t using my abilities on purpose. It was just there.”
She shrugged and held the rabbit over the fire with the stick. “If it was important, it’ll come back to you,” she said. “Stuff like that always works that way. Like when you go into a room to get something, and once you’re there, you don’t remember why you’re there. But, eventually, you do remember, and you go about your day. Right?”
“I guess,” I said. I picked the tablet up and flipped forward through the history again. I stopped to skim a section about the Native Americans and how the Europeans decimated them. It pricked at a fear in me. Would Tabby’s group welcome us — assuming we could even find them?
My stomach growled, bringing me back to the present. I chanced a look at Gayle’s roasting stick. It was starting to look appetizing. Thank goodness. She rotated it gently over the coals of the fire. Bits of fat dripped out of the carcass. “This is done,” she said. She took it off the fire and poked at it with her finger. “Yep, it looks perfect.” She held it out to me, and even though I knew it would be too hot, I dug my fingers into it and tore a hunk of meat off the haunches. It burnt my fingers, but I ripped it into bits and stuffed it into my mouth, barely chewing it.
“Easy,” Gayle said. “There’s plenty for both of us, and it seems like you can easily catch another tomorrow.”
I nodded and measured my bites, chewing slowly. At home, when we didn’t have enough to eat, sometimes I’d count each chewing motion to prolong it. I started counting in my head and closed my eyes, trying to savor the taste and enjoy the food.
“What do you think we should do, then?” Gayle asked. “I mean, it seems like maybe we should still try to get inside. What if we can find supplies that could help us, or some sign of where they’ve gone?”
“That’s a good idea,” I said. “I’ll go back inside and look for an entrance. There has to be another one.”
She took the tablet and called up a map of the mountain. It showed the elaborate structure inside. It was ingenious, really. They’d built a buffer around the living area, which extended both above and below the base of the mountain, providing at least 12 stories to the manmade space.
“Find us on the map,” I suggested. “It’d help to orient me if I knew where we were in relation to all this.”
She tapped and dragged her finger, and a bright red dot illuminated on the tablet. We were outside a door, yes. But the map clearly showed at least two other places where the internal structure of the mountain connected with the outside.
“This should be right around the corner,” I said, tracing a corridor that appeared to lead outside. I pointed off to our right. “Just over there, maybe even inside the fence.”
“Great. We’ll investigate that as soon as we’re done eating.”
She offered me the rabbit stick, and I tore off another strip of meat. I’d never imagined rabbit could taste so good. It didn’t take us long to strip it clean, right down to the bones. I broke a leg bone and used the pointy end to clear bits of meat from between my teeth. “That was great, Gayle. Thanks for cooking it,” I said.
“Thanks for catching it.”
We used the tablet to find our way around the edge of the mountain, looking for the door that seemed to be on the map.
“Look,” Gayle said, as we rounded a large hunk of rock. “That looks like a path.”
We followed the path — and darned if it didn’t lead to a door. It was propped open, and just inside, leaves and balls of fur stirred slightly in the breeze.
“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to an especially large ball of fur, twigs, and leaves.
“I’d imagine it’s an animal’s nest,” she said. “Can you sense any in here?”
I felt for signs of life, but it was cold and empty. “No. There’s nothing in here.”
“Then, let’s go.” Gayle entered the room, and I followed.
I reached out into the darkness ahead. There was another door. It was closed. “There’s a door,” I said.
She tapped at the tablet, and it lit up faintly, just enough to light our immediate path. We came to the door. It was metal and looked heavy but was ordinary in shape, with a corroded handle. I turned the handle and pushed. At first, the door didn’t move, but then, I felt bits of rust sprinkling down on me, and the door gave way.
It was pitch black inside. If we didn’t have the tablet, I wouldn’t have been able to see my hand in front of my face. But we edged in; Gayle held the tablet high to light our way. We were in the buffer between the shell of the mountain and the living space carved out of the innards of the mountain.
“There’s a door to our right,” Gayle said.
We moved forward and to the right, watching the dot on the map advance as it moved through the labyrinth of the mountain. We came to the door, and I recognized it as the door I’d pushed through earlier in my mind; the one with the bright yellow stripes on it. There wasn’t a handle, but a control panel was in the wall to the left of it. I ran my fingers over the panel, trying to sense what to do. But, when I touched it, it lit up, just like the tablet.
A prompt came on the screen.
“It says, ‘Override Protocol?’” I told Gayle.
“Seems like the answer to that is ‘yes’,” she said.
There was a green box with the word “yes”, and a red box with the word “no”. I hovered my finger over the green box. “What if it this doesn’t control the door?” I asked. “What if the protocol is something that traps us in here?”
Gayle didn’t give me time to worry about it too much. She reached around me and tapped the “yes” button.
A buzzer sounded, and a yellow light started to flash. Then, the door slid open. As it did, lights flickered to life in the hallway beyond.
“Good job,” I said. I looked around and noticed a large, loose rock on the ground near the door. I used my mind to push it into the doorway so that if the door tried to close, the rock would block the way.
Then, we went down the hall. Everything looked as it had earlier. We moved through the corridors, looking for a sign that someone had been around recently, or maybe just a clue as to where Tabby and the mountain people had gone.
There was nothing.
We went to the stairwell, then went all the way down to the lowest level and began working our way back up. We found a room that had a store of the infamous spyro packs. I made note of where it was, and we continued.
But it was slow going. In six hours, we’d only really searched two floors. We decided to camp inside the facility for the night. It seemed safe enough, and there was a supply of food, too.
We went back to the room with the spyro, and we each took a few packs. We found a nearby room with two beds that still had mattresses and some bedding, and we camped out there. The lock worked, and we locked ourselves inside — just in case there was someone in the facility whom we hadn’t yet come across. Even so, I reached out now and then to feel for others, but as far as I could tell, we were alone.
The spyro was disgusting, but we ate it again for breakfast. The tablet said the spyro was a complete meal; it contained everything a human needed for sustenance. Too bad it tasted like old socks soaked in spinach juice . . . and that was the opinion of someone who wasn’t too picky about what she ate.
After we’d eaten and cleaned up a bit – the plumbing still worked, somehow – we moved on to investigating the facility. We made our way through four more floors, stopped to eat lunch, and then went through four more. For dinner, we finished off the spyro packs we’d taken, and then we searched the last two floors of the building.
Besides the spiro and a few tablets, we found nothing that was going to be useful. There didn’t seem to be clues anywhere as to where they’d gone, and the place was empty. The strange tanks were everywhere on the upper floors, and they gave me the willies. But there weren’t any people.
We descended back to the lower level that had the spyro storage, and we gathered more, then we retired to the room we’d spent the night in.
Lying in the cot, I took out one of the tablets we’d recovered. I activated it and began searching through it. It was different than the one we already had, which was surprising. It contained a lot of biological information about humans, mostly about physical fitness. I dug through, it trying to understand why it was different than the one we already had. Why wouldn’t they all contain the same data?
I stumbled across an image of one of the tanks. The water in the tank looked murky, but there was something in the water. Something big.
I zoomed in on the picture. There was a foot. A human foot. It hung in the water, near the glass, clearly distinguishable.
“What on Earth?” I asked. The caption simply said: A tank in use. I went back a few pages, trying to find the beginning of the section.
“What are you looking at?” Gayle asked.
“Look at this,” I said, sliding forward to the image of the tank. “There’s a human in there. See? See the foot?”
Gayle squinted at the picture. “Uh, yeah? I see something there. Let me see.” She took the tablet and began going through it. She gasped. “The tanks were for growing people? Like, they were crops?”
“What?”
“This says right here, they used the tanks to control the population inside the mountain. To grow fetuses.”
“This isn’t a picture of a fetus, Gayle. This is an adult-sized foot,” I said, pointing at the outline in the image. “Don’t you remember the size of the tanks we found? They were big. Not fetus-sized.”
“That’s just not possible. They’d come out like babies — grown-up bodies with no idea how to function.”
I pursed my lips. She had a point. “No matter what size, they were somehow growing people,” I said.
Gayle shook her head. “I can see how things might have gone wrong here.”
“Like we can throw that stone,” I said.
“What happened to you wasn’t widespread, and it wasn’t normal. If people in the city knew about what had been done to you, they wouldn’t have stood for it.”
I didn’t answer. If my aunt had — for even a minute — thought what happened to me wasn’t normal she’d never let on. My closest living relative hadn’t cared, so why would anyone else think anything of it?
I picked up the other tablet and began sliding through the content again. A file caught my eye. It was titled: Silver. I opened it. It contained a series of photos of a tank. In the first, an infant floated in the murky liquid. In the next, a toddler. The toddler had his face and hands pressed to the glass, with a wide grin on his chubby face. The next seemed to be the same boy, only taller. A succession of photos showed him aging, until he was finally an adult. In each photo, his face was close to the glass, and his hair floated around him like seaweed. Everything below his shoulders was obscured by the water, and sometimes, even his face was blurred.
“Wow,” I said. “They really did have adults in those tanks. Look.” I handed her the tablet.
“That’s Silver,” she said. “The man Tabby went away with. That’s him.”
I took the tablet back and studied the current photo. It was the last one in the progression, taken at his oldest age. I touched the edge of the tank in the image with my finger. “That’s bizarre,” I said.
Before I could say anything else, though, a flash came into my brain. Water. It was an overwhelming amount of water. It filled the horizon in nearly every direction. It made me feel small and finite.
Fear grabbed me by the throat, and I gasped.
Then, it was gone.
The tablet clattered to the floor.
“Easy with that,” Gayle said. Then, she caught the look on my face. “Are you all right? What’s wrong?”
“I – I don’t know. I had another one of those visions, I think. Of someplace I didn’t recognize.” My hands were shaking, and I pushed them under my thighs to quiet the motion.
“What did you see? Maybe I can help.”
“It was a lot of water. As far as I could see. It made me feel . . .” I twirled a hand in the air, trying to grasp the right word. “Helpless and small. Like nothing I do could ever matter.”
“You saw the lake?”
“No. No, it was a different color entirely. It had waves — way bigger than any I’ve ever seen on the lake. It couldn’t have been the lake.”
She studied me for a minute. “That sounds like the ocean.”
“The what?”
“The ocean. It’s west of the city, far away. I’ve never seen it. But I’d heard some of the searchers say they’d seen it. On both coasts, I guess. There’s an ocean to the east, and another to the west.”
“The searchers are a bunch of liars,” I said. I wanted to discount the existence of something so big. But I knew it was an unfair accusation. The searchers were only doing their job, looking for people who’d survived the long winter.
Gayle tsked. “Do you even know any searchers?”
I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I just — what I saw, it can’t be real.”
“Weren’t you holding the tablet when you had that first vision? The one of the sky?”
The tablet was still on the floor at my feet. I picked it up. “Yeah,” I said. “I was. I was trying to read a note someone hand-wrote in the margins. But it was too messy. I couldn’t read what it said.”
“Think you could find it again?” She handed me the other tablet.
I paged through the various documents and topics. What had those notes been written on? Something historic. Something . . . old. I went back to the beginning and slid forward, page by page. The margins were all blank. After a few minutes of looking, I tossed the tablet onto the cot beside me. “This is useless. I don’t remember what I was looking at. It could take me forever to find it again.”
“Well, you know what you were looking at just now.” She pointed at the other tablet, still sitting in my lap. “You were looking at the pictures of Silver in the tank.”
The name seemed to dance up my spine in a shiver. Realization dawned over me, and I hung my head into my hands. “I’m linked to Silver, somehow,” I said. “I think I’m seeing what he can see. Or, maybe just something that made a big impression on him.”
“That’s crazy,” Gayle said. “How can you know it’s Silver? How can you know it’s anyone? Maybe it’s just a memory you forgot.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” I said. I tapped my fingers over the tablet, calling up the picture of Silver in the tank again. I took a deep breath, touched my finger to the picture, and closed my eyes.
Immediately, I was back at the water. Overhead, I heard a bird making an unfamiliar call. A flock of them moved together through the air, and one dove down into the water, coming up with a fish in its beak. As I watched, it tipped its head back, and, through a series of jerking motions, swallowed the fish whole down its gullet.
I turned my head. Beside me, there was a woman. She looked familiar. Her hair was shockingly red and hung to her shoulders in beautiful curls. Her eyes were green. “We should get back for the day,” she said.
A masculine voice emanated from me — though it wasn’t me. “Yeah, let’s get going.”
I grabbed her hand, and we turned from the view and trudged through the white sand, up over a ridge and between patches of tall grass, then onto a dirt path only wide enough for one person at a time. The woman went ahead of me.
This was weird. I felt like I was just along for the ride, like I was just an observer.
“Hey,” I said, trying to get her attention. “Can you hear me?”
But she kept walking — and so did the person whose body I was stuck in.
“I can hear you,” Gayle said, snapping me out of the vision.
“What?” I said. My eyes reluctantly focused on her. The images faded away — though it wasn’t difficult to remember what happened this time.
“You asked if I could hear you, and I was telling you I could. Are you all right? You seemed like you disappeared there for a few minutes.”
“I’m fine,” I said. I stood up and began pacing the room. It was a small room, and I didn’t have very far to go. I reached the wall, turned on my heel, and paced again towards the other wall. “What does Tabby look like?” I asked.
“She has red hair. I always envied her for that. Green eyes. Freckles. She’s kind of short. Why?”
“I think I might have just seen her. In my vision.”
Gayle jumped on me and clutched my shoulders. “What? You saw my sister?”
“I think?”
“What was she doing? Where is she?”
“She’s with whomever I’m connected to. Silver, I suppose? He turned his head, and I saw her. She said, ‘We should go back,’ and he said, ‘Yeah,’ and then they turned away from the ocean, and they walked up the sand and over a ridge to a path. That’s all I saw.”
She gave one gleeful shake of my shoulders, and then she began dancing around the room to a tune only she could hear. “I knew it! I knew she was still alive. She’s alive!”
“Whoa, wait just a minute,” I said.
“Don’t go trying to kill my buzz. You just proved she’s alive.”
“No. I only proved I saw something Silver saw at some time. I don’t know whether what I saw is what he’s seeing now or just a memory.”
“What? No, that’s stupid. It has to be now. Why would you see something from the past?”
“Why wouldn’t I? How long has it been since he touched either of these tablets? How long since this picture was taken?”
Gayle stopped shaking her butt, and her face collapsed into a frown. “I suppose you’re right. But, did she look old? Older than me?”
I shrugged. “She had some wrinkles, I guess?”
“But, did she look older than me? Did she have any grey hair?”
“I don’t know, Gayle. I’m a kid. Everyone over 25 looks old to me.”
Gayle huffed out a loud breath. “I wish I could just see what you’re seeing. I need to know.”
I patted the cot next to me. “Sit down and try to relax. We have contact with them, right? We’re better off than we were just 15 minutes ago.”
She slumped onto the cot next to me. “Yeah.”
“Then, let’s try to take advantage of what we know and make some progress, hmm?” I looked for a map on the tablet I was holding. It only had a rudimentary image of the United States.
“Let me look on this one.” Gayle tried on the other. A detailed map of the mountain and the surrounding areas appeared. She zoomed outwards and scanned west from our location until the map turned blue. She grinned. “The ocean.” She peered close at the map, unable to read the text without squinting. “The Pacific Ocean,” she read, pointing to the name with her finger.
“If they’re at the coast, it stands to reason they’d be at the closest point, right? The shortest distance would be here, to this area.” I traced my finger in a straight line from the mountain to the coastline. “We’re in a state called Idaho, and . . . it looks like we should head to the ocean right where the state of California butts up against Oregon.” I tapped the area on the map and zoomed in closer. “See? Yeah. This looks like a good spot. There’s a river there, so there’ll be fresh water.”
“Really? You think they’ll be there?”
“It’s as good a place to start as any,” I said. “Unless you want to go back to the city?”
“No. No way we’re doing that. I don’t ever want to go back there.”
I turned off the tablet and looked at her. Her hair was greying around her temples, and deep wrinkles surrounded her eyes and nose. The skin on her neck looked more like wrinkled linen than skin. She looked weary but also excited. She wanted to find her sister. She needed to.
“Maybe you should explain to me why you dislike the city so much,” I said.
“How much time have you got?” she asked.
It felt good to laugh — even if only for a moment.




Chapter 3

“Tabby and I were very close. I’m sure you’ve figured that out. But, we’re twins, you see. We did everything together: We wore the same clothes; we practically knew what the other was going to do or say before she did it. Our parents were career-oriented, and they spent a lot of time at work. We took care of each other, you know?”
I nodded — though I didn’t have a sister, and I’d never been that close with anyone.
“We were a little younger than you when Tabby started acting funny at times. Little things at first, but then, bigger and bigger. She’d do things totally outside her personality, like beating up a kid in the neighborhood without reason. Not that beating up someone is ever allowed, just — she wasn’t provoked. She just wanted to. She stole things. Started to drink and smoke.
“Our parents were concerned she was becoming too rebellious. They started staying home a little more, and they tasked me with keeping her out of trouble. But I was no match for her. She could slip away and be back before I even knew she was missing.
“Later, I learned through all that, she was suffering through painful headaches and double vision. She never let on — not until she picked on the wrong kid, and she took a beating herself. My parents took her to the hospital for her injuries, and they discovered she had a tumor in her brain.”
Gayle’s fingers clenched, tearing holes in the nearly-rotten blanket on the bed. I patted her hand, and she gave me an appreciative smile. Her hand relaxed.
“The tumor had become entangled with her implant, and in the hopes of killing the tumor, they created a magnetic pulse from the implant. It did change the tumor to a non-malignant form, but it shorted out the circuit that made it possible for her to speak telepathically. They couldn’t insert a new one.
“After that, they tried drugs to shrink the remaining tumor as much as possible. The doctors said she was lucky; most people wouldn’t have survived what she did. But she didn’t feel lucky. She’d become a verbal person, and she could never be telepathic. She felt trapped by her condition, and when it became clear she wasn’t going to be given a normal future . . . well, then the rebellion really started. I learned to speak so that I could communicate with her, but once she started acting out again, our parents cut her off. They would only talk to her through me, and then the conversation was always strained and difficult. I hated being in the middle and having to act as a parent to her. But that’s the way it was.
“When Silver and his group first came, she was being punished for trying to incite a riot in the marketplace. The implant technology was becoming scarce, and they were projecting a shortage of available chips in only a few years.” She ducked her head. “Of course, you know all about that.”
I nodded. It was ridiculous how much suffering those stupid chips had caused.
She continued, “Tabby organized a group of parents to demonstrate against the selective placement of the chips. After she was caught, Preia told my parents Tabby had two options: Leave the city forever or become Preia’s servant. Tabby wanted to leave, but I begged her not to go. I convinced her if she’d only behave properly, they’d let her return to a normal life.”
“Wow,” I said. “I had no idea she had such a rough time.”
“Then, it got worse. She fell in love with Silver. She did everything Preia asked — and then some — but Preia wouldn’t let her be. Then, when Preia tried to convince Silver he should be her successor . . . that put her over the edge. That’s why she convinced him he had to leave. He was – is – a good man, and he recognized the danger in trying to assume the kind of power Preia wanted to give him. He was easily convinced to leave — especially when he discovered Preia’s plans for the rest of his family.”
She grabbed my hand. “Preia isn’t in power anymore, but don’t let that fool you. The people who did this to you, they most likely were motivated by her or someone like her. The popularity of selective placement has waned, but the powerful people still want more. They’ll always want more, Nim. That’s why I wanted you to come with me. I know you think everyone who knew about you is gone, but I’m sure that can’t be true, and I couldn’t stand it if someone else had to endure what Tabby had to go through.”
“But, I’m nothing like Tabby,” I said. “I’ve got more than them, not less.”
“Precisely. They’d want what you have, and they’d stop at nothing to get it from you.”
I still didn’t understand. I knew if there were others left, and they came after me, I’d spend the rest of my life running from them — and killing those unlucky enough to find me. I also knew if they did manage to confine me, I’d be stripped of my humanity. But Tabby had lost things. I’d found them. We were different. Weren’t we?
“So, that’s why I hate the city. I hate how they treated Tabby. I hate how they stifled her and twisted her and how, when she was no longer the ideal specimen, she simply didn’t matter. You experienced that firsthand, and it breaks my heart to think that’s the norm. It’s not your fault, and yet, you would’ve spent your life scratching and clawing out a joyless existence.”
She continued, “I know if I can find Tabby and Silver, I’ll find the people I belong with. The people who have true hearts, and compassion for others.”
“I hope we find them, then,” I said.
“Thanks.”
We snuggled together on the cot, with her sitting up, and me curled up across her lap, almost like a baby. She ran her fingers through my hair, gently pulling it free of snarls. “I bet you miss your mom,” she said after a while.
A tear trickled down my cheek and into my hairline, just above my ear.
“Yeah,” I said. It was all I could trust myself to say.
In the morning, we packed our things and, after scavenging as many of the spyro packets as we could carry, we left the mountain. Outside, the air smelled sharp — unlike the soft, mellow scent of mildew inside. I faced west. The sun was rising behind me, and my shadow was long over the grass.
“How long you think this is going to take?” Gayle asked.
“Weeks, I think. From the city to here, it was almost 200 miles. This is about three times that.”
“We’d better get started, then.” She took out the tablet with the map and oriented it so that it showed a close-up view of our current location. “That way,” she said, pointing west.
I nodded, and we moved away from the mountain.
◆◆◆
 
The days felt the same. One after another consisted of getting up, eating a rushed breakfast, packing our things, and moving on. We rarely stopped to eat or rest during the day. It was hard-going for me, and I knew Gayle ached every step of the way. But she didn’t complain.
Unlike the trip from the city to the mountain, our camps were quiet at night, and after a few nights of only insect sounds, Gayle was able to sleep peacefully. I was grateful for that — though I’d bet she was far more grateful than I was. She seemed almost to bloom with confidence and good spirits. I thought it may have reflected how she’d been before her sister had gotten sick.
On the eighth night, things changed.
I woke to the sound. Gayle was snoring, and I’d put my pack over my head to try and muffle that. But, this sound – it was different. It pierced through the bag, and I sat bolt-upright as soon as I heard it. I stretched out, feeling for the source. I could sense something alive nearby, only a few feet from the shelter. I propelled my mind from my body and looked, washing the ground outside with my mental light.
It was a cat. A big one. Bigger than the ones we’d encountered before.
It let out another piercing call, and the shock of it snapped me back into my body with a jolt. I took a deep breath and clamped down on my fear. That stupid cat couldn’t hurt me. I had only to wave my hand, and it would be dead. But I was angry it was there, confronting me.
I shed my sleeping bag, the way a snake might slough off its skin, and I unzipped the shelter door.
Behind me, Gayle smacked her lips and turned over, before resuming her snores.
I pushed outside.
The cat pounced at me and I deflected it, pushing it to the side in mid-air with my mind. It let out a surprised yelp, but it managed to right itself and land on all four feet.
It faced me, peeling back its lips to show me a mouthful of incredibly sharp teeth. Its eyes glowed yellow in the faint moonlight. It jumped again.
This time, I jumped aside, and then floated up, out of reach. Go away, I projected to it. We aren’t a threat to you, and we have nothing you want.
The cat’s lips curled up in a slight grin. You have plenty of what I want. What I want in my belly.
I pulsed a burst of air at it.
It blinked and pulled away, then began prowling back and forth in a semi-circle around me.
I don’t want to hurt you, I said. Just leave us alone.
Us? I didn’t realize it was going to be a double-sized snack. I would’ve brought a friend.
I mentally broke a branch down from a tree above the cat, and the branch crashed through the remaining canopy to fall over the cat’s back.
It made a horrible cracking sound as the branch broke in half, but the cat walked away, unscathed. You’re not going to scare me off with your little tricks. I’ve heard of you. I know what you can do, and I’m not afraid.
You should be. I pushed again at it, harder than the last time. I didn’t relent, pushing the cat continuously away from me. Its claws dug into the dirt and rocks; I could hear the scratching. But it couldn’t compete with the force I was exerting. I zeroed in on the cat’s face and imagined slapping it.
The big cat’s head snapped to the side. Now, you’re just making me angry, it said.
You don’t want to see what happens when I get angry, I said.
I pummeled it in the side with imaginary fists. It jumped, but it couldn’t get away. It slunk further into the shadows, and I stopped hitting it, but I could still see its yellow eyes reflecting at me. I know you’re still there.
Do you? Its voice took on a slippery quality, like someone making an unfair trade at the market.
Its eyes blinked out.
I reached out with my senses, looking for it. I gasped.
There were dozens of them. All around us. It’d only been distracting me, while the rest of the cats came forward.
I see you understand now, it said.
I see you still don’t want to make me angry. If you know of me, you know what I did east of here. Where the trees all lay flat for miles. I did that, and I did it when I was angry. Is that what you want?
A rumbling sound began to rise around me. Were they purring?
It’s too late, it said. We’ve already got what we wanted.
Gayle.
I turned my senses to the shelter. Gayle, wake up! Can you hear me?
She didn’t answer.
I flung back the shelter flap. Suddenly, I didn’t trust my ability. I had to see with my own eyes if Gayle was still in the shelter. A gaping hole was in the back of the shelter, and her bedroll was gone. Gayle! I shouted. Gayle!
I’m here. Her voice sounded weak inside my head.
I jumped through the hole and came face-to-face with a big cat. I didn’t hesitate. I pulsed it away from me so hard that it cracked against a tree trunk and fell limply to the ground. Where? Where are you? I frantically felt with my senses, looking for the familiar sensation of Gayle’s presence. She was there, but there were many around me besides her. I mentally began pulling them away, like the layers of an onion.
Cats were flung through the air; my control was shed by the desperation I felt. They hissed and spit. Some of them growled. But their number was thinning. I’d killed a few, but most feared the invisible force assailing them, and they ran off into the woods.
Something rustled on the ground in front of me. Gayle. She was cowering inside her shredded sleeping bag — which was not exactly an unreasonable response. I rushed to the blob of her bedroll and pulled it away. She was curled in a ball with her hands protecting her neck.
“It’s okay,” I said. “You can come out.”
“Are they gone?”
“Most of them.” I redoubled my effort to check for their presence; I’d been distracted by finding her on the ground. Only a few remained, but they were a good 20 or 30 feet away.
“What did they want?”
“To eat us, I suppose.” I helped her up, and she stepped out of the bedroll. Her hair looked like she’d been electrocuted.
“I – people wanted to eat us? Why would they do that?”
“There weren’t any people,” I said. “They were cats. Big ones.”
She let out a terrified squeak. I felt one of the cats moving closer.
“I thought you were talking to a person,” she said.
“Time to get up high,” I said. “Grab on.”
She obediently put her arms over my shoulders, and I lifted off the ground, floating above the reach of the cat — at least, I hoped. You can’t beat me. I don’t want to kill you. Please, just go, I said to it. It was the same cat that had confronted me in front of the shelter.
You might as well come down. We’ll get you. Both of you.
Exhaustion started to creep in around the edges. The adrenaline jolt from the rude awakening was beginning to fade. It made me angry. We were only trying to get the most basic of necessities — sleep — and these stupid cats wouldn’t leave us alone. It was more than I could stand. My fists clenched, and I imagined stomping on the cat, stepping on it so hard that nothing but a bag of fur would be left when I lifted my foot.
It made a quick sound in protest, like I’d accidentally stepped on its tail. Then, it suddenly went still.
I felt around for the others. Without their leader, they were fading back into the trees, and then they were gone.
I sighed and dropped to the ground, pausing to let Gayle get her footing before I set my own feet on the dirt.
Gayle ducked away from me. “What’re we going to do?” she asked in a whisper.
“What can we do? There’s nothing to do but go forward. We’ll be out of their territory soon enough.”
“We should have been out of their territory days ago,” she said. “The ones you killed, that was miles back. These cats can’t be . . .” She twirled her hands around, searching for the correct term. She turned her face slightly, and I could see tears running down her cheeks. “. . . related. They have to be a totally separate group.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. But they aren’t shy about approaching us. They knew what I did to those other cats, and they weren’t afraid.”
She kicked at her bedroll. “We can’t go back to sleep now. We have to start moving.”
I studied the cotton innards coming out of her damaged bedroll. It was likely the claws that damaged it had only missed Gayle by a small amount. “Are you all right? You’re not hurt?”
“I’m not hurt. Only scared out of my mind.”
“You’ve got good reason to be. Pack up. We’re moving on.” I turned back to the shelter and took it down. I couldn’t believe how secure it’d made us feel, when clearly, anything with claws or teeth could’ve gotten inside the moment it wanted to. I avoided looking at the rip in the fabric. I’d have to fix it later, maybe when we stopped for lunch.
“What time is it, do you think?” Gayle asked. She was packing up my bedroll.
I finished the shelter and kicked some dirt onto the fire. “I don’t know. Midnight? One?”
“We didn’t get nearly enough sleep to keep us going,” she said.
“I know. But we can’t stay here. What if they come back?”
“Aren’t you watching for them?” Her voice was shaking.
I had a sudden insight into how frustrating it must be for her to depend on my abilities to survive. She must have felt totally powerless. “Of course,” I said — though it wasn’t true. I’d stopped tracking them when they’d gone beyond my ability to see.
I did a quick scan. Nothing big. “We’re good.”
Everything was packed. Gayle took out the tablet, did a quick check of our orientation, and pointed in the direction we needed to go. “You were right. It’s a quarter to one. On our way, then.”
I followed behind her. I found myself lost in thought. What she’d said about the cats had made sense. We were easily a hundred miles away from where we’d encountered the other group, and I’d killed them all. How could these cats know of me? Were they getting information from other animals, like the mother bear had? Or, had I let a cat slip out of my grasp? I’d been so angry; maybe I’d let it cloud my focus. Anyway, I’d let some of these cats go. Were they afraid enough to leave us alone?
We moved at a much slower pace in the dark. It was hard to pick our way forward with limited visibility, and Gayle seized up at even the slightest rustle of the breeze. She asked me to check for animals on a minute-by-minute basis. It was starting to grind on my nerves, and it was wearing down my energy; my abilities weren’t free of cost.
Gayle stopped to check the tablet.
“How long have we been walking?” I asked.
“It’s almost 3:30,” she said. “We’ve only covered four miles.”
I held in a groan. “How is that possible? We’ve got to be going faster than two miles an hour.”
“We are. We just weren’t always walking in a straight line.”
“Okay. Okay. We need to keep moving, though. You want me to take the lead?”
“All right.” She handed me the tablet, and after taking a deep drink from her canteen, she moved behind me.
I oriented our position and started trudging forward. My mind immediately fell into a tangle, wondering how we were going to safely stop again. Cats could climb, so we couldn’t hide in a tree. The shelter wouldn’t work. What else was there? A building? But we wouldn’t just come across a building out there.
I tripped over a tree root and steadied myself before I could fall. I had to start concentrating more on our current situation and leave the shelter question until daylight.
We came to a steep, downhill ridge — almost a cliff but not quite. I paused at the top. Gale bumped into me before she realized I’d stopped.
I illuminated the terrain in my mind and traced a path down to the more even ground below. “There’s a steep, downward path in front of us,” I said. “I can see a way down I think we can manage. Hold my hand, so we can stick close together.” Before I could even reach out my hand, she was clamping down on mine with her own. I could feel the zing of strained tension in her body. It was unpleasant, but I didn’t let go. “Ready?” I asked.
“Let’s get it over with,” she said.
I took a step over the edge and immediately regretted it. Being bodily on the steep surface was different than looking at it. Before I could step back and say I’d changed my mind, Gayle stepped beside me. Her foot lost traction on the loose surface, and her right foot slid out from under her. She leaned back to catch herself with her free hand but, it was too late. Her grip on my hand tightened as her body lurched forward, pulling me down the hill after her.
My feet were still on the ground, and I was taking fast, tiny steps, trying to keep up, but her momentum was increasing, and she was still holding onto me. She was screaming and lying completely on the ground now, her legs and free arm flailing around, but she was like a turtle, trapped in that position. The speed pulled my own feet out from under me, and I fell forward onto my belly, still attached to her.
It happened so fast. One moment, we were at the top, and the next, we were sliding down with no control. Grit and dirt scratched at my exposed skin and tore at my clothes. A big rock loamed out of the darkness, and my face headed straight for it.
Do something, I managed to think. I levitated, floating above the surface of the ground — but I didn’t have enough of a grip on Gayle to lift her free, as well. I had to lift her separate from myself. It took just a fraction of a second longer — but it was enough for things to get bad.
There was a startling, cracking sound, and Gayle wailed out an even higher-pitched scream, and then she lifted free from the ground, and we floated down to the mostly-even ground below.
I mentally scanned her body; I could sense the trauma she’d experienced. Her exposed skin was scraped away on her left hand and arm — but worse, I could feel something wrong with her right leg.
When I released her hand, both of her hands shot right to the spot I was thinking about. She moaned and rolled from side to side, trying to negotiate the pain.
“Gayle, are you hurt? Are you okay?”
“No,” she grunted out between labored breaths. “I think . . . no, I know. My leg is broken.”
I slumped down beside her. I didn’t know what to do. “No, it can’t be. You just tweaked it. In a few minutes, you’ll be fine.”
She made a sound that seemed like sobbing at first. But then, I realized she was laughing.
“What’s so funny?” I asked.
“I know you can tell something is really wrong with me. You’re going to have to leave me. I can’t go on with a broken leg.”
“Don’t be stupid,” I said. “You’d never survive out here, not with a broken leg. I’m not going to leave you.” I didn’t want to admit it out loud, but what she was saying made sense. She wasn’t going to be able to walk, and we had hundreds of miles to go. I also had no idea how to tend to a broken bone.
“Set up the shelter,” she said.
“Okay.” I did as she asked and returned to her. Even in the darkness, I could see she was pale and weirdly sweaty.
“Get me inside and into your bedroll. I’m going into shock. You’re going to have to keep my legs lifted above my heart. Prop them up on a pack or something. Then, check the tablet — the one with all the data about physical fitness. I bet it has some first-aid information on it.”
I gave her a sip of water from my canteen, and then I levitated her, removed her pack, and moved her into the shelter. I wrapped my bedroll around her like a shawl before setting her on the ground, with my pack under her feet.
She moaned, and then hissed an intake of breath through her teeth. “We’re vulnerable here,” she said. “You’ll have to keep watch, too. What does the tablet say?”
I grabbed the tablet and started flipping through the subjects. She was right; there was a first-aid section. “Okay, first, this says I need to assess your injuries — even the lesser ones. Take your clothes off.”
“What? I can’t take my clothes off. I can barely move.”
I pulled out my knife. “I’m going to cut your pant leg free, then we’ll just scoot the other leg off, all right? Can you get your shirt?”
She came into a semi-sitting position and pulled one arm out of her coat with a grunt, followed by the other, and shrugged it off. She did the same with her shirt. When she was settled back against the bedroll, I cut a slit down the side of her pants and peeled it back to reveal the injury.
I blushed. I didn’t need her to take off her clothes; I could see her injuries mentally. “Don’t be so stupid,” I whispered to myself.
“What?”
“Uh, nothing. Okay, next, it says I need to check you for bleeding. Are you bleeding anywhere?”
“Just scrapes, I think.” Her voice sounded weaker.
I had to finish this up fast.
I gently rolled her onto the side and looked at her back. I could see bruises forming, but no open gashes or cuts. I set her back down. She groaned. “You can breathe, right? There’s nothing obstructing your airway?” I crouched beside her head and mentally scanned her neck. It seemed okay.
“Yeah,” she said. “I can breathe fine.”
“Good. That’s good. Okay. Next . . . next, I need to check below the injury for circulation and feeling. So, can you wiggle your toes?” I glanced down at her feet. She was still wearing her boots, but I could mentally see her toes moving in her boot. “Great. Now, I just need to find a pulse below the injury. Just a second.” I felt around above her ankle, but her boot was in the way. I’d need to remove it after all. My fingers felt clumsy, and I fumbled with the ties.
“What’re you doing?” she asked. Was her speech starting to sound slurred? What did that mean?
“Um, I’ve got to take your boot off to check for a pulse. I’m sorry; I think this might hurt a little.” I gave myself a little mental shake, and then used my mind to untangle the strands of the laces. When they were more manageable, I loosened them all the way down the boot, careful not to disturb her leg. Cupping one hand under the heel of the boot, I pulled it down and away, easing her foot out of the boot. Then, I rolled her sock down over her ankle and around her heel until it came free.
The tablet said there should be a pulse right above her ankle bone, on the inside of her foot. I smoothed my fingers over the area and mentally scanned it.
I couldn’t find her pulse.
I tried again; this time, I lowered my face until my eyes were inches from her ankle. I added light inside my mind and looked for a visual cue. Shouldn’t there have been a line of blue, or a ridge to indicate a blood vessel of some kind?
I poked around her ankle bone one more time, then turned back to the tablet. It said there was another place to check — on top of the foot. But there was nothing there, either.
I took off her other boot and looked for her pulse in her other foot. It was easily found in both places.
Not good.
The tablet didn’t say what to do if the pulse wasn’t present. It only said to make sure it was present. I read through the entire document again. It mentioned not setting the bone; it said to leave that to a professional, so as not to inadvertently cut off the circulation. But, clearly, her circulation was already cut off. Maybe I needed to try and move the broken bone?
For a moment, it was all too much. I jumped out of the shelter, heaving in deep breaths as fast as I could get them in. I leaned over and rested my palms on my knees, then studied the ground around my feet. Get yourself together, Nimisila. She’s going to lose her leg or die if you don’t.
To the east, the horizon was starting to lighten. Thank God, it was nearly daylight. I desperately needed a rest, and I couldn’t have one at night — especially while Gayle couldn’t move.
Nimisila? Are you there? Gayle called for me from inside the tent.
Yes, sorry. I just – I’m a little squeamish. I needed a minute, is all. I gulped in as much air as I could and went back into the shelter.
“I’m getting cold,” she said. I cast my mental light over her face and was surprised to see she seemed to be turning blue.
Shit.
I laid the shirt she had shed over her torso, then helped her put her coat on backwards so that she wouldn’t have to lift herself up.
I tore off my own coat and settled it over her legs. “I have to move your leg,” I said. “I’m going to do it with my mind, okay? I think, if I concentrate, I’ll be able to see the bones, and I just have to move them a little. I think the break is cutting off your circulation to your lower leg, and the tablet says that’s bad. I’ve got to fix it. Okay?”
She gave me a slight nod. Her teeth were chattering too much for her to speak.
“All right. Here goes. You want to hold my hand?”
Her hand grasped for mine, and I held onto it. Then, I turned my attention to her leg. I closed my eyes and focused on what the surface of her skin looked like, and what was underneath. My thoughts slid under her skin and moved slowly down to settle on her thigh bone. I moved up the bone, looking for the break. It was easy to identify; there was a swelling mass of blood all around it.
I suppressed a harsh intake of breath and forced myself to remain calm. Gayle needed me to do this one time and do it right. I couldn’t risk moving it more than once.
I studied the break from every angle, floating around it. The break looked clean, but a blood vessel had slid between the two broken halves and was pinched there. To one side, blood was backed up, and it was swelling like a balloon. On the other side, the vessel looked limp and weak.
“I’m going to do this now,” I said. “I’m going to count to three and do it. Okay?”
She squeezed my hand in reply.
“One,” I said.
I concentrated on the break — then, without counting any further, I lurched the two bones apart and swept the vessel out of its pinched position. Then, I pushed the bones back together.
Gayle screamed, her hand reflexively clamping down on mine. Holding her hand had been a mistake; she’d nearly broken my fingers. What if I’d let that pain interrupt my concentration? I mentally berated myself. Couldn’t I do anything right?
I managed to keep my eye on the blood vessel. The balloon evened out and went away after only a few beats of her heart. I watched to see if anything was leaking out of the vessel, but it seemed okay. I mentally turned my attention down her leg and her foot, looking for some visual confirmation that blood circulation had been restored.
Everything looked fine.
I opened my eyes and checked for the pulse in her foot. I found it. “Gayle! Gayle, I did it! You’ve got circulation back.”
She didn’t answer, and I looked up at her face. Her eyes were closed, her mouth hanging open. She must’ve lost consciousness from the pain.
I rearranged the coats, and then wrapped the bedroll over her so that she’d be as warm as possible. I went back to the tablet. According to it, she needed a splint. I needed two sturdy boards or limbs to wrap either side of her leg in, and then I needed to tie the boards to her leg.
Carefully, I rolled her sock back onto her foot to keep it warm, and I left the shelter. Glancing around, the closest trees were on the ridge above us. I floated up, keeping a mental eye on the shelter as I went. I found two sticks about an inch in diameter and went back to the shelter. I dug some rope out of my pack. I set the fabric of her pant leg back into place and placed the sticks on either side of her leg. Then, starting at the bottom, I tied the two sticks to her leg. I was careful not to tie it too tight; after all that work to get her circulation back, I didn’t want to revisit that issue.
By the time I was done, the sun had fully risen. Gayle’s face was almost a normal color, and her hands and feet didn’t feel so cold. I kept her legs elevated slightly and snugged the coats around her a little tighter.
Then, I decided I probably ought to build a fire.
Again, the closest source of tinder and firewood was the ridge above. I scanned the area for animals, and after finding only small animals, like squirrels and birds, I floated up to the ridge and picked up an armful of firewood. From that vantage point, I scanned the area around the tent. It was a strange, low-lying area, against the cliff. From up there, it looked quite rocky, but I knew there were level areas, as well, because I’d pitched the shelter on a flat section of sandy dirt.
Beyond the rocky area, grass spread away from the shelter in a large, bowl shape. The forest encroached on the edges of the bowl, but that was a distance off — maybe a mile or two. Between here and there were only high grasses and weeds. The trees were mostly pine, but I could see a handful of deciduous sprinkled among them. A large bird circled above the bowl and dipped down suddenly to catch a rodent for its supper.
Our location didn’t look ideal. It felt exposed and was likely visible, sticking above the grass. The steep hill might have provided some protection, a wall to back up against. But we had come down it ourselves, so surely, an animal could descend it, as well. After I got a fire built and maybe found some fresh water to fill our canteens, it would be a good idea to scout for a nearby spot with more protection.
I finished collecting wood and went back to the shelter. I dropped the firewood and poked my head in to check on Gayle. She had her hands folded across her belly, and she was snoring. I took that to be a good sign.
The rocks did provide the benefit of an easy fire circle. I stacked a circle of them together and had a fire going in hardly any time at all. Satisfied I’d accomplished something, I sat down and pulled a spyro bag from my pack. I was about to drink it – disgusting as it was – when it occurred to me we wouldn’t be going far anytime soon. I’d better keep it for later and try to scavenge food instead.
I sought out a nearby rabbit mentally and snared it. It still didn’t sit right with me — catching an animal and eating it. But I wasn’t going to find much else to eat around here. I cleaned and gutted it mentally from a distance, not willing to do it with my actual hands. I brought it to me and settled it on a stick over the fire. Then, I took out the tablet with the maps on it and looked for a source of water nearby.
The map showed a good-sized river nearby, so close that I should have been able to see or hear it. But, even when I closed my eyes, floated out of my body, and moved beyond the edge of the bowl, I couldn’t find it. I suppose that was to be expected; surely, a map couldn’t be 100% accurate after a thousand years. Even so, it annoyed me, and I cast the tablet aside.
I was going to have to find water farther from Gayle than I was comfortable going, so I’d have to do it mentally. But I was just too tired – mentally and physically – to do it.
When the rabbit was done, I picked the carcass clean, eating half of it and setting the rest aside for Gayle. I poked my head into the shelter; she was still asleep.
The sun was coming upon mid-morning. With the fire going, and the shelter up, I felt just safe enough to crawl into the shelter for a nap. I curled up against Gayle’s left side so that I wouldn’t disturb her leg, and I was asleep in minutes.
◆◆◆
 
I woke up late in the afternoon, when Gayle shifted beside me. I sat up and checked on her. Her forehead felt good: nice and dry, not too hot. Her eyes fluttered open when I touched her. Nim, she projected to me.
I’m here.
It hurts. A lot.
I know. I’m sorry; I wish I had something to give you for the pain.
I’m thirsty.
I uncapped her canteen and held it to her lips. She gulped down three or four mouthfuls, and then dropped her head back against my pack.
She lifted her arm and dragged the back of her hand over her lips. “Am I . . . is my coat on backwards?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “I took it off to check you for injuries. It just seemed easier to get it back on without lifting your torso.”
“Oh. Thanks.”
“We’re almost out of water,” I said. “I need to go and find some. But I don’t want to leave you here alone. I’m going to have to do it telepathically, okay? I’ll be right here beside you, and all you have to do is touch me or talk, and I’ll be back.”
“Okay,” she said. Her face looked a little vacant. I’m not sure she understood only my shell would be there to protect her — and it wouldn’t do any protecting unless she called my mind back to the shell.
“All right. I’m right here, just to your left. Try and touch my knee, so I can be sure you can reach me. Okay? Gayle?”
She moved her hand towards me, grasping with her fingers until she touched my knee.
“There’s no such thing as too hard, Gayle. Don’t be shy.”
She clenched her fist and rapped at my knee, as if she were knocking on a door.
“Good. That’s great. If you’re scared, or you need something — anything — then that’s what you do. Just knock on my knee bone like that. Got it?”
She nodded, and her hand retreated to her side.
I took a deep breath and mentally grabbed a canteen before floating my mind out of the shelter and above, heading towards the trees. It seemed likely water would be hiding there, and maybe the leaves and needles of the trees were dampening the sound of the water so that I couldn’t hear it.
I came up over the trees and paused to decide which direction to go. Water flowed downhill, so I opted to move to my left, where the trees seemed to be forming a depression in the height of the canopy. I couldn’t see through the dense upper branches, so I floated down, touching my feet to the ground and walking.
There, the woods sounded enchanting; a bird tweeted, and another returned the call. A moth fluttered by, and a squirrel was scampering between the trees.
As I turned in a circle, listening carefully for the sound of water, a hint of movement caught my eye. I moved up among the branches again, floating towards what I had seen. At first, I didn’t see what it was — but then, it raised its head and looked around.
It was a big cat.
Though I knew it couldn’t see me, it could see the canteen I held, floating through the air. The cat looked at the canteen and drew its tongue in a slow revolution, around all its teeth. It tipped its head to one side, and then took several halting steps towards me. I wasn’t sure what to do. If I dropped the canteen, I’d have to come back for it — and the cat might have stuck around who-knew-how-long, waiting for me to come back. If I took it with me, it could just follow me right back to Gayle — and I certainly didn’t want Gayle to know there were cats around.
I started to float up, taking the canteen with me. Maybe I could have perched it up high in a branch, and the cat wouldn’t be willing to exert the energy to get it.
But, I wasn’t so lucky. The cat jumped to the nearest tree and began climbing, neatly keeping pace with me as I rose.
I stopped where I was, and the cat stopped, too. It was positioned upright against the trunk, the enormous claws in its paws on full display as they gripped the bark of the tree.
I gulped. This was not ideal. How could I protect Gayle from this constant threat? I had to sleep, at least occasionally.
I nearly dropped the canteen when a voice spoke inside my head. I see you, it said. I could swear the cat smirked.
Could it? Could it see anything more than the canteen?
I dropped the canteen, but the cat’s eyes didn’t follow the bottle’s descent. My stomach felt like an empty pit.
Aha, you didn’t know. But, I can. I can see you. I can see you’re afraid. I see. I see.
I knew what I had to do.
The poor cat didn’t even see it coming, despite its teasing.
I bashed it in the head so fast and hard, it didn’t have time to make a sound. The cat fell to the ground with a sickening thump.
I fought the urge to throw up. It was getting to be commonplace for me to kill. I did not like it.
I dove back to the cat and checked for signs of life. It was dead.
Just for a moment, I wondered what the meat would taste like. Then, I remembered the cats back home, and it just seemed wrong.
I grabbed the canteen and moved towards where I had first seen the cat. A small pond of water was there, collected in a shallow depression of mud, with reedy grass all around. “Thank you, Mr. Kitty,” I said. I wouldn’t have found it without him. I filled the canteen and floated back up through the trees, looking for something unique to mark my way. There was a single half-dead oak tree, its branches scratching at the sky, like the dead cat’s claws. I moved towards it, and then allowed the tug in my belly to pull me home, towards my body. It was getting close to sunset, and I couldn’t leave Gayle alone any longer.
I’d have to come back tomorrow to get rid of the cat.
◆◆◆
 
I kept the fire going all night and sat beside Gayle in the shelter. The nap I’d taken during the day had gone a long way to refreshing me, but it wasn’t enough to keep me going all night. I took out the tablet and started reading through the history documents again. I came across some of Silver’s notes in the margin, and after checking for danger, I traced my fingers over the letters.
A scene snapped into my head, brighter and crisper than the last one had been. There were people sitting all around a fire at dusk. Silver’s hands were extended in front of me, warming themselves over the fire. To my right was the woman who I thought might be Tabby.
On my left, there was a man. He was talking to Silver. “We need to consider what to do. We can’t just hope this is going to go away.” His voice was quiet. His gaze darted around the circle, and then back to Silver. He leaned towards Silver and said even quieter, “People are going to panic. Someone’s going to get hurt.”
I wasn’t sure at first Silver had heard what the man said. He didn’t respond, and he continued to rub his hands together over the fire. He was quiet for so long that it startled me when he finally spoke. “I know, Leif. I know. I wish I had some answer to give, but I don’t.”
“You know what we have to do. It’s obvious.”
“What? You mean, go back to the mountain? Or to the city? Either one is suicide. You know we can’t do that.”
Leif’s face scrunched in frustration. “You know what I mean. We’ve been gone for years. You really think they’ve got nothing better to do than hang around the mountain, waiting for us to come back?”
“They don’t need to hang around. They have plenty of tech. They only have to monitor it from a distance.”
A plummeting feeling started behind my eyes, then sunk all the way down my throat and through my stomach. He was talking about the mountain. We’d gone there, and if the city was monitoring it . . .
No. It couldn’t be true. Leif was right. The city had better things to do than monitor a mountain that had been abandoned for nearly 20 years.
Silver drew his hands back from the fire and began gesturing. He put his left palm up, and the knife’s edge of his right crossed over it. “I’m not going back there. I won’t lead people there. We have to figure out how to make it out here on our own, and we can. I believe we can. Don’t you?”
A girl around my age approached the two men. “Daddy?” she asked Leif. “Can I go down to the beach?”
Leif eyeballed Silver before turning to the girl. “Sweetheart, I wish you wouldn’t. It’s getting dark, and someone could get lost.”
She pouted. “But, Da-addy, all my friends are going.”
Silver stood up. “Hey, everyone! We’re staying at camp tonight for . . .” Silver grabbed the girl’s hand. “Story Night! Everyone loves Story Night! Don’t you love stories, Tikka?”
Tikka scowled, twisted her hand free, and crossed her arms over her belly. She knew that not only had she lost her privilege, she had impacted the freedom of her friends, as well. She likely wasn’t going to be very popular when the others realized it she had attracted the unwanted attention of an adult.
Silver and Leif sat back down. “There, now,” Leif said to Tikka. “Nobody is going to the beach. You’re all safe here, with us.”
Tikka scuffed her shoe in the dirt. “I just wanted to hang out with my friends,” she whined.
“And you can. You will. They’re right over there. Get on with it.” He nudged her towards a small group of kids, clustered across the other side of the fire. She reluctantly dragged her feet away, kicking up dust and debris near the fire ring as she moped towards her friends. About halfway there, she miraculously perked up and joined them, giggling and preening.
I sighed. I’d never been a regular kid and no longer could be. I felt a million years old by comparison — even though she was probably 11 or 12.
Something touched my leg, and I jerked the vision out of my head.
Gayle was tapping my knee.
“Are you okay?” I asked. I flipped open the shelter flap and glanced at the fire. I wanted it burning big and bright. It would need some more wood soon, but it was okay for now. I let the flap fall back down.
“You were talking,” she said. “Just now. I thought you were talking to me.”
“I was?”
“You said something about staying at camp. Are you leaving?”
I grabbed her hand and sandwiched it between mine. “No, I’m not going anywhere. I was checking on Silver and Tabby.” I ducked my head a little. “I thought it would help keep my mind occupied during the night.”
Even in the low light from the fire, I saw her face brighten. “You saw Tabby? How did she look? What was she doing?”
“They were sitting around the fire: Tabby, Silver, and someone he called Leif,” I said, shaking my head.  “A bunch of other people, too, and Leif’s daughter. Tabby didn’t say anything. Silver was talking to Leif.”
“Oh,” she said, disappointed.
“They’re afraid of something. Leif was trying to convince Silver to return to the mountain. But Silver said no, that the city was probably monitoring it.” For the first time since we’d left, I felt emotional. My eyes misted with tears, though I managed to keep them from falling. “Do you think they’re really watching?”
Gayle pulled her hand back under the cover of the coats and looked away. She sighed. “It’s not as farfetched as it might sound,” she said.
“So, they probably know we were there?”
She nodded.
“Did you know they were watching it?”
“Of course not,” Gayle said. “My contacts in the mayor’s office dried up when Tabby left. I don’t know any of their weird dealings — except rumors, and that’s hardly reliable.”
“You heard they were monitoring it?”
“No. No! I only know they’re still looking for other humans. You know. Searchers.”
The searchers. They were mysterious to me. Why search for people who might be dangerous, just so they could do dirty work in the city that could easily be done by someone without a chip?
“What if they were monitoring it, though?” she realized. “The searchers would come looking for us.” She gasped, and her hand flew up to cover her mouth for a moment. “What if we lead them right to them? Oh, Tabby. I’m so sorry, Tabby.” She groaned and tried to roll onto her side — but yelped in pain when her leg twisted from the effort.
“Stay still,” I said. “You can’t go jostling that leg.”
Gayle covered her face with her hands and began to all-out sob.
I curled up beside her and put her head in my lap, then stroked her hair back from her face, like she’d done for me so many times. “Shh, Gayle. It’s okay. We’ll figure something out. Shh.”
She cried herself back to sleep. I gently set her head on the backpack, then went outside to stoke the fire and add logs to it. I stood beside it for a long time, warming my hands, the same way Silver had done.
◆◆◆
 
The night seemed unusually long. At first, I thought it was because I was so tired from the sleep deprivation of the past few days, but then I heard thunder and realized the sky was overcast, and the clouds were dimming the dawn. I checked the area for safety, then quickly went up the ridge to collect as much firewood as I could carry. I brought it back to the shelter and stacked it inside.
Gayle opened her eyes when she heard me stacking the pieces. “Good morning,” she said. Her voice was groggy, but no longer seemed laced with pain.
“Hey, how’re you feeling?” I asked. I put the back of my hand to her forehead, then against her cheek to check for clamminess or heat. She felt pretty good.
“It still hurts. A lot. But I don’t want to die anymore.”
Startled by the brutality of her statement, I covered my alarm with a cough into my fist. “Um, good. I’m really glad you’re feeling better.”
A quick flash of light lit up the shelter, followed by a crack of thunder that seemed to roll on forever. “I think we’re in for some rain,” I said. “I’m just going to go get some more firewood, and I want to make a run to get some water, too, before it really starts coming down.”
“Can’t we just drink the rainwater?” she asked.
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. We could. If we had something to collect it in.”
“I think we can manage something. Maybe you’d prefer to catch us some breakfast instead? I’m starving.”
“Okay.” I pushed out of the shelter and resumed my chores. My own stomach was strangely quiet. I finished getting the firewood, and then I went about looking for a small animal for breakfast. We’d had rabbit several times, so I concentrated instead on a plump bird I spotted, rooting for worms near the woods.
I built up the fire as large as I could, then set about pulling the feathers off it and gutting it, throwing the guts and feathers into the fire. The feathers smelled like singed hair, and I wrinkled my nose.
I got the idea that while the bird was roasting, I should try to build a shelter to keep the fire dry. I found two Y-shaped branches and drove them into the ground on either side of the fire, far enough away so that they wouldn’t burn. The crux of the branches was nearly four feet from the ground, so I got another branch to hang between them, creating a support beam. Then, I stacked a series of long branches so that they leaned against the support beam and touched the ground a good few feet from the fire. I put pine boughs over top of those branches, and then topped it all off with dead needles and leaves.
It wasn’t waterproof by any means — but if it didn’t rain long, maybe it would keep some of the fire dry.
As soon as I’d finished, the rain started. Big, generous drops plunked out of the sky, few and far between at first. I grabbed the roasted bird and dashed for the shelter as it turned to a full-on downpour. I ducked into the shelter and zipped the door closed. I presented Gayle with the bird, and we picked the bones clean, washing the charred bits down with water from the canteen.
Behind me, the shelter edge the cats had cut through was flapping in the wind. I dug through the first-aid kit and found a needle and thread to repair it. With the threaded needle in hand, I crawled over to the flap to try and sew it shut.
I pulled the fabric apart for a moment and looked at the sky. In the distance, the rain was so heavy, it looked like a blurry haze in front of the trees and the mountains. Lightning lit up the sky, a crooked hook of white light arcing across it, pulsing briefly before disappearing, leaving a trace of brilliant white on the inside of my eyelids.
The hole was letting water into the shelter, so I stopped admiring the lightning and pulled the two pieces of fabric back together. Starting at the bottom, I pinched the two sides together and sewed them shut as neatly as I could, then continued straight to the top. The position was awkward, and I wasn’t accustomed to holding a needle. I gripped it too tightly and left a welt in the pads of my right pointer finger and thumb. I jabbed my left hand three times, drawing blood once. I sucked on the finger until the metallic taste subsided, then finished the job.
It wasn’t perfect, but it would do.
“What do you think?” I asked Gayle, sitting back to admire my accomplishment.
She craned her neck backwards over her pack to see. “Looks good enough,” she said.
I was tired, but the rain was loud on the surface of the shelter. I had to try and get some sleep, though. I hadn’t slept since I’d gotten up from my nap the day before. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to curl up beside you and take a nap,” I said.
“Sure.” She pulled the bedroll back so that I could snuggle against her side. “I don’t know how you could sleep in this, though. It’s so loud. How about I tell you a little story?”
“Okay,” I said. I yawned and rested my head on her arm, with my back to her body, and my legs curled against her side.
“My mother used to tell me this story when I was small. She’d tell it to both Tabby and me at bedtime. I looked forward to it every night.”
“M’kay,” I said.
“A long time ago, there was a young rabbit. He had many brothers and sisters, and because of this, his mother did not have a lot of time to oversee their daily activities. Instead, she’d feed them breakfast and turn them out of the burrow to learn how to do rabbit things with a much older rabbit, who lived nearby, while she cleaned their nearly-constant mess in the burrow.
“The older rabbit’s name was Dame Ruby, and she was very strict. The young rabbit and his siblings did not like being tended to by Dame Ruby because she was quick to punish — and truth be told, not particularly pleasant-smelling. But they didn’t dare disobey their harried mother, so every day, they went with Dame Ruby to a field, where she would show them rabbit skills, like how to choose the sweetest clover, and how to run with their white tails raised in alarm . . .”
I didn’t hear any more after that. I drifted off into a dream of rabbits with a foul-smelling babysitter. I caught the sitter and ate her, and the young rabbits became my legion of minions.
◆◆◆
 
I don’t know how long I slept, or how long it rained. But I woke to Gayle, nudging me in the side. “Nimisila, wake up,” she said.
“I’m awake,” I said. My head felt like I’d been pounding it against the ground, instead of resting it on my arm. I rubbed my eyes and turned towards her.
“The floor, it’s getting wet. Look.” She pointed at a corner of the shelter. An inch or so of water was collecting in a puddle there.
“That’s weird,” I said. “I thought these shelters were waterproof.”
“They’re water-resistant,” Gayle said. “They can’t tolerate extended submersion.”
“It’s just rain,” I said, gesturing to the sky we couldn’t see above us. “Who’s talking about submersion?”
“Can you just fix it? Maybe the corner is in a puddle. I don’t want to be soaking wet tonight.”
The rain hadn’t let up, and I didn’t relish the thought of going outside to get soaked. But she was right; I needed to check and make sure the shelter was set up properly, at least.
I yanked the zipper up roughly, and then bit my lip. We needed this shelter to keep us warm and dry. I should have been taking better care of it.
Stepping out of the tent, I immediately saw the problem. The entire shelter was smack-dab in the middle of a puddle. My shoulders drooped. How was I going to fix this? Rain ran through my hair and dripped over my eyes. Irritated, I dashed it away. I jammed my hands in my pockets and walked a slow circle around the shelter, as I tried to figure out some way to keep us dry. Could I relocate it? Not without moving Gayle, and I really wanted her to stay still.
As I stood there, I became aware of a distant static. I ignored it at first, but it was persistent and getting louder. I turned in the direction I thought it was coming from.
Oh, no.




Chapter 4

A wave of water was hugging the base of the incline, churning towards me and the shelter. I smacked myself in the forehead. The rocks. The sand. The map. Of course. This was a dried riverbed, fed by the rain runoff from the mountains. The wave was only a foot or so high, probably not deep enough for me to drown in.
But I didn’t have a broken leg.
I ripped open the shelter flaps and without stopping to explain, mentally yanked Gayle from the shelter, and lifted her onto the drier land in the grass.
“What are you–” Her words were cut off by the excruciating pain from her unceremonious dump to the ground.
I turned back to the shelter — intent on grabbing at least our packs and our coats — but the wave of water dashed against my calves. I was so focused on the contents of the shelter that I couldn’t keep myself steady. I fell backwards, cracking my wrist against a rock, and was propelled forward a few hundred feet before I was able to gather my brain cells and lift myself free from the violent water. I ignored the pain in my wrist and swooped low over the churning surface, searching for the shelter — or any of our things that might have been inside it. But the water moved too fast.
We had no shelter, no extra food, no dry firewood, no canteens . . . nothing but the clothes on our backs. I glanced down at my wrist, from which my hand was hanging at a rather floppy angle. Good, we were both injured. Just great.
We were going to die.
“Nimisila! Where are you? Nimisila!”
I rose into the air and spotted Gayle. She’d shed the bedroll and butt-scooted her way nearly to the edge of the water. She was scanning it for some sign of me.
What was I going to say to Gayle?
“I’m here!” I called. She couldn’t hear me over the water, so I switched to mental projection. I’m over here. I’ll be right there. Don’t move.
Not wanting to use any more of my mental energy than necessary, I trudged back to her. I was soaking-wet, and the wind was driving rain into my face. I cradled my damaged right wrist with my left arm.
By the time I reached Gayle, she was sobbing into her hands. She grabbed my pant leg as I approached. “Thank God. I thought you’d drowned. I thought you were dead. I’m so sorry, Nimisila. I – this is all my fault.”
I crouched beside her and gave her an awkward hug. “No, I’m pretty sure I pitched our shelter in the middle of a dry riverbed.” I said.
She caught sight of my wrist. “You’re hurt,” she said.
“Yeah, and all our stuff is gone, swept up by the water.”
“That’s not important. You’re what’s important. Stuff is just stuff.”
I bit my lip. She didn’t yet realize how bad our situation was. “Thanks,” I said. I glanced around. It seemed like the best thing to do was moving towards the trees. Maybe we could find a hollow log, or something to crouch inside. I pointed towards the trees. “What do you think about heading in to the woods and looking for some shelter?”
“This time, will you give me some warning before you move me?” She gave me a pained half-smile.
“I’m sorry about that,” I said. “I was panicking; I should have been more careful.”
“You did the best you could under the circumstances — and we’re both alive, so there’s that.” She patted my shoulder. “You want to help me stand up? Maybe I can limp along next to you, if you give me some support.”
“Absolutely not,” I said. “The last thing we need is for your leg to get all messed-up again. I’m going to carry you.” She started to protest, pointing at my wrist, but I explained, “Not with my arms. I mean, I’ll carry you mentally.”
“Oh. Still, I’d feel better if you helped me stand on my good leg first. I want to be able to look around.”
“All right.” I stood and offered her my good arm to steady her, while I mentally scooped her up to stand beside me.
“Whoo!” she said, wincing as she held her bad leg out to the side. “That was quite a ride.” She brushed imaginary dust from her coat. Thank goodness she’d been wearing it when I pulled her out of there. We’d need it tonight.
“Can you carry the bedroll?” I picked it up and held it out to her.
“Of course. Ready when you are,” she said.
I lifted us both into the air, and we swept towards the trees. The driving rain made looking for shelter nearly impossible out in the open field, but once we were in the woods, the trees filtered it enough to feel more tolerable.
I kept a tight hold on Gayle’s hand — even though I didn’t need to touch her to keep her in the air. I just felt better that way. She squeezed my fingers, and I knew she felt better, too.
We moved through the trees, towards higher ground. I didn’t want to be caught in any more floods. I scanned the forest floor, looking for a place we might be able to get even a tiny amount of shelter.
It was Gayle who found a good spot. There, she projected to me.
I glanced at her. She was pointing towards a tree that had half-fallen but hadn’t reached the ground. It was propped up at an angle by the surrounding trees. Perfect, I said. Good eye. I brought my own feet to the ground first so that I could check it out.
The tree was big and had a wide trunk. It had tipped to the side so that the roots were shooting up into the air in a strange, web-like pattern. I crouched and felt underneath the trunk. Miraculously, it was dry. I started grabbing branches to lean against one side of the trunk, hoping to make a spot under the tree that would be somewhat sheltered from the wind.
Gayle watched, sometimes pointing out branches I could use or giving me verbal guidance and encouragement. She had to be freezing-cold — on top of the pain from her leg as it hung in the air — but she didn’t complain at all. I decided right then and there — while watching her keep a stiff upper lip — that I needed to be more positive. I was going to get us through this, and a bad attitude would get us nowhere.
When I’d finished making something that looked like a wall, I mentally gathered loads of leaves and pushed them against the outside of the branches, packing them in as tightly as I could. They smelled like wet dirt and slugs. Once the wall looked as solid as I thought I could get it, I went around to the other side and underneath the trunk, then pushed the dry leaves against the inside of the shelter wall.
A family of mice was snuggled up where the trunk met the ground, and they grumbled at me. I tried to explain that we meant no harm, but they scampered under the leaves, and I felt them moving away.
I checked to make sure there wasn’t anything else we should be worried about. There was a snake sleeping nearby, but I hadn’t disturbed it yet. I decided maybe it was best to leave it alone and went back to trying to make our hidey-hole accommodating.
Finally satisfied I had made a safe spot for Gayle, I brought her down from the air and guided her under the log, then gently set her down so that her entire body was sheltered, with the bedroll under her. I crawled in beside her and snuggled against her good side. Then, I drew some of the dry leaves over us to give us as much cover as possible.
“I sure hope it stops raining soon,” Gayle said.
“Me, too.”
“I know this hasn’t been easy, Nim. I want you to know I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. When you were under the water . . . I’ve never felt anything as horrible as that. I know I’m not your mom, and I could never replace her. But, I . . . you’re like the daughter I never had.”
I blinked back tears and squeezed the arm she had around me. “That’s nice, Gayle. Any girl would be lucky to have you as a mom.” I turned my head to look up at her in the darkness. Her eyes were shining with tears. “How come you don’t have any kids?”
She shrugged. “The doctors said Tabby’s cancer was hereditary. That either of us could pass it to our children. Anyway, I never met someone I wanted to have a family with.”
I fell silent. It seemed to me like Gayle’s obsession with Tabby was more likely to be the culprit than not having met someone. But who was I to pretend circumstances didn’t shape a person?
“I suppose now, we’ll never find them,” she said. “Without the tablet, you won’t be able to connect with Silver anymore.”
“I think we know enough,” I said. “When the rain stops, I’m going to look for our things, though. I only have to follow the stream, and something will have washed up somewhere.”
She squeezed me. “You’re a good girl, Nimisila. Don’t ever let anyone tell you different.”
If only I believed it myself.




Chapter 5

The next day dawned, bright and cheery. The air smelled scrubbed clean, the birds were singing, and both of us were alive. I opened my eyes and narrowly missed hitting my head on the log above us as I shot into a sitting position. In all the excitement the night before, I’d neglected my wrist — but this morning, it wasn’t going to wait.
Gayle pulled my sleeve up to look at it. “Well, I really can’t tell if it’s broken or not. Can you move your fingers?”
I flexed my fingers, but it sent white-hot pain shooting up my arm and into my neck.
She sighed. “I think the best we can do is wrap it. Maybe that will keep swelling down and give you some stability. Without that tablet, I don’t know what to do.”
“We don’t have anything to wrap it with,” I said. “Maybe I can fashion something from some grass, or a vine . . .” I trailed off when I heard the tear of fabric. She’d torn off the pant leg hanging loose around her broken leg.
“We’ll use this,” she said.
“But that was keeping your injury warm,” I said, “and without a shelter, that’s really important.”
“Too late now. Give me your wrist.” She tore the fabric into two long strips, rolling one up and putting it into her coat pocket.
I held my hand out to her.
“Maybe you’d better lie down,” she said. “I have a feeling this isn’t going to feel good.” She reached behind her and broke off a twig, sticking out of the shelter wall I’d built the night before. “Uh, put this in your mouth. You can bite down on it. For the pain.”
“Wait, what? How much do you think–”
But I didn’t get the chance to finish my question. She shoved the twig in my mouth so that it stuck out on either side, like a dog bone. Then, she started wrapping. The pain was terrible, but then I realized I didn’t have to be at home for this; I could leave my body and watch from afar. I inhaled, then drifted up and out, feeling the familiar tension against my belly button. I moved to sit in a tree above, looking down at us.
Gayle finished wrapping and tied off the end. She set my wrist on my chest, and — apparently, thinking I’d lost consciousness — she swept back my hair and patted my cheek.
I’m not there, I said to her. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll wait up here for a while. It’s a pretty view.
Gayle laughed. When you come back, I want to make sure it isn’t too tight. Remember how the tablet said something about checking for circulation?
Right, I said. I relaxed my stomach, allowing the pull to snap me back into my body. I opened my eyes. “S’ not so bad,” I said.
“Can you wiggle your fingers still? Can you feel it when I touch them?” She waited for me to move each one, then she tapped each finger with hers. “Good. That looks good. I guess there isn’t much else we can do,” she said. “I wish we had some water. Or something to eat.”
“Water, I think I can do,” I said. “We’re not far from where I found water before. I bet there’s an even bigger supply there now. But first, I want to build a fire. If I get lost, I can hopefully follow the smoke back to you.”
I wriggled out from under the log, then cleared the ground of leaves and debris a good six feet from our shelter. I rolled some rocks into a circle, and then used some of the dry leaves from underneath the log to start a fire.
Gayle scooted out from under the log and came over to the fire. “This is great,” she said. “I didn’t even realize how cold I was until now.” She took off her coat and held it close to the fire.
“Not so close,” I warned. “We don’t need that catching fire.”
She laughed. “No, we certainly don’t. You go on, now; see if you can find water. I’ll be fine.”
I tapped my forehead. “Call me if you need me.”
Right, she said.
I walked away from the log, looking back now and then to make sure I could still see the smoke rising. The little pond was further away than I thought, but I found it.
Actually, I smelled it first. The cat’s body was still nearby. Something had gotten into it, and the innards were spilled out onto the forest floor. Flies buzzed around. I waved them away as I wrinkled my nose at the smell.
The cat was a reminder we weren’t alone, and it made me nervous to have left Gayle by herself at camp. I should have projected myself here instead and kept my physical body there, so she could snap me back, if necessary. But it was too late now; I was here, and she was there.
I passed the cat and found the pond was larger than before, just as I’d expected. I knelt beside it and scooped water up to my face, drinking handfuls of it.
But, how to get it back to Gayle?
I looked around. I needed to make a bowl or bucket. But I also didn’t have time to sit there, playing arts and crafts. I spotted a plant on the other side of the pond with big leaves. Maybe I could use one to line my hands, effectively allowing me to become a watertight vessel.
I floated over to them and picked the largest one I could find. A terrible smell wafted up to me. Ugh. Stinkweed. I reminded myself it wasn’t toxic, only stinky, and it was the best I could do. Gayle was thirsty and alone, and I needed to get back. I found the leaf had a natural curl to it, which made it settle in my cupped hands particularly well upside-down. I floated over the pond, dunked my hands into it, and filled them to the brim.
I rose over the trees, spotted the smoke, and returned to the log and Gayle. I’d only spilled maybe half of it. “Okay, this is the best I could do at the moment,” I said. I held my hands up to her lips and tipped them so that she could drink from the leaf.
She gulped it down without hesitating, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “That felt great,” she said. “But it smells bad.”
I dropped the soggy leaf into the fire. “Stinkweed,” I said.
Gayle pulled a face. “Good thinking, but yuck.”
“Agreed,” I said. “I didn’t know how else to bring it back. I’m going to bring you another cup. Then, I’m going to look for our things. I’m sure we can salvage something.”
Gayle smiled and nodded — even though I could see she didn’t believe I’d find anything.
But we had to find something. It couldn’t have all just disappeared.
I sat next to her by the fire. “Remember: Just tap me if you need me,” I said.
I closed my eyes and returned to the water hole. This time, I wasn’t distracted by the big cat or the lack of a container; I went straight for a stinkweed leaf, gathered a handful of water, and returned to my body with the leaf of water floating above us.
While I was gone, Gayle had arranged a group of five rocks into a circle, with a hollow about the size of my fist in the center. She pointed me to it. “I’ll drink a little now, but maybe this can save some for later?” She took the leaf from my mental hands, spilling only a few drops. She drank a few sips, and then settled the leaf into the center of the rocks. Again, some of it spilled out, but most of it was kept in the leaf for later. “Our first pot,” she said, smiling.
“Great,” I said. “I’m going to go and see what I can find.”
While making minor adjustments to the leaf’s position, she nodded. “Okay.”
I settled into myself, and then drifted up and away again. I glanced down at us. I was sitting cross-legged with my head bowed. Gayle looked upward and waved in no specific direction. It gave me pause; was she able to see me, just as the cat could?
There were more important things to worry about, though, so I moved on. I drifted to the area where the shelter had been. I didn’t expect anything to be left there, but it seemed the best starting point. The stony areas were newly-buried in a layer of silt and sand, making the exact original position of the shelter impossible to find. Neither the fire ring nor any of our things were where I thought we might have been camped.
A trickle of water was still moving through the streambed, and I followed it away from our camping area. Deposits of dirt and branches clumped together along the sides, where the water had receded. I was going through each clump, breaking it up with my mind, looking for anything in it that wasn’t natural. I quickly found they contained nothing of interest, and I moved on.
I spent a few hours looking, poking through the piles and rolling large rocks out of the way. I found nothing — not even shreds of the bright yellow shelter, which should have been easy to find.
I returned to my body emptyhanded. At first, I didn’t move. I didn’t know what to say to Gayle. Without any supplies at all . . . we were so exposed to the elements. I resolved to try again, but first, I wanted to check on her. I opened my eyes, but she wasn’t next to me anymore. I jumped to my feet in one swift motion. “Gayle?” My eyes scanned the area. I spotted a foot sticking out from under the log, and I exhaled. She was in the shelter.
“Yes?” she answered.
“I – I just wondered where you were. I thought you’d still be sitting here.”
“You were gone for so long. I just wanted to lie down for a bit. Did you find anything?” Her voice rose in a hopeful lilt.
“Um, no. Not yet. I just wanted to check and see if you needed anything, before I went looking some more. How’re you doing?”
“Hungry but just fine.”
My own stomach growled in response. How had I missed hunger cues two days in a row? “Right. Me, too. I’ll see what I can get going.”
“Sure. You catch it, and I’ll prep it, if you want to go off searching again.”
I searched around us for something and shortly found a squirrel. I caught it and returned it to the campfire. “It’s right here,” I said. “By the water pot.”
“Great. You go on. I’m fine.”
I watched her for a moment, struggling to scoot out of the shelter to come back to the fire.
I needed to try harder. For her.
I inhaled and moved out of my body. This time, I flew rapidly over the trees, until I came to the area I’d stopped searching before. The streambed flowed along the base of the steep hill for some time, and then the hill steepened until it became a cliff. The stream hugged the cliff for maybe half a mile more, and then suddenly turned and flowed perpendicular to the cliff, towards a lower elevation.
I was pushing through piles of debris where the water flowed away from the cliff when I finally found something of value: Not one of our possessions, but shelter.
There was a crack in the cliff, maybe four feet from the ground, just wide enough for two people to enter, shoulder-to-shoulder. I drifted up and into the crack. It widened out to maybe 10 feet before tapering off again to a solid wall.
I felt for anything alive, but there wasn’t. I illuminated the corners, the floor, the ceiling, and the walls. There was nothing to indicate the cave was occupied by anything other than bugs.
Excellent. This would be far better than the log, as far as shelter went. My mood lifted, and I decided to return to camp and tell Gayle.
We had a temporary place to call home.




Chapter 6

When I got back to camp, Gayle plied me with squirrel meat and some berries she’d found in the underbrush nearby. We both recognized them as something we’d eaten before, but I was wary of eating them. Without the tablet we didn’t have a good way to recognize what was safe to eat — or what to do if we ate something that wasn’t. Still, we were hungry, and it’d been safe before, so we ate it.
I waited until we’d finished eating before I told her what I’d found. “Guess what?” I said.
“You found the tablet?” she asked. She leaned forward, and her eyes were bright and shiny.
“Uh, no. Sorry. Didn’t mean to get your hopes up. I didn’t find any of our things. But I did find something useful. I found a place where we could take shelter. In a cliff face, not far from here, I found a cave.”
I waited for her to bubble over with enthusiasm, or maybe to smile, or . . . well, something.
But instead, her shoulders drooped, and she dropped her eyes to the ground. “Oh,” she said.
“This is good news, Gayle,” I said. I smiled and clenched my hands together. “We’ll be far safer there than we are here. We won’t be exposed to the elements, and we’ll be near water. Those are all good things for your recuperation.”
“Recuperation?”
“Yeah, you know. While we wait for your leg to mend?”
She looked at me like there were bugs smashed on my face.
“Gayle?”
“Hmm?”
“Are you all right? I just said we’d have a place to stay while we wait for your leg to get better.”
“That’s great,” she said flatly.
“It doesn’t sound like you think it’s great,” I said. This was going against my newfound effort to stay positive. I forced my lower lip to stay in place, instead of jutting it out in a pout.
“I don’t think we should stay here,” she said. She looked into the canopy above us. “Actually, I don’t think you should stay here. I want you to go on without me.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“I can’t travel this way.”
“I know. That’s why we’re going to hole up in that cave. We’ll stay there until your leg is better. Then, we’ll move on. To the coast.”
“We’re wasting time. Any day now could be Tabby’s last, and you haven’t found her.”
“It doesn’t matter if I find her,” I said. “She doesn’t even know me. We’re finding her for you.”
Gayle fell silent. She picked at the splint branch on the outside of her leg.
“I’m going to take you there. You’ll see; it’s so much better than this spot. You’ll feel better when you see it.”
She nodded — though it didn’t seem like she agreed.
I kicked some dirt over the fire and imagined my hands smothering it with pressure. It sizzled and foundered until it was nothing more than smoke. I grabbed the sleeping bag out from under the log and handed it to Gayle. “You want me to help you stand?” I asked.
“No. Just move me where you want me.”
This new apathy wasn’t something I had much appreciation for.
I imagined her floating, and then floated up beside her. We moved up through the trees to the open sky. Today, there were only a few clouds, scudding in quick bursts here and there. The sky was remarkably blue. It almost didn’t make sense, compared to yesterday.
I pointed out the nearly-dry riverbed. Gayle looked in the direction I pointed, but she didn’t say anything. From up there, the bed looked like a brown ribbon, unfurling on a green garment; it was pretty. I spotted the cave, and we swooped lower to approach it. I entered first and touched my feet to the ground. I took the sleeping bag from her and spread it on the floor, in a spot that was even enough for her to sit on, before I gently lowered her onto it.
“This is nice,” she said. She looked around without much interest.
“Just wait. I’m going to get a fire started, and it’ll be so much better,” I said. I wanted to prove it was going to be nice, much nicer than living under a log with a snake — though I don’t think she knew about the snake.
I left and went to get some kindling and firewood. It was all damp, but it didn’t much matter; I could burn it without much thought. I mentally piled it on the ledge at the mouth of the crack that formed the cave. Then, I found some rocks and piled them up there, too. My wrist was beginning to throb, and I thanked our luck for my abilities. If I couldn’t do these things, we’d have died in our first few days away from the city.
Back in the cave, I arranged the rocks in a fire circle. The ceiling seemed to rise towards the entrance, and I hoped the smoke would escape through the structure without clogging up our air near the ground.
I set the kindling in the circle and lit it. The light made the cave feel a thousand times better.
Proud of myself, I turned to grin at Gayle. She was studying her cuticles.
“Gayle,” I said, trying to draw her into the feeling. “Look what we did.”
“You did a nice job, Nim.”
Annoyed she’d missed the point, I frowned. “Thanks.”
She rolled onto her side with her back to the fire. “I’m going to take a little nap now, okay?”
“Sure,” I said. “I’m going to look for our stuff. But I’ll be right here.”
She didn’t answer.
I turned my thoughts inward and flew free of the cave. Free of the guilt.




Chapter 7

Every day, Gayle begged me to leave her. At first, I was able to easily put her off by reminding her that I, too, was injured. But my wrist soon betrayed me. It must have been a sprain, rather than a break, because in less than a week, it was feeling better. I still couldn’t use it much, but the pain was only there when I tried.
Gayle’s leg didn’t seem much different. Every day, I tried to sense the damage to the inner workings of her body. The changes were just too tiny for my amateur eye to discern. It looked the same each day as it had the day before. Was it getting better? Would it ever change?
Her insistence that I should go increased with each day, and her attitude sunk lower in a direct ratio. By the end of the first week in the cave, I was having trouble getting her to eat.
But that changed the day I sensed something other than animals around.
I was at the creek, grinding two rocks together. I’d figured out I could make a sort of shallow bowl if rubbed a harder rock against a soft rock. It took a lot of trial and error, because I really knew nothing about rocks. But I’d found two rocks, and when combined, they were developing into a bowl I could use to transport water back to the cave without using the horrible stinkweed.
Over the week, I’d started to get lax about checking my surroundings. The cats didn’t seem to be around, and I’d sensed no bears, nor any other large animal, since we’d first set up our shelter.
That’s why I didn’t sense them.
I heard them.
They were talking to each other, projecting mentally, as they tramped through the grass. They seemed to be following the riverbed, but rather than following it into the curve, where I was, they were cutting across to where it bent perpendicular to the cliff and moved away.
Searchers.
I stifled a gasp and sunk to the ground. They didn’t seem to have seen or heard me. I watched as they came to the riverbed, then turned to follow it away from me. I waited until I was sure they were not going to see me, then I practically flew back up to the cave.
“Gayle,” I hissed.
She was curled up on the sleeping bag, her splinted leg sticking out stiffly. Often, it was her default position. “What?” she asked. Though I knew they couldn’t hear us, I shushed her. She sat up, her eyes wide. “Is it a cat?”
“No,” I said. “Searchers.”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” she said.
“They’re following the riverbed down that way, away from here.”
“You’ve got to follow them. You know, with your mind,” she said.
Why hadn’t I thought of that? “Yeah, yeah. That’s a good idea. You’re right.” I sat in front of the fire ring. I was glad, for once, that Gayle displayed so little interest in the fire; it had reduced to coals and wasn’t producing smoke, which would have given our position away. “One thing before I go,” I said.
“Yeah?”
“Can you see me? I mean, my mental me, when I’m not in my body?”
She scoffed. “Of course not. What would make you think I could?”
“Just checking,” I said. Perhaps now was not the time to reveal that animals – or at least, cats – could see my mental form.
I sighed and relaxed, then pushed out of my body, imagining the tug on my belly was a kite string I was reeling out to extend into the sky. I zoomed over the riverbed and caught up to them in only a minute or two.
They’d stopped and were sitting on some large boulders near the riverbed. They passed a canteen between them, and I wondered whether I could take anything useful if I lingered at their campsite tonight. Would they notice a missing canteen?
I’m telling you, I modelled the signals from their tablet, and they’re here. Somewhere. We’ve got to keep our eyes open, one said. He was tall and lanky, with eyebrows that grew together over his nose.
We’re just chasing our tails, another said.
I agree. We haven’t seen any sign of them since they left the mountain, said a third.
We have a sign. The tablet. It can’t just get up and move around on its own.
Actually, it could — if it were inside a shelter that was swept away by a flood.
But they weren’t asking for my opinion.
There were two more men — brothers, maybe. They resembled each other. They looked at each other askance, and I guessed they were having a side-conversation. One tried to hide a smile behind his hand, while the other coughed and looked away. So, those two were making fun of one of the others. I wondered which one. Did they think the naysayers were worth making fun of? Or the believer?
You two better get your act together, one of the naysayers said, tossing the canteen to the one who’d coughed. We brought you for your expertise, and so far, all you’ve done is giggle like schoolgirls.
What could they have been experts in?
Sorry, man. We’re just blowing off steam. This isn’t our usual thing, you know, the smiling guy said.
They fell silent. One of them extracted some dried meat from their pack and passed it around. Everyone took a few bites of it. My mouth watered. Then, the one with the eyebrows stood. The signal isn’t coming from too much farther in this direction, he said, pointing away from the cliff. I was glad to see they were moving away from our camp. Let’s get moving.
The others rose, and after making pack adjustments and doing some butt-dusting, they started moving south, away from the cliff.
I kept my distance but followed along. They were going to lead me right to at least one of our tablets. What else would they find? If they saw our shelter and packs, would they believe we’d been swept away along with our things?
About an hour later, the man with the eyebrows stopped and looked at the ground. We’re near it. Within a few feet. Right around here.
There was a clump of debris off to the left. I’d not come this far in my own search; I didn’t think any of our things could’ve floated this far. I resisted the urge to probe the debris. I perched myself in a tree branch above them and watched.
The five men spread out in a circle and began scuffing around at the ground, turning over rocks and digging through sand. Eventually, the coughing man poked a boot at the debris pile, and I saw a flash of yellow.
Our shelter.
I’ve got something, he said.
The others came over, and together, they pulled apart the small pile. They uncovered part of the shelter, and as one of them tugged on it, it loosened the sand that was burying it. It looked heavy, and it appeared at least one of our packs was still caught in the layers of fabric. They freed it from the pile, and then spread it out on the ground, opening it to extract my pack.
Geez. They were eating that old spyro junk, someone said, as he pawed through my pack. He cast out my spare clothes, and the first-aid kit, which looked ruined.
Got it, the man with the eyebrows said. He wasn’t watching as the pack and the shelter were inspected. Instead, he was digging around in the loosened sand and silt. This is what we’ve been following. He held up one of the tablets. It was covered in dirt, but he turned it on anyway, wiping his forearm across it to clean off the screen. They’ve been looking at a map of the coast. Somewhere along California, looks like.
Well, they’re surely dead now, one of the naysayers said. They’ve got no shelter. Only one pack. We found that one sleeping bag, shredded by cats. It’d be near impossible to survive out here without shelter and supplies.
What about the other pack? Maybe they weren’t in the shelter when it was flooded.
I think it’s about time you two boys broke out your expertise, the man with the eyebrows said.
The experts exchanged a glance.
Okay. Um. Yeah. Can I hold the bag? the coughing man said.
The pack was handed over, and he closed his eyes.
What was he doing?
A strange sensation came over me, and I instinctively drew back to hide behind the tree trunk — even though I was invisible. They were silent, and I poked my head around just enough so that I could see them.
The man holding the tablet had a completely blank expression on his face. His eyes blinked in slow motion and appeared to be unseeing. Without warning, they gained clarity and turned towards me. She’s nearby. Up high. She can see us. She . . . this is weird. She thinks we can’t see her.
The men all turned in the direction the expert was looking. I ducked back behind the trunk. What had that guy been doing? Did he have abilities like me?
She has to be in one of those trees, the man with the eyebrows said. He pointed across the riverbed at the stand of trees I was hiding in.
I glanced around. He was right. There wasn’t anywhere else I could be looking down at them from. My hands started to shake. I couldn’t go back to the cave, not with that guy watching. What if he could see or sense me? What if he just took the cues from what I saw, as I’d done with Silver? I’d lead them right to Gayle, and she was helpless. I chanced a peek back at them. They were standing around in a circle, and from their gestures, I could tell they were still having a mental conversation; they’d just switched to addressing their thoughts specifically to each other.
The one who’d connected with me looked up over the others in the direction of the trees. I had to know if he could see me. It made me itch all over to think he could. I moved out from behind the trunk and sat on the branch, swinging my legs. Then, I stood up, jumped, flew over their heads, and landed on the ground on the other side of them. He didn’t change his expression at all — nor did he turn to see where I’d landed.
I decided to take a chance. Hey, I projected, just to him. Can you hear me?
He still didn’t move. But, he answered, Yes.
What do you want?
Just to, uh, talk.
About what?
Why did you leave? The city?
There’s nothing there for me. I’m different. You seem different, too.
He coughed and turned away from the others to cover his mouth. Where are you?
Nearby. Are you different? Did they do that to you?
He stood silently. I’m different, he eventually said.
You don’t have to help them. They’re only using you.
Maybe I’m using them.
He turned back to the group. One of them gestured towards the trees. Then, as a group, they started moving towards them. Since none of them were looking at me — not even the one who could connect with me — I relaxed and let the tension in my belly snap me back into my body.
“You were gone a long time,” Gayle said. “I was getting worried.”
“At least one of them – maybe two – has an ability. Like mine. They found one of the tablets, and when he held it, he could see through my eyes. The same way I can see through Silver’s.”
“Crap,” she said. “That’s not good. Where’d they go?”
“They think I was out there, physically. They were looking for me when I left.”
She handed me a flat rock she’d arranged some rabbit meat on. I’d caught it the previous night, and she’d roasted it that morning, before the searchers showed up. I ate it without tasting it, while I thought about the searchers. They were there to take us back, right?
“What do you want to do?” Gayle asked.
“I don’t know. Any minute, they could see what I’m seeing. Maybe I should get back to watching them.”
“They’ll kill us if they find us,” she said. She glanced out the mouth of the cave. “I know enough about the searchers to know that.”
I licked my fingers while I studied her expression. Her forehead was drawn down in a rigid crease. She looked both worried and angry.
She noticed me studying her. “The searchers have more than one function,” she explained. “They don’t just look for new people to exploit and exterminate. They look for people who’ve fled the city, and they get rid of them, too.”
I shrugged. “They’ll just take us back home.”
“No. They don’t let people come back. That’s why the people in the slums never leave. They could make a life for themselves somewhere else. But, they’re afraid of the searchers.”
“I never heard such a thing,” I said.
“You wouldn’t have. Your parents were too smart to even think about leaving.”
At the mention of my parents, I fell silent. I thought of my mother’s face and was surprised to find I couldn’t recall what she looked like. She had brown hair, like me. She had pale skin, like me. People had always said we looked alike. But, did I still look like her? I didn’t know. My dad stood tall and thin in my memory, but his face was completely blotted out.
I let out an exasperated sigh, and then anger started to build in my chest. People like the searchers had taken my parents away from me — taken my entire life from me — and made me into this monster.
“You’ve got to keep an eye on them until they leave,” Gayle said. She started to say something more but bit it back.
“What were you going to say?” I asked.
“Nothing. It was nothing. I can’t ask you that.”
The anger burst into a ray of irritation. “Just tell me,” I said, sharper and harsher than I meant to. I was losing control of my emotions. I needed to leave before I said something I’d regret.
“I was just going to say . . . and I don’t want you to do this; it was stupid of me to even think it . . .” She trailed off, and I clenched my fists. I felt the familiar bite of blood against my fingernails. She glanced up at me, and her face paled. “I was just going to say that if you had the opportunity, you should just kill them. They won’t stop looking for us until they’re dead, or they find us.”
I inhaled a snort of air. That was something I hadn’t wanted to hear. I didn’t need permission to kill them. But I didn’t want to kill them. They were just people doing their jobs, and what had they ever done to me?
“But I don’t want you to kill them,” she said, rushing to placate me. “Just watch them. See if you can lead them away. They’ll go if they think they can’t find us.”
“They found the tablet,” I said. “The one with the map. They know we’re headed to the coastline.”
Her head rolled back as if I’d slapped her, and she covered her face.
I settled to the ground and crossed my legs. I didn’t want to lose them, and if they moved, I might not find them again. I was about to let my inner self drift off when she took her hands away.
“Kill them,” she said. The whites of her eyes were visible all around her pupils, giving her a crazed look. “Kill them all. Today.”




Chapter 8

When I returned to the searchers, they were still looking for me. One of the naysayers was sitting on the grass just outside the woods. He held the tablet, and he was going through the documents. I noticed he was wearing a wedding band, and a small doll was perched in his chest pocket.
He had a family.
Rolfe! someone called from the woods. What are you doing, you lazy dog?
He turned the tablet off and set it on the ground, then stood and turned towards the woods. You idiots aren’t going to find this girl like that, he said. She’s smarter than the lot of you put together. Come on out here, and let’s get camp set up for the night.
The other four tramped out of the woods and began setting up a campsite next to the riverbed. They had two shelters — yellow, like ours had been, only a little bit larger. They set them up expertly and had a fire going in no time.
She’ll see that fire, the one with the eyebrows said.
I know that, Cole, Rolfe said. I don’t want her coming ‘round while we’re sleeping. You read the file, didn’t you?
Cole rolled his tongue around in his mouth. I read it.
Then, you know we can’t defend ourselves against her. She can burn us alive with just her thoughts.
The one I’d spoken to earlier started at that.
Rolfe laughed at the younger boy’s reaction. Looks like Froyd didn’t know what he was gettin’ into.
You know, we asked questions, Froyd said. You withheld important information.
It wasn’t important. You two boys can equal her, can’t ya? Rolfe gestured at the pair with a pocket knife he’d been using to pare his fingernails. You’ve got that power, too.
The two boys looked at each other. Froyd turned back to Rolfe. Our abilities are limited to sight. Neither of us can set things on fire.
You can do different stuff, though, right? Cole looked at the other one and narrowed his eyes. We ain’t seen what you can do, Boyd. Why don’t you demonstrate right now?
Boyd’s face flushed. My ability isn’t like Froyd’s. I can’t connect to a single person.
I’m still waiting for that demonstration.
Boyd sat on the ground, and his chest swelled with a deep breath. Then, he exhaled. A ghostly wisp of something whirled above his head and lifted slowly, until it started to take on the form of something human.
It was him.
He was out of his body, the same way I was out of my body — and I could see it, which meant it was likely he could see me.
I ducked behind a tree but peeked out just enough so that I could see them.
Is he gonna do something? Rolfe demanded.
He is doing something, Froyd answered. He’s projecting.
Projecting what? I don’t see nothing.
Froyd rolled his eyes. You can’t see his projection. His mind has left his body. His mind is floating around up there, somewhere. He can see us and hear us. Go stand behind him if you don’t believe me. Then, hold up a few fingers. When he opens his eyes, he’ll tell you how many you’re holding up without turning around.
Rolfe stalked over to stand behind Boyd, but he didn’t look convinced. You’re just gonna tell him, right? That’s a stupid kid’s game.
Okay. I’ll turn away, too. Froyd turned. Now, put up your fingers, and Boyd will tell you how many there are.
The figure above Boyd filtered back into his body, and he opened his eyes. Three fingers, Boyd said.
Ha, Rolfe said. I was holding up four.
Thumbs don’t count — unless you were gonna suck it, Boyd said. You had up three fingers and a thumb.
The others roared with the scratchy laughter of those who don’t use their voices.
Shut up! yelled Rolfe. The laughter died down. Did you see anything with this talent of yours?
Just the four of you, standing around and looking at me, Boyd said.
Don’t be fresh, boy. You know I’m asking about the girl. The girl and the woman.
Boyd shook his head. I didn’t go far. I was just above your heads. You want me to go looking for her? Right now?
Rolfe cast a look at the sky. The sun was starting to set. He grabbed Boyd by the collar and dragged him to a standing position. You go do your thing, and you make damn sure she isn’t anywhere nearby. You got it? He shook Boyd by the shirt.
Boyd dipped his head. I, uh, I got it, Rolfe.
Then, get to it. I’m not kidding. She could easily kill us all dead.
Boyd grabbed onto Rolfe’s hand, vainly trying to steady himself. He was obviously terrified of the larger man. Rolfe shook him again. I heard Boyd’s teeth snap together as his jaw clamped shut from the force. Then, Rolfe pushed Boyd’s shoulder, shoving him to the ground.
My anger rekindled, and I couldn’t help myself. I picked up a rock from the creek bed and threw it at Rolfe’s head as hard as I could.
Ow, goddammit! What was that? Rolfe clapped a hand to his temple, where the rock had struck him. He pulled it away and sneered at the blood on his palm. Rolfe threw a glare at the other men, standing around. Which one of you wankers did this?
◆◆◆
 
Still angry, I threw another rock. This one hit him in the back of the head. He turned and peered into the trees. A look of horror dawned on his coarse features. She’s here, watching us. She did this. He pointed at the blood dripping down his face. She’s going to kill us.
In the din above the men trying to figure out where I could be, Froyd said to me, Are you there?
Yes, I said, just to him. I’m here. Gayle says you’re here to kill us. Is that true?
Gayle’s still alive? How did she survive the cat attack?
Don’t change the subject. I asked you a question.
He sat down at the campsite, in front of the fire. Our objective is to kill Gayle and return with you.
I had to work to suppress my laughter. They thought they could take me all the way back to the city, and I wouldn’t hurt them along the way? Why would they want me?
Same reason they want me and Boyd, he said.
I glanced over at Boyd, whose essence was above his body, floating just above the heads of the men and moving around the campsite, searching for me. Did you tell him? Boyd? I asked.
Tell him what?
That you talked to me.
No.
Why not?
He shrugged.
I don’t want to hurt you. Any of you, I said.
He glanced over at Rolfe. It’s a little late to claim that.
I only did that, so he’d let go of Boyd. Is he your brother?
My twin.
Boyd was moving closer to the woods, and I moved to hide myself beneath some shrubs. I see his essence. Can you see it?
No. I can tell from the way he’s sitting that he’s not in himself. But, that’s it.
How’d you get your abilities?
A scowl passed over his face. It was an accident.
An accidental . . . experiment?
No. Just an accident. Look, what do you want from me? Why do you keep talking to me?
I fell silent. Why was I talking to him? Curiosity? Because I hoped to get him to lead them away? Or maybe . . . did I want to be near someone like me?
Are you still there?
Yeah, I said.
Boyd’s essence floated near me, and I stilled. He moved on. Look. They want to take you back to the city. They think Gayle is dead. Just surrender yourself, and they’ll take you back, and everything will be fine.
Is that a personal guarantee? That everything will be fine?
He didn’t answer. I’d caught him in a lie.
What do they want me for? I asked.
They’re afraid of you.
Then, why bring me back?
I don’t have the details, Nimisila. They’ve told me next-to-nothing. They sure as hell didn’t tell me you could kill me if you wanted to. Boyd and I are only here because they threatened my family.
Your family’s as good as dead already, I said. Just like mine.
I have to believe that isn’t true, he said. I’ll do what they ask until I know it isn’t.
I won’t go back, I said.
Let me ask you something: What were you doing when you decided to leave? Living with your aunt? Babysitting your niece?
Yeah, I said.
So, what horrible thing do you think waits for you? They were allowing you to live amongst them — even with the power you have. Why would they do anything different now?
Because the searchers kill everyone who leaves, I said.
Maybe they do. But not everyone who leaves can do the things you can.
I didn’t know what to think of that. I watched Boyd’s essence drift around, searching for me, for a few minutes. Confusion was clouding my thoughts. If they wanted me dead, they’d just as soon kill me out here. They wouldn’t want to bring me back. I’d thought there was nobody left who knew about the experiments, but Boyd and Froyd had come from something — even if it was only an accident.
I wanted to return to the cave to talk it over with Gayle. But her opinion was biased, too. She believed the searchers always killed those who left the city. Besides, if I went back, I’d have to explain I hadn’t killed them as she’d asked.
The sky grew darker. The men were all clustered around the fire now — except for Boyd. His essence was still drifting among the trees, looking for me, and it was starting to look more transparent. He was running out of energy and would have to return to his body soon.
Why aren’t you using your ability on me? I asked Froyd.
It takes a lot of effort. I won’t do it unless they make me.
They want me to make you better, stronger. Don’t they?
He gave a tiny shake of his head, then swatted the air with his hand, as if he were trying to shoo away a bug. We don’t have anything to do with what they want.
You can’t know that, I said.
I know enough.
After the sun sets, will you be able to get away? To talk?
Sure, he said.
Remember: I can hurt you if you’re trying to trick me.
I haven’t forgotten.
I looked through the trees. Boyd was returning to his body. When I was sure he was back inside himself, I let the tension in my own body snap me back to the cave.
Gayle hadn’t stirred much from her spot. She’d added a little bit of wood to the fire, but it was dying down again. I left it alone. Better not to give them a trail to follow.
“Well? Are they dead?” she asked.
“Not exactly,” I said.
“You said you’d kill them. Nim, they’re going to kill us.”
“It’s not that simple,” I said. “They haven’t done anything to threaten us. We don’t know they’re going to do that.”
“I know. My dad was a searcher — the best one there was — and he warned me a thousand times never to leave the city.”
“How long ago was that? Come on, Gayle. That doesn’t seem realistic at all.”
“He quit because he didn’t want to have to hunt Tabby,” she said, low and grating. “He said he understood the reasons, and he wouldn’t stand in anybody else’s way, but he couldn’t kill his own little girl — no matter how disobedient she was.”
“But they haven’t made any move at all to hurt us,” I said.
“How can they? They don’t know where we are.”
I dropped my gaze to the cave floor. “I don’t know.”
“Nimisila. What did you do? Do they know where we are?” Her voice rose in a panic.
I wasn’t sure whether I should be relieved she was finally acting like she was alive or upset she thought I could be so stupid. “They don’t know where we are. But they could figure it out if I stay here. I’m going to go out and keep an eye on them. Okay? Can you stay here on your own?”
She crossed her arms. “For how long? You know, I can’t catch food. I can barely get water.”
“I’ll get you a rabbit before I go and stock your woodpile and get you some water. It’ll be okay, all right?”
“You’ve got to get rid of them — and I don’t just mean chase them away, Nimisila. I mean, they all need to die, and then we have to get out of here. Soon.”
“But–”
“There’s no buts about it, Nim. Honey, they want us dead. So, once they’re dead, we’ll want to get as far away from here as we can. Because more will follow.”
I didn’t argue. I set about the chores I’d said I’d do and kept my thoughts to myself. I didn’t mention they’d tracked the tablet, and I didn’t remind her they had an idea of our destination. Whether or not they’d been able to communicate where we planned to go to anyone else, I didn’t know — and I didn’t know if they’d realized why we were going to the coast.
Stubbornly, I tried to rationalize that the coast was a big place. The map wasn’t zoomed in on our actual destination because we were still too far away to bother with that kind of detail. The entire Western seaboard wasn’t a trivial place to search. Heck, we didn’t even know if where we were headed was the right place ourselves.
Sighing, I finished the last of my tasks. I left Gayle with the sleeping bag, and I put on the remaining coat. I’d need it to stay warm tonight in the woods.
The cave was dark, except for the tiny spark of fire I’d lit so that she could cook her rabbit. It was enough to illuminate her face. The light threw harsh lines over it, and when she turned her eyes up to meet mine, she became almost grotesque. “You know what needs to be done,” she said.
I gritted my teeth together. Something about this was so wrong. I couldn’t just go around killing everyone who ever said boo to me, could I? An ache in my belly started to spread through my gut. When I’d escaped with Elton, killing everything in our path had seemed like the only thing we could do to get out alive. But, was it? Had we hurt all those people out of anger?
“Nimisila?”
I clamped down on my feelings. We’d hurt those people because of our own pain and suffering. We did what we had to do to make it stop. “I know what needs to be done,” I said.
She twisted off a leg of the rabbit and held it out to me. I took it. My ability had provided us this food, and we were making good use of it. I bit into it, but it was too hot, and I yanked it from my mouth.
“Good,” she said. “Get on with it. There’s no telling if more of them are trailing behind.”
I nodded and turned to leave the cave. I knew what needed to be done.
But that didn’t mean I had to do it.




Chapter 9

After checking their campsite, I found a hollowed-out log nearby to spend the night in. I put up my hood and cinched it tight so that it would cover my mouth and forehead. I gathered dead leaves to cover my legs, and then I burrowed into the log and sat.
I left my body and went to the campsite. Cole — the one with the eyebrows — was sitting up at the fire. He was holding a pinecone, and he was pulling the scales from the cone, one by one, and tossing them into the fire. Some of them burnt as soon as they touched the flame, creating a brief burst of light before they burned out.
The shelters were zipped tight, but it didn’t matter; I passed through the wall of one and hovered above the sleeping figure inside. Someone was snoring loud enough to rival Gayle; no wonder he was sleeping alone. I moved in closer and discovered it was Rolfe. I went to the other shelter and found Froyd and Boyd there, as well as the last man, whose name I hadn’t heard yet. Boyd was curled on his side and clearly asleep. Froyd was lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling.
Couldn’t sleep? I asked.
Not really, he said. I was starting to think you weren’t going to come.
Can you come outside? To the edge of the woods?
Yeah. He shed his bedroll and exited the shelter. I floated alongside him, secure in the belief that I was invisible.
What’re you doing up? Cole asked.
Gotta take a leak.
Cole smirked. You don’t know nothing about camping, do you? Always take care of that business before you get in your roll.
Right. I’ll remember that.
Cole loped out of the firelight and towards the woods. Best not to go far, Cole said. Remember: We’ve seen evidence of those big cats ‘round here.
Right. Cats. Got it. He went to the edge of the woods and stopped. He unzipped his pants, and I heard a hissing sound.
Are you – are you actually going to the bathroom? That was just supposed to be an excuse, I said. I turned away from him.
I don’t have long, he said. What do you want?
This gave me pause. What did I want? I didn’t have any kind of plan. Gayle wants me to kill all of you, I blurted. I don’t want to. It’s not right; you haven’t threatened us in any way.
No, we haven’t.
So, um. I was hoping we could strike a deal. Me and you, and your brother, if you want. I couldn’t imagine why he’d leave his brother out, but I figured I’d better make it clear he could be in on it, too.
He put a hand up on the closest tree trunk and leaned forward slightly. The hissing sound had slowed to a trickle. He didn’t answer.
Froyd? Are you interested in making a deal?
What kind? He zipped his pants, then made a show of coughing something up and spitting it into the woods before he turned and walked slowly back to the fire.
The kind where me, you, Gayle, and your brother survive and walk away. Any interest in that?
You can’t convince me to walk away, he said. If I don’t return with you – if you don’t make it back to the city — my family will be turned out.
What’s that mean? ‘Turned out.’
It means they’ll lose their jobs and home and probably have to go live in the slums.
They can always come out here. With you.
His shoulders slumped. The searchers don’t usually take someone back, like they say they want to do with you. They usually kill deserters on the spot.
Then, Gayle was right about that. I noted it for later and pressed on. We can get rid of these guys. Nobody will know where to look for you and your brother. They’ll think you died, just like you thought Gayle was dead.”
He paused and looked up at the night sky. It was cloudless tonight, and the stars were brilliant.
They know I can kill all of you, I reminded him. They’ll think you’re dead.
I suppose they would. But they’d just send someone else after you. Rolfe’s been reporting our progress, sending regular updates back home. I’m sure they’ve already noted where they think you’re going. A new group from the city will just pick up where these idiots left off.
This wasn’t going how I’d hoped. I wished I’d put more thought into the plan before proposing it to him. Gayle wants me to kill you. All of you, I said again, trying to sway him.
If that’s what you wanted, we’d already be dead, he said. He nodded at Cole and ducked back into his shelter.
You’re right, I said. I don’t want to kill you. Any of you. But someone has to die. I won’t let it be Gayle, and I won’t go back to the city.
I didn’t wait for him to respond. I snapped back into my body. It was cold, and I imagined the ground around me heating up slightly, just to take the chill off.
What was his problem, anyway? Couldn’t he see the city people were going to use him and his brother for their abilities? They were nothing more than pack mules.
My frustration started to cool, and I tried to turn my attention to forming a plan. What could I do to convince him he needed to work with me? What could overrule his fear of what would happen to his family?
I sighed. That was it: Nobody wanted to sell out their family for their own safety. It wasn’t likely Froyd was going to consent to any deal, so long as he felt it endangered his family.
I curled onto my side and closed my eyes, hoping dreams would bring me a better idea in the morning.
◆◆◆
 
A scream pierced the woods, driving straight into my ear, and I snapped awake. It was dark, and in the cover of the woods, I couldn’t see anything. It repeated, higher and sharper, and in the background, I heard yelling, as well. I jumped out of the log and moved towards the sounds. When I emerged from the woods, the firelight from the camp was all I could see in the distance. I stretched out, feeling mentally for any disturbance.
Oh, crap. Cats.
I rushed forward to the camp and found a cat crouched over the lifeless body of the nameless searcher. It was tearing into his flesh, casually chomping on him like he was eating a bowl of cornflakes. I suppose, for a cat, it was basically a bowl of cornflakes. There were no other cats nearby — though I could sense there were some still in the shadows, just on the other side of the camp.
Froyd! I called out.
The shelter jerked as Froyd made a frantic attempt to open the zipper. I’m here, he said, high-pitched and strained. What the hell is going on out there?
Cats, I said. A cat is eating whoever was sitting at the fire.
A hoarse, unintelligible hollering came from the other tent. They were trying to scare the cat away with loud noises, but from what I could sense around the camp, they were only succeeding in attracting more.
Shut up! I broadcast to all four of them. If you want to survive this, you’d better do exactly as I say.
Froyd finally managed to unzip the shelter flap. He stepped out, his eyes nearly popping out of his sockets when he saw the cat eating what used to be one of his search-mates. Boyd pushed out behind him.
What’ll we do? Rolfe asked as he emerged from the other tent, along with Cole.
No more vocalization, I said. Stay together, right here. There’s more coming.
Cole lifted a shaking hand, and I realized he had a gun. He pointed it at the big cat by the fire.
Don’t, I said. It’s occupied, and the noise will attract more. Just stay put, okay?
You think I’m going to trust you to watch out for us? Rolfe said.
A cat let out a roar somewhere off to my right. Okay, I said, shrugging. You want to do this on your own?
Let’s not be hasty, Cole said. What should we do?
Like I said, just stay put and be quiet.
I checked for the other cats. There were two to the right, the one at the fire, and a cluster of three near the tree line. I was lucky they’d missed my little hollow in the tree.
The cat who’d roared prowled closer, and the men bunched tighter together, Cole clenching the gun and keeping it pointed at the cat.
You’ve had your meal, I said to the cat. Now, go. We don’t want you here.
It is you. We thought these ones were different. It sniffed at the air around the men, and then turned its yellow eyes back to me.
They’re not different. They’re just as dangerous as I am, I said, then said to Boyd, Boyd, use your ability to hover over the cat.
He closed his eyes, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Boyd’s essence leave his body. Then, it drifted up over my shoulder and towards the cat.
See? I said. They might even be more powerful than I am.
The cat took a step backward, wary.
Hold your hands out, like you’re going to do something to it, I said to Boyd. He stuck his arms out stiffly, his fingers curled into claws.
Look out! I called to the cat, making sure the other cats could hear, too. He’s getting ready to cast a spell!
Then, I asked Cole, How good are you with that gun?
Good enough, he said.
Then, shoot it. Between the eyes.
Cole didn’t hesitate. The gun’s muzzle lit, and the bullet hit the cat — not quite between the eyes but close enough.
It stood motionless for a moment, before it crumpled to the ground.
He’ll do it again, I said to the other cats. Look, he’s getting ready.
I turned my thoughts to Boyd. There’s another cat about a hundred yards out, to your left. Drift that way with your arms out, just like that. He did as I asked, and I sensed the other cats starting to retreat.
The cat near the fire finally took notice of what was going on. It jumped over what was left of the body. In the firelight, its face glistened with blood. I imagined it being restrained, and it pushed against the invisible force I held it with, but it didn’t get any closer.
Go away, I said. You had your meal.
Boyd was approaching the cat to the left. I directed Cole to shoot it, giving the appearance Boyd had done something to hurt it.
The cat near the fire wasn’t convinced. Your trickery won’t work with me. That ghost can’t do anything.
I shook my head. You don’t want to mess with me. What do you think is holding you back?
It snarled and struggled against the barrier, but it only succeeded in being pushed backwards. Its big claws were extended and tearing into the ground. They left grooves in the dirt. You’ll make a good meal, just like that one. The cat looked back at the body in the dirt. I bet your flesh will be a lot more . . . tender.
That comment touched my temper. My lip curled up in disgust, and I pushed the barrier farther back, knocking the cat to the ground. The cats that were retreating suddenly surged forward, quickly surrounding the campsite in every direction.
My heart thumped in my chest. We were all going to die. I felt the growing sensation of desperation I now recognized as the hallmark of my most destructive moments. The air felt crisper and sharper; colors were brighter — even in the dark. Time started to slow.
You stupid kid, Rolfe said, striding out of the group. You’re making it worse. He grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me roughly to face him. He stepped back when he saw the look on my face.
I imagined him flying backwards off his feet and to the ground.
So, he did.
He scrabbled his feet against the loose dirt and rocks, trying to scoot away from me. You’re goddamn crazy, he said.
I’m goddamn saving your life, I said. I turned back to the cat and thought about it bursting into flames. The cat’s fur smoldered for a moment, and then flames shot out of its eyes and mouth, along with an eerie howl of pain.
Who’s tender now? I asked the cat. It didn’t respond; instead, it turned in circles, looking for a way to escape the flames. It flopped to the ground and rolled to try and extinguish them, but they were coming from inside and couldn’t be suffocated.
The other cats crept in closer, believing I was focused on the flaming cat, twitching on the ground.
You’d better keep back, or you’ll be next, I said to the cats.
A few of them began to retreat. The rest kept moving in closer.
Rolfe had finally gotten his feet underneath him, and he was standing with the group again. I don’t believe it, he said. All that stuff they said she did. It was real! She killed dozens of people and crushed an entire building.
Anger rebloomed within me. “They were torturing me!” I shouted out loud, stabbing a finger in the direction of the city. “They made me this way! If you want to know why I killed people, why don’t you ask what they were doing to me?!”
I don’t care what they did to you. Killing is wrong, Cole said.
“Says a searcher. That’s rich,” I said. I glanced at the cats. They halted their progress, but they were still surrounding us, watching and waiting.
Froyd stepped out of the group. We need your help, he said. Please.
Killing is wrong, I said. Cole just said so.
I meant, killing people! Innocent ones, Cole squeaked in my inner ear.
“The people I killed were not innocent,” I said.
Froyd put a hand on my shoulder. I know. Nobody blames you for what happened. You and Elton were in pain and afraid and alone. You did what you did because you thought you had no other choice.
I met his eyes and saw a moment of true understanding. He knew I wasn’t a monster; at least, I wasn’t a monster by choice.
If it’s not too late, I’d like to strike that deal now, he said.
My eyes darted to search the others’ faces. He’d said it only to me. Do you have something in mind? I asked.
Save Boyd and me. Let the cats get the other two. That’ll be the end.
I was about to agree, when I caught a look at Rolfe. His hand had wandered to the doll in his pocket, and he was absently worrying its hair. He was somebody’s dad. Could I deprive someone of their parent, the way I’d been deprived of mine?
I sighed. I couldn’t. “No deal. I’ll save you all right now. Intentionally letting them get killed is the same as killing them myself, and I won’t do it again.
His lips thinned into a line, and his forehead crinkled. All right. But you’ll help Boyd and me get away from them? We don’t want to be used by the searchers. We want to be free to make our own lives.
Deal, I said.
He reached out, and I took his hand. His grip was strong but sweaty — which reminded me of our predicament.
Are you two done making out? Cole demanded. Do I need to remind you we’re surrounded by hungry carnivores with claws the size of my arm?
Froyd stepped away from me. This is self-defense, he said. They’re predators.
He was right. There was no outcome in which the cats wouldn’t come back for us. We were probably the easiest and largest game for miles around — and, as the flaming cat had noted, a few of us were young enough to still be tender.
I took a deep breath and summoned what strength I could. Then, I imagined compacting the wind into a thin blade, and I sliced through the air with a horrible whistling sound at the cats encircling us.
The cats fell to the ground collectively, their dismembered heads rolling away at odd angles.
Holy Jesus, Cole said. He glanced at Rolfe. Did you see that? She just cut their heads clean off their bodies. Without even moving.
Rolfe’s mouth was hanging open; his arms hung limply, the doll in his pocket forgotten.
Boyd approached me. How can we ever thank you? he asked.
I looked pointedly at Cole. You know how.
Cole nodded mutely.
No, Froyd said, just to me. We need to spell it out. Cole can be . . . slippery.
He had a point. So far, Cole didn’t seem to be an entirely upstanding man.
I began, I want Cole and Rolfe to return to the city. You’ll release Froyd and Boyd’s family from whatever situation you’ve placed them in that lets you use their abilities. If their family wants to leave the city, you’ll allow them. You will not follow them or allow any other searcher to go after them. They’re free to do as they please. If they decide to stay, there will be no form of retaliation.
I continued, You’ll inform whoever sent you that Gayle and I are dead. You will provide some of our destroyed equipment as proof we’re gone, and you’ll be convincing about it. You’ll make sure we’re left alone. Froyd and Boyd may either return to the city with you or stay out here — whichever they prefer. You’ll leave them alone, as well. Like their family, they are free to do as they please.
I took a step towards Cole. His eyelids flickered, and he took a half-step backwards. Do you agree with all that? I asked.
Cole’s eyes darted first to a nearby cat, and then to Rolfe. They were silent for a minute as they discussed the deal.
I think it’s clear you don’t have a choice, Froyd said.
Cole scrunched his lip under his nose and shoved his hands in his pockets. He dropped his gaze to the ground. We agree, he said.
“I need you to look at me and meet my eyes while you say that,” I said.
Fine, he said, raising his face. His eyes flicked back and forth between mine, but at least he was looking. We agree with your proposal.
“Great,” I said. I felt for any cats lingering nearby. They were all gone. “We’re out of danger for now. Sun will be up soon. Let’s get some rest.” I lifted the flap of the shelter Froyd and Boyd had been in. “May I?”
Cole shrugged, his eyebrows moving along with his shoulders. You can use Balton’s bedroll, I guess.
I’ll show you, Froyd said. He went in the shelter ahead of me, and I followed. Boyd came behind me. Froyd gestured to the unoccupied bedroll. Sorry about the smell. He didn’t much believe in cleanliness.
I shrugged. I hadn’t had a bedroll of my own since the cat had shredded Gayle’s. Smelly or not, I was getting in it.
I got inside and snuggled in deep, and before I could even count to three, I was asleep.




Chapter 10

When I opened my eyes in the morning, I came face-to-face with Boyd. He was lying in his bedroll, his head tilted towards mine, and he was staring at me. “Good morning,” I said. My cheeks felt hot. Why was he looking at me like that?
Good morning, he said. I can’t believe what you did for us. When I think of what we came out here to do, and you saving us . . . it’s . . .
I shook my head. “I did what anybody would do.” That wasn’t entirely true; I’d like to think I would’ve done it, no matter whether they made a deal with me or not. But I couldn’t be certain.
He pushed out of his bedroll and unzipped the flap. I glanced over to see Froyd, already out of the shelter. We didn’t deserve your help, Boyd said. But I’m grateful you did help us. Just so you know.
Something sounded off about the way he said it, but he left the shelter without allowing me time to respond. I sloughed off the bedroll and went out to see what was going on.
Cole and Rolfe were each skinning a cat. Cole was further along with his, and Froyd was at the fire, roasting a cat leg for breakfast. Beyond the fire, there was a fresh mound of dirt.
They’d buried their dead already, then. Efficient.
“Can I take some of that? For Gayle,” I said to Froyd. He glanced to Cole, who nodded, without looking up from his task.
I’ll go with you, Froyd said, ducking his head. To take it to her, I mean.
“No need. I can take it to her without leaving,” I said.
He studied me, his eyebrows raised. He didn’t believe me.
“I can transport an object far away, so long as I can envision my destination,” I said. That clicked an idea in place for me. Could I send Silver – and by extension, Tabby – a message if I could see where they were? Even if I didn’t know how to get there?
I needed to test that idea. I’d need the tablet to do that.
But first, there was Gayle to contend with.
That’s a useful skill, he said. He turned back to tending the leg over the fire.
“Maybe I could have some water?”
Cole stood and wiped his hands on his pants. He went to his shelter and came back out with a canteen.
My canteen.
I guess this belongs to you, he said. He handed it to me.
“Can I have my pack, as well? And the tablet?”
He slid his eyes to Froyd, before looking back at me. “Sure,” he said, flat and emotionless. I wondered what he’d lose if he returned to the city without me.
Froyd flinched, and I realized Cole was likely assuming he’d told me about finding our things in the riverbed.
“He didn’t tell me you had them,” I said. “I was here watching when you found them. Remember? He told you I was high above, and I could see you.”
Cole blanched. He retreated again to his shelter and returned with the pack. This time, he didn’t hand it to me, though. He dropped it on the ground next to Froyd. Pack her bag with food and send her on her way, he broadcast to Froyd so that we could all hear. He turned to me, challenging me with his eyes.
“I can go,” I said. “But the cats will be back. What’re you going to do then?” I kept my face neutral, though I felt smug. They must have realized they couldn’t fend off the cats themselves.
Cole’s eyes narrowed. I’ve been a searcher for a long time — since I was your age, I’d bet — and I ain’t never had trouble with the cats before. Why do you think that is?
I shrugged. “This is my first time out of the city, and I’ve had trouble with the cats half a dozen times already. How am I supposed to know what gave you such good luck?”
Maybe it isn’t that I’ve had good luck. Maybe it’s you who’s bringing bad luck, and we’d do well to get rid of you.
There was a click behind me. Without turning, I felt for what it was with my mind.
Rolfe had a gun trained on me.
“That won’t work,” I said.
The skin on the outside of Cole’s left eye clenched in a nervous tick.
I didn’t even have to move. I diverted the bullet with a shove of air, pinging it neatly to the ground between Cole’s feet.
He took a step backwards. Holy hell, he said.
I laughed. “You didn’t do your homework,” I said. “Didn’t you know they trained me to do that?”
Cole scowled. I told you to fill up her bag and send her on her way. She isn’t staying with us.
Froyd looked at me, then at Cole. Neither of us met his eyes; we were too busy staring each other down.
“I’ll go,” I said. “Just remember your promise: You leave me and Gayle alone. You convince whoever sent you we’re dead and there’s no need to look for us anymore. And these two . . .” I indicated the twins. “They do what they want. Leave their families alone.”
Cole nodded. I remember the agreement.
Froyd zipped my bag shut and dropped it on the ground at my feet.
“I’ll be taking that bedroll, too. Since you don’t need it.” I picked up the pack and put it on.
Cole jerked his head towards the shelter, and Boyd went in to fetch the roll. He brought it out, rolled it into shape, and hooked it to my pack.
“You should leave. The remaining cats will come back here at dusk. You don’t want to be around for that,” I said.
Then, I nodded at Froyd and Boyd and started walking west. I didn’t want to lead them in a straight line back to Gayle.
Wait! Froyd called after me. I stopped and looked back over my shoulder. We want to come with you. Both of us. He tipped his head towards Boyd. Cole’s face twisted into a scowl, but he didn’t make any move to stop Froyd, who was now moving towards me and taking my hand in his. You’re right. They’re never going to leave us be. We can’t go back to the city, he said.
“What about your family?”
I have to trust these two will do what they said they’d do — and I can always look in on them from out here.
“Have you looked in on them? Since you left?”
He nodded. They’re okay. They don’t know anything about the two of us. He paused and looked down at his feet. When we were taken for the experiments . . . our family thinks we’re already dead. It’s best if we don’t go back. Not if we want to be on our own terms.
“I thought you said it was an accident.”
That’s partly true. When we were brought into service, they told them we died. In an accident at the power plant.
Boyd approached, wearing his pack and carrying Froyd’s. He handed Froyd his bag and looked at me with puppy-dog eyes.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “It’s fine. You can come with me. I could use your help with Gayle, anyway. She’s hurt.”
I glanced over at Cole and Rolfe. Rolfe was standing beside Cole, and they were watching us with hostile expressions. But, neither of them made a move to stop Froyd or Boyd.
“All right, let’s go,” I said. I waved at Cole and Rolfe. “I expect you won’t be following us!” I yelled back to them. “But you really better get on your way! You don’t want to be here when the cats come back!”
Rolfe flung his knife to the ground, burying the blade midway in the dirt. Then, he turned and stomped back to the shelter.
I noticed Boyd and Froyd’s shelter was gone.
I glanced at Boyd. He patted his pack and nodded.
I smiled. This might work out, after all.




Chapter 11

We headed west and gradually began to turn north as we gained distance. Twice, I sent supplies ahead for Gayle, knowing she’d been on her own for a good day and a half. But I couldn’t bring myself to accompany the food and water I sent her. She wasn’t going to be pleased when I showed up with Froyd and Boyd — and she certainly wasn’t going to be pleased I’d let two of the searchers go.
We came to the cave at sunset. I went in first to smooth things over.
“Gayle?”
The supplies I’d sent were on the floor near the fire, which she’d let burn entirely out. In the dim light, I could see her huddled figure near the wall, stuffed inside the bedroll I’d left her with. I went over and touched her on the shoulder. “Gayle,” I said again, shaking her shoulder gently.
Her eyes slid open slowly.
“Are you all right?” I asked. “Wake up.”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she started to cough. She coughed so hard, I thought she was going to vomit. I grabbed the canteen and tipped it to her lips. When I touched her face, it was burning hot.
She was sick.
“Guys, come here,” I said. I imagined the fire lighting and felt the warmth at my back. Froyd appeared in the mouth of the cave. “Get some wood for the fire,” I said. He dropped his pack in the doorway and retreated.
Gayle moaned as I mentally lifted her and placed her near the warmth of the fire. I peeled back the bedroll, thinking I’d check her body for injuries. Instead, I remembered to do a mental scan. She didn’t seem to be suffering from anything new; the broken bone was finally starting to improve, but that was the only difference.
Boyd came in with a load of wood, and he went about building the fire up larger. Froyd soon followed, also carrying wood. They took their canteens, as well as mine, and filled them, then went about heating up the roasted cat leg I’d sent earlier.
Boyd knelt beside me to look over Gayle. She’s got a fever, he said. You can tell by the flush of her cheeks.
I don’t know what to do for her, I said. We had a tablet that had some first-aid information on it, but we lost it in the flood.
I’ve got something, he said. He removed a small device from his pack. It was maybe six inches long and had buttons along the side. He touched it to her temple. The people in the mountain used this technology, he said. They called it a ‘medical scanner’. It can diagnose medical problems and even administer meds if needed. He held it up and read off a readout, adjacent to the buttons. It says she has an infection from . . . bat guano? What’s that?
My eyes drifted to the ceiling of the cave, hidden in shadow. It’s droppings, I said. From a bat.
Eww, Boyd said, screwing up his face. There’re bats in here?
I guess so, I said. What does it say to do? Should we move out of here?
It administered some medication already. She just needs to rest. But we don’t want her to get re-infected, and we don’t want to get infected, either. I guess we should move out of here.
I picked this spot because it’s easily defendable from the cats, I said. If we go out there, we’ll be vulnerable.
Boyd and Froyd looked at each other over the fire.
I know it seems like I’m invulnerable, I said. But, if the cats catch me while I’m sleeping, I’ll die, just as easily as your friend out there did.
He wasn’t our friend, Froyd said.
We’ll stay here until Gayle can move, Boyd said. We’ll set up the tent in here and sleep inside it, and hopefully, that will limit our exposure to the . . . droppings. He paused and licked his lips. Maybe we could build the fire large, and it will chase them off.
I closed my eyes and drifted up to the ceiling, then farther up, into the cracks, where I knew the bats must have been lurking. I pushed down the guilt already growing in my gut, and I imagined flames licking the walls of the cave clean. A few bats darted out, and I spread the flames to them. Tiny shrieks filled the air, and they dropped to the cave floor.
Froyd ran around, stomping out the flames. Or, maybe he was trying to put them out of their misery; it wasn’t clear. I blew a breeze around the cave, avoiding the fire, and it pushed the debris of the burnt bats out into the daylight. Then, I drifted back down to my body.
I realized I hadn’t explained Gayle’s broken leg. “The reason we’ve been camped here,” I said, “is because Gayle fell and broke her leg. She won’t be ready to move anytime soon.”
They didn’t seem to hear me. They were both staring at me, their mouths hanging open.
Is there anything you can’t do? Boyd finally asked.
“I apparently can’t get myself and a middle-aged woman across the country unscathed,” I said. “I’m certainly open to suggestions.”
How long ago did she break it? asked Boyd.
“Almost two weeks,” I said. I looked down at her. Her cheeks were already looking less flushed. “Will that medical device do anything to help it? Can it speed up the healing or dull the pain or something?”
Boyd shook his head. There’s no technology that’ll heal broken bones. But we can manage her pain a little, he said sympathetically. So, why are you headed to the coast?
I nodded at Gayle. “We’re trying to find her sister. She left the city almost 20 years ago, along with some people from the mountain.”
The searchers have been looking for them for a long time, Boyd said. They’ll have guessed Gayle is looking for them — and they let the city know that’s where you were going.
“The coast is a big place,” I said.
That’s it? That’s your plan? Boyd questioned. Security by obscurity?
“I don’t have anything else,” I said. “Besides my abilities.”
They aren’t going to give up, Boyd insisted. They may have said they would, but they won’t.
I shrugged. “I can’t afford to worry about what they’re doing. They said they were going to pretend we died, and I hope they’ll do that. Maybe they will; maybe they won’t.” I met his gaze and waited for him to turn away. His expression was unreadable, but I could feel the fear coming off him in waves. Was he afraid of me or the searchers?
Finally, I turned away. “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
Boyd’s eyes softened. I know you believe that — and I hope you never have to.”
◆◆◆
 
Three weeks passed. It took a week for Gayle to forgive me for not killing the searchers. But she liked having Boyd and Froyd around, and they worked hard to keep her comfortable and warm while she recuperated. Boyd even designed a special splint for her that she could remove at night so that sleeping would be more comfortable.
Froyd was the first to bring up the topic of moving on. Pretty soon, Gayle will be able to move, he said as we picked the bones of a rabbit clean. We should think about getting ready to go.
Go? Go where? Gayle asked.
I rolled my eyes. They know where we’re going, Gayle. They know about Tabby and Silver.
Froyd elbowed her playfully. For the record, you’re a terrific actress. His expression turned serious. Back to the topic: We’ve got to get clear of this area. By now, Cole and Rolfe will have made it back to the city. We don’t know whether they’ll make good on any of their promises.
He exchanged a glance with Boyd. Boyd picked up, If they’re going to break their word, it’s going to be about tracking you. They know where you’re going — or rather, who you’re looking for — and they both have a grudge against Tabby and Silver.
What kind of grudge? I asked.
Both of them lost their fathers, he said. He tapped his pointer finger against his thumb — an anxious habit I’d noticed. When Tabby and Silver left the city for the mountain, they sent searchers after them. That group never came back.
I sighed. Could nothing be simple? “Some of those searchers — they were related to Cole and Rolfe?”
Boyd nodded. They blame Silver, mostly. But they wouldn’t hesitate to hurt Tabby, too. She’s important to Silver.
How are you feeling, Gayle? I asked her. Do you think you can put weight on that leg?
I could try, she said.
What about your scanner? I asked Boyd. Can it judge if her leg is ready to walk?
Boyd dug out the scanner and touched it to Gayle’s skin. He checked the display. It says she’s healthy, he said.
No time like the present, Gayle said. She scuffed her good foot back towards her butt. Someone want to give me a hand?
The guys stood on either side of her and pulled her to a standing position on her good leg. She’d gotten pretty good at hopping around instead of scooting to go in and out of the cave, but she still needed help to get up when she wasn’t near a wall. Here goes, she said. She set the ball of her foot on the ground, leaning heavily on Froyd’s offered shoulder as she did so. It’s not so bad, she said.
I think you’re gonna need to put your entire foot on the ground, Froyd said.
She lowered her heel and hissed in a breath between her clenched teeth. That’s a little bad, she said. She lifted her heel back up.
Nobody expects you to just start walking, I said. Practice putting a little weight on it today. Maybe tomorrow, you’ll be able to do more.
Boyd shot me an annoyed look. This is never going to work, he said, just to me. We won’t be able to get anywhere with her like this. It’ll be weeks before she’s recuperated enough to do the heavy hiking required to get out of here.
I’m not leaving her, I responded.
I never said we should.
I turned my attention back to Gayle. Gayle, maybe we could make you a crutch or a cane. Do you think that would help? I asked.
She shrugged. I’m open to anything that’ll get me to Tabby.
The thought of getting to Tabby seemed to steel her resolve. She put her heel back down, pressing it into the ground this time. Her face crumpled in a grimace, but this time, she didn’t back away from the pain. She slid her foot along the ground – just a few inches – then, leaning on Froyd, she took a quick step with her good leg. She grunted. This isn’t going to be easy, she said. She took three more tiny steps, managing to move a grand total of about 10 inches.
I think that’s enough for now, Boyd said. It’ll take time to rebuild that muscle, and for the pain to fade. He flashed a crooked smile. When I was eight, I broke my arm. It took some doing to get it back to normal after they removed the wrappings.
I remember that, Froyd said, snickering. You cried like a baby when they made you straighten your arm.
I understand why, Gayle said.
Froyd smothered his laughter with his hand. I didn’t mean you were a baby, Gayle. Heck, you didn’t even yell.
Yes, well. That’s enough of that for now, Gayle replied. Can you help me to the shelter?
I glanced out the cave mouth. It was nearly sunset. The others went about maneuvering Gayle inside the shelter, away from the potential effects of any bats that might still be lingering.
The sky was smudged with oranges and reds, colors that reminded me of fire. A flicker of self-doubt and guilt shot through me as I remembered the fire that I’d used to killed people, people who were just unlucky enough to be in my way –
Nim? Are you coming to bed? Froyd broke into my thoughts.
I pushed the picture out of my head. I couldn’t change what I’d done. But I could help Gayle get to her sister, and I could start a new life there, with a fresh slate.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”
◆◆◆
 
Gayle worked hard for a week to get to a point where she could walk. But she made very little progress. After seven days and countless attempts, she could still only shuffle short distances inside the cave, where the floor was relatively flat. As soon as she went outside, on the uneven terrain and loose rocks, she quickly lost her balance. Pressure on the leg also caused her a lot of pain — though she thought she was hiding that well.
On the eighth day, after her first steps, Froyd put his foot down. We’ve got to leave. Tomorrow. No matter what the state of Gayle’s leg is. If they’re coming back for us, they’ll already be halfway here by now.
Why don’t you look through his eyes? Gayle asked me. See where they are. What they’re doing.
I’ve only ever been able to do that with Silver, I said, and it only seems to work because I have something of his. I pointed to the tablet, which was never far from Gayle’s side. “I don’t have anything that belonged to Cole or Rolfe.”
I do, Boyd said.
I looked at him.
He shrugged. I took Rolfe’s gun. It seemed only fair.
I don’t know if that’s personal enough, I said.
No harm in trying, he said. He fetched it from his pack and handed it to me.
It felt heavy and cold in my hand, almost repulsive. I closed my eyes and thought about Rolfe. Had he gotten home to his child? I remembered the way he’d rubbed the doll’s head in his pocket. Was it an unconscious gesture, or was he thinking of the doll’s owner when he did that?
I relaxed into the floor, willing the gun to lead me to Rolfe. But I got nothing.
It’s just not working, I said. Maybe it isn’t personal enough. I handed it back to Boyd — though I wondered if I should be worried that he’d had a gun all this time without mentioning it.
Maybe they’re dead, Gayle said. You said you were attacked by cats, and some got away. Maybe the cats got them. Or bears. Or wolves. She gestured out at the blue sky, shining beyond the entrance of the cave. There’s a thousand natural ways to die out here.
I nodded in agreement. We’d certainly encountered more than one way to die ourselves.
I still think we should go, Froyd said. There are three of us to help Gayle along. We don’t have to travel far; we just need to get away from where they know to look for us.
I narrowed my eyes. They don’t know to look for us here in the cave, I said.
They know where the tablet is, he said.
I wanted to pound my head against the cave wall. Then, why did you let me bring it? We’d have been better off without it.
He held up his hands in a peacemaking gesture. Whoa, whoa. I figured out how to disable the tracking on it not long after we got back here. But the last place it tracked was right to this spot, so it’s where they’ll look first.
Now, his level of urgency made more sense.
Let’s go now, then. I said. Pack up. I’ll fill the canteens. We can get a few miles away today, at least.
In less than 20 minutes, we were on our way out of the cave and back into the unknown.




Chapter 12

We didn’t make it far from the cave when we realized Gayle’s slouching walk wasn’t going to cut it. The first half-mile took nearly an hour, and the boys were getting impatient. It was obvious we couldn’t move any great distance as we were. I would have to carry her mentally.
I didn’t say anything, and I didn’t ask her permission. However, she did flash me the most relieved expression I’d ever seen when I scooped her into the air, thinking of her riding in an imaginary basket. I kept her between us: Froyd and Boyd in front, then Gayle, and I brought up the rear. Naturally, we made better time with this arrangement — but it wore on me, and I had to ask for frequent breaks.
Gradually, over the days, it became obvious I couldn’t keep up this kind of support – no matter how much I wanted to. Headaches began to creep in on me, and I started to feel weak. I didn’t mention it to the others; I didn’t want Gayle to feel bad. But I did ask every day for her to try and walk some on her own.
“But, why? We make much better time when you carry me,” she said.
“You need to keep trying,” I said. “You’ve got to practice. It won’t get better if you don’t practice.”
She frowned but didn’t argue.
“She’s right,” Boyd said. “When I broke my arm, I had to do weeks of exercise to get it back to normal. You need to keep trying to walk on it.”
Every morning, the trek to the coast stretched out before me, seemingly endless. I barely slept; we’d seen signs of cats everywhere, and I woke periodically to scan the area for danger. On top of carrying Gayle, it was getting to be way too much. I kept it to myself, though.
Or, at least, I thought I did.
“Are you okay, Nim? You seem a little . . . tired,” Froyd said, not long after Gayle’s exercise for the day was done. It’d been an effort to get Gayle into the air and moving. We’d only managed to cover six miles from our last camp.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“It’s just – when you picked her up. You were wincing. Like you’re in pain.”
“It doesn’t hurt to carry her.” I trudged forward, trying to keep my face averted towards the trees. Then, I tripped and fell forwards, dropping Gayle and nearly hitting my head against a tree trunk, before Froyd’s grip on my arm jerked me back to my feet.
“Gayle! Are you all right?” I rushed over to her and began sensing for injuries.
She shooed me away. “I’m fine. Just a little surprised, is all.”
When I stood, Froyd was in my face, his arms crossed, and his feet planted wide.
“What?” I asked.
“You need to rest. We’re stopping for today.” He pulled his pack off and began removing the shelter. “Boyd, you want to get some water?”
Boyd nodded. In the distance, we could hear the rushing of a creek or a river. He dropped his pack and collected the canteens before hiking off in that direction. Gayle began arranging rocks in a circle for the fire.
“No,” I protested. “We’ve got a long way to go. We can’t just stop all the time—”
Froyd cut me off. “You’re exhausted. You could’ve hurt Gayle — or yourself. Stop trying to do it all. We’re here, too.” He put his hands on my shoulders and pressed. “Sit. We’ll eat something for lunch, and then you’re going to take a serious nap. You need to recharge.”
“No,” I said, springing back up from the ground. “I’m fine. I can continue. Don’t be ridiculous.”
But he wouldn’t be swayed. He glared at me until I sank back down to a seated position.
Boyd came back with the canteens and a rabbit, and together, they built a fire and roasted the game. Sitting still for so long was hard; I had to keep resisting the urge to close my eyes.
After I’d eaten my fill, Froyd pointed at the shelter. “You. Sleeping. Now.”
There was no point in pretending he wasn’t right. I went to the shelter and collapsed in a heap against my pack without even getting out my bedroll. I fell asleep to the soft sounds of their movements around the camp.
◆◆◆
 
I woke to them screaming.
Gayle’s screams rose high above Froyd and Boyd’s scratchy rasps. Between her sharp cries, she added my name, yelling it as loudly as she could.
I jumped up and struggled to get out of the shelter. I tripped and fell to the ground through the door flap, scraping my knee raw. “Gayle!” I shouted.
But even as I brought my eyes up to search around, I knew they were already gone. The screams were fading in both distance and enthusiasm.
A cat stood on the opposite side of the fire, eyeing me. I shook my head, trying to clear the cobwebs of sleep. I needed to concentrate on their locations, protect myself from the cat in front of me, and check for other danger around me, as well.
The cat took a step towards me. Its eyes were glued to me, and it looked hungry.
I put out my hand, imagining a wall in front of it. Then, I pushed away from me. The invisible force bumped against the cat’s nose. It blinked in surprise and took a step back. Then, its lips curled up in an approximation of a smile.
Too late, I realized I needed to check around me for other cats. A rustle in the shrubbery behind the shelter caused me to turn — just as an enormous cat leapt over the shelter and struck me in the chest, knocking me to the ground and pinning me there with just a single paw.
My hand went to it, and I would have gasped when my finger caught the edge of a sharp claw — if it hadn’t already knocked the breath out of me. The cat put pressure on my chest, making it even harder to regain air.
In the distance, I heard Gayle give one last, terror-filled scream, and then suddenly stop. The cat heard it, too, and looked in the direction it came from. When the sound stopped, it looked down at me and licked its lips.
Let me up, I said to it. Maybe I could startle it into leaving me alone.
The cat blinked. The other cat came to sit beside us. That one’s mine, too, remember, it said. I distracted it, so you could catch it.
Shut up, the cat on top of me snarled. If there’s any left when I’m full, maybe you can have it.
A growl pierced the air. I’ll have my share, the slighted cat said, and I’ll thank you to remember we’re equals.
The pressure of the paw lifted off my chest, and I gasped in a breath. The two cats began circling each other. I shot up off the ground to float above them, finally able to do something to save myself. The cats didn’t notice at first; they snarled and postured at each other as they turned in a slow circle. The one that’d jumped on me swiped one paw across the muzzle of the other, drawing blood. The other cat screamed but regained composure quickly. It drew the other cat near the fire and struck a flaming log in a single snapping motion, causing ashes and coals to fly, singeing the other cat’s fur. I smelled burning hair, and I rose higher.
They suddenly pounced into the air simultaneously, meeting in the middle in a screeching ball of muscle and fur. Their tails whipped around, and they rolled around on the ground: first one, and then the other, gaining control of the fight.
They still hadn’t noticed I was gone, and it dawned on me that I needed to look for the others. I reached out, looking for signs of life around me. There were cats everywhere: in the shrubbery all around camp, in the trees around me, and moving away from me, towards the north. I floated higher, making sure I stayed out of reach of the cats in the nearby trees.
I concentrated my effort on the cats that were moving away. They were surely the ones that had the others.
I couldn’t sense any of them nearby. I stretched my effort, trying to expand my mind to find them. But, I couldn’t. Carrying Gayle all that way had tapped my mental strength much more than I’d imagined. I couldn’t sense any farther away.
I’d have to follow the cats.
The tree canopy broke open, and I moved above it. The leaves covered my view of the ground, but I could still sense the two cats below me, fighting over who was going to eat me. I wanted to shout something at them; something to tell them they were idiots, fighting over nothing — but finding the others was more important than rubbing their noses in their own stupidity.
I flew over the trees, towards the group that was moving away. They were moving slowly, so it wasn’t hard to catch up, but I still couldn’t sense the others. I got closer and began to descend through the trees until I was sure there were no cats lurking in them.
We suddenly broke into a clearing, and I was able to get even closer. They’d stopped in the grass and were now huddled around something in a rough circle.
Straining, I tried to determine what was in the center. It didn’t really feel like anything, whatever it was. A cat stepped backwards, pulling at something with its teeth.
That’s when I realized what was in the center.
It was a person.
A person who was not alive.
Anger swept within me, a rage so deep it couldn’t have belonged to me. But there it was, and it lashed out. The fatigue in my abilities was no match for it. I pressed down on the cats, hard, and they didn’t crumple to the ground, so much as crunch. They didn’t have time to make any sound; they were immediately dead. I flicked my wrist and pushed them away, leaving whoever was in the center.
The breath sucked out of my lungs, and I dropped to the ground as I realized it wasn’t just one of them.
Gayle, Froyd, and Boyd were all there, recognizable more from the color of their hair and the size of their torsos than from their bloodied faces. I scanned them one last time, with a tiny sliver of hope one of them was still alive, but it was useless.
They were all dead.
Disbelief washed over me in waves. How could they be dead? I’d only just been with them, just talked to them. I stumbled away from the pile of their bodies, mixed together in a horrible jumble. A sob escaped me, followed by wailing.
In the trees behind me, I heard a rustle, and I screamed in rage. My arms swept from the right side of my body towards the woods in a wave, and the roar from the force of my anger clapped through the air like a thunderbolt, just like the first time we’d confronted the cats — but worse.
Everything in front of me was flattened to the ground: trees, shrubs, cats, rocks, leaves, dirt. It all blew away from me in a rolling cloud, leaving bald earth behind. I watched as the cloud grew and got darker, as more and more debris got caught up in it. It faded into the distance, and I watched until I couldn’t see it anymore.
I lifted off the ground and went in search of our camp, hoping I hadn’t just wiped out every last supply we’d had. I found it and scanned for cats. There were none nearby — though I could sense a few stragglers moving away from me in the distance.
In my mind, I plucked each one from the ground and threw them as hard as I could into the air. I heard a distant, ungraceful meow, and that was it.
All the cats I could sense were dead.
My teeth were chattering, and my hands were shaking, and I fumbled to get back into the shelter. I wrapped myself up in the bedroll and tried to close my eyes. Distantly, I knew it was foolish to fall asleep here. But whatever it was inside me that had reared up and come out had exhausted me totally.
Slowly, my eyes slid shut, but sleep didn’t come. I kept hearing that last scream from Gayle and seeing the blood everywhere. Why had there been so much blood? How could three people even contain that much blood?
I shoved my fist into my mouth and stifled a sob.
I was alone. Again.




Chapter 13

A wisp of smoke curled above the trees in the distance. I stopped and dropped my pack to the ground for a moment, used one of Gayle’s shirts to wipe the sweat beading on my forehead and neck, then plunked my tired butt on a large boulder. I took out the tablet, and for the millionth time, I touched my fingers to the words Silver had written in the margins. In my mind’s eye, I immediately snapped into his perspective.
He was looking at a woman. Tabby, I supposed. She was smiling, even though she was washing a heavy blanket in a tub, scrubbing it against a ridged board. “I told you not to bring it up. What did I say?” she asked in a teasing voice.
“You said it would blow up in my face.”
She lifted the blanket and slapped another section of it against the board before resuming her scrubbing. “I told you so.”
Silver laughed. “I thought you’d be a little humbler about being right.”
“Says the man who can’t stand being wrong.”
I lifted my hand from the tablet, breaking the connection. Silver and Tabby seemed like good people. Alone, I’d covered an immense amount of ground since I’d buried the others, and I was pretty sure the smoke in the distance was from Silver’s group of people. But, now that I was close, I longed to be far away again. What would people like them think of someone like me? Would they want anything to do with me, now that Gayle was gone?
My instinct was to believe they’d welcome me with open arms, and they’d want to know about Gayle’s last days, and her desire to reunite with her twin sister. But, the rational part of me knew they’d fled the city to get away from something — and I’d brought that thing with me.
Sighing, I took a long slurp of water from my canteen. I had nowhere else to go, right? I couldn’t go back to the city, and there was no one there who wanted to see me or cared about me anyway. Maybe my little cousin, Arisa, would still think of me fondly. Her mother, my aunt Rue, was little more than neutral about me. They were the only family I had left. All my friends were dead.
I stood and heaved the pack over my shoulders, then floated up, intent on reaching the smoke before dusk. As I got closer, it seemed like maybe it wasn’t what I’d thought it was; it certainly was more than just a fire for cooking or warming the camp. I lowered myself into a tree, and after making myself comfortable, I sent my mental self forward to inspect the source of the fire.
It turned out to be a field of grass, burning. There was a ditch dug all the way around, and the fire was contained entirely inside it. I swooped in a circle, searching the edges of the fire. There didn’t seem to be anybody around, but the ditch made it seem like a manmade effort. Why would anyone burn the grass?
Satisfied it was safe, I returned to my body and doubled back to the burning field. Surely, if people had done this, someone should still be around?
When I got back, the fire had nearly spent itself. All that remained was scorched dirt and smoke.
I came to the ground and, this time on foot and staying clear of the smoke, hiked all the way around the field. It must have taken a lot of effort to dig the ditch; it was a foot deep and nearly three feet wide, with the dirt piled up on the outer edge of the ditch. Now that I was close enough to touch, I could see the ditch had a trickle of water at the bottom, like it had been filled, and the ground absorbed it. I looked around but didn’t see a source.
“Over here!” someone shouted.
“I’m coming already,” another voice returned, this one closer.
I dropped to the ground and tried to hide behind the loosely-piled dirt. Then, I reached out, sensing who was there.
“It’s almost done. Can we get your dad now?” The voice was close by. It was a boy, not much older than I was, and he was walking through the woods, towards the burning field. Behind him, another person was approaching — a girl. As she came closer, she seemed familiar.
“No,” the girl said, throwing her hands in the air. “Why do I have to keep explaining this? We have to have results before we show my dad.”
“But there won’t be results for months,” he said. He had an almost disturbingly bright head of red hair, and he ruffled one hand through it as he stood at the edge of the burnt field.
She shook her head but didn’t respond. As she came even closer, I recognized her as the girl who wasn’t allowed to go to the beach that night I’d observed through Silver’s eyes. She climbed up and over the dirt mound, then down into the ditch. Then, she leaned over the smoking dirt to poke at it with a stick.
“Careful,” the boy said. “You’re going to burn yourself.”
“Don’t be silly,” she said. “It’s all burned-out.” But even as she said it, she rested her hand on the ground, then quickly pulled it away, jamming a burnt fingertip into her mouth.
“Told you,” he said.
She rolled her eyes but quickly got over it. “Tomorrow, I bet we’ll be able to start. We’re going to be the heroes of the group. I’m telling you: After we get a crop going, we’re hardly ever going to have to eat seafood again.”
I watched as they stood together, their heads tipped together and nearly touching, as they discussed their plans to plant different vegetables. It gave me a little twinge to see them together. It reminded me of my friendship with Elton. Would I ever have a friend my own age again? Would anyone ever love me in any capacity? My thoughts turned dark, and I stopped paying attention to them.
“Hey. Who are you?” The boy was suddenly at the top of the dirt mound, looking down at me.
“Uh, hi,” I said.
There was a scrabbling sound as the girl climbed up the dirt, then she was peering down at me, too. “Where did you come from?” Her face turned pale. “You aren’t – you aren’t from the city, are you? Are you a searcher?”
My tongue felt like lead in my mouth. I nodded, but then shook my head.
“Which is it?” the boy demanded.
I licked my lips. “I’m from the city, yeah. Salt Lake City?”
“Shit,” the girl said. She lifted a shaking hand to push a lock of hair behind her ear.
“But, I’m not a searcher,” I said, holding up my hands in what I hoped looked like a gesture of peace. “I’m actually afraid of them, too. They were hunting me.”
The pair exchanged a look. She shrugged.
“I’m Nimisila,” I said. “I came out here with some others, but I’m the only one left.” My voice hitched in my throat. Rather than start crying, I clamped my mouth shut.
They stared at me, neither of them offering any indication they’d heard me.
“Um, what are your names?” I asked.
The boy started to speak, but the girl shushed him. “Don’t tell her who we are. We don’t know anything about her.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Now, I remember. You’re Tikka. Yeah, that’s your name. Tikka. You’re Leif’s daughter, right?”
Her eyes opened wide, and she took a step backwards, down the pile of dirt. The movement caused the dirt to shift, and she lost her balance. She tumbled backwards into the ditch.
The boy reached out to help her, but he wasn’t quick enough. “Tikka,” he said. He squatted and slid down the loose dirt, then jumped into the ditch to help her up. “Are you all right?”
Tikka stood and brushed dirt from her clothes, while she eyed me from the ground. “Yes,” she said through clenched teeth. “I’m fine.”
He stiffened. He’d given away that her name was indeed Tikka. He thrust his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “She already knew.”
“Yes, but how?” Tikka said quietly. I was obviously not meant to hear.
“We’ve never met,” I said, breaking the tension between them. They both turned back to look up at me. I’d climbed to the top of the dirt pile and was looking down at them. I took off my pack and pulled the tablet out. Tikka’s eyes flashed when she saw it. I turned on the tablet and navigated to the photos of Silver in the tank. “I’m looking for this guy. Silver? I think he’s with your dad.”
Neither spoke.
I thrust the tablet towards them. “See? He’s your leader, right? This guy in the tank?”
Their heads turned to look at the image on the tablet in unison, and recognition flitted across the boy’s face.
Tikka remained impassive. “Where did you get that?” She said it like an accusation, rather than a question.
“One of the women I was with had it.” I didn’t want to reveal the whole story, so I tried to explain vaguely. “She was in the city when Silver was there. The searchers took the tablets Silver and the others had, and my friend found it. We were using it to find him. Silver.”
Tikka sniffed and crossed her arms. “I don’t believe you.”
I shifted my gaze to the boy.
“Look, all I know is we don’t know who you are or what you want,” he said.
“I want to talk to Silver.”
“Wait here,” Tikka said. She motioned for the boy to retreat with her, and they moved 10 or 15 feet away in the ditch. I sat down on the dirt hill and withdrew my canteen for a drink, while I pretended not to listen to what they said.
“What harm could it do?” the boy whispered.
“What harm?” Tikka elbowed him aggressively.  “What if she’s a searcher? They’ll be on us like seagulls on a dead fish if we bring her home with us.”
He ducked his head to look back at me. “But, she’s just a kid, like us.”
“You’ve heard Silver go on and on about the searchers,” she said. “They’re relentless and crazy. They’ll do anything to catch us.”
“Look,” I said. “If it’d make you feel better, maybe you could leave me here and bring him to me. Then, I won’t see your home.”
The boy’s face brightened. “Yeah, we could do that.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Tikka turned and eyeballed me, her arms crossed. “She’d just follow us.”
I shook my head. “No. I promise I’ll stay right here.” I held my wrists out. “You can tie me up if you want. To a tree or something.”
“We don’t have any rope,” Tikka said.
“I do.” I quickly pawed through my pack and held some out. “See?”
The boy started to move forward to take it.
“Wait,” Tikka said. “We can’t leave her here. Then, Silver will be asking all kinds of questions about the experiment.” She jerked her head towards the smoldering grass.
“All right. We’ll move her somewhere else. But we can’t just leave her here.” He turned to me. “We’ll bring Silver to you, if that’s really what you want. Just not here. We’ll move in that direction.” He pointed northeast.
I shouldered my pack. “Great. Let’s go.”
The boy led the way up the dirt mound and over. Tikka remained, her arms still crossed, and a sour expression on her face. I followed the boy, and after some muttering under her breath, she followed, as well.
“So, what do I call you?” I said to the boy.
“You can call me Red,” he said. He pointed to his head. “See?”
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s kind of hard to miss.”
“Would you stop?” Tikka asked.
“What? There’s nothing wrong with being polite,” Red said.
Tikka harrumphed and stomped past him, into the lead. He glanced at me, but I just shrugged and followed. He brought up the rear behind me.
We walked for three or four miles. Eventually, Tikka stopped and indicated a large tree. “Sit there,” she said.
I took off my pack and sat at the base of the tree. In a huffy silence, she wrapped the rope around my wrists, and then threw the rope over a high branch. She looked at Red and nodded. He shimmied up the tree trunk and tied the rope securely to the branch, then again around the trunk itself, before descending.
“That ought to hold you,” she said. She picked up my pack and threw it out of my reach, then turned to face me with her hands on her hips.
“Sure,” I said.
“We’ll be back in a few hours.” She gestured to Red, and they began to walk away.
“Wait,” I said. “Could you leave me my canteen, at least? What if you get delayed, and you can’t come back today?”
Red didn’t ask Tikka’s permission. He grabbed my canteen and handed me a small, leather bag out of his own pocket, his body blocking her view of what he was doing.
“What’d you give her?” Tikka asked, craning her neck around him.
“Just a little food. You’re hungry, right?” he asked me.
“A little,” I said.
“See?” He walked to her and guided her away. “Let’s go get Silver.”
I listened to their footsteps fading.
Then, I mentally began to follow.




Chapter 14

They only went a few miles west of where they’d left me. There were people clustered around the fire, eating and laughing. Red and Tikka skulked around the edges of the gathering.
“What’re you going to say?” Red asked Tikka.
She hunched her shoulders to her ears and held them there for a moment. “I don’t know. He’s gonna want to know what we were doing out there. He’ll make . . . assumptions.”
Red’s face turned a muted shade of pink. “But we weren’t doing anything like that.”
“Does it matter?” She rolled her eyes. “He always assumes I’m up to no good, no matter what I’m doing. I could find magic beans that kept us fed and happy for a millennium, and he’d still give me that look.”
“It’s not fair.”
She shook her head. She’d found Silver in the crowd, and her eyes were locked on him.
“Maybe you should go alone,” Red suggested. “If he thinks I wasn’t with you, it’ll be all right.”
“That’s even worse. You know how paranoid he is.”
Silver wasn’t giving her any more time to strategize, though. He’d noticed her and Red, and he was making his way over, gracefully sweeping away the pleasantries of those who were trying to waylay him.
“Here he comes,” Red whispered. His face was raging scarlet.
“Where have you been all day?” Silver asked Tikka.
“Um, we were in the woods. Exploring,” she said.
“Really. Exploring?” He looked Red up and down. Red looked like a human pill bug.
“Yeah, and we met someone. A stranger.”
Silver’s eyes snapped back to Tikka, his body practically humming with tension. “A searcher?”
“No, a stranger.”
“I heard that. But, how do you know he’s not a searcher?”
“It’s a girl,” Red blurted. “A teenage girl.”
Silver’s stance relaxed somewhat. “But you don’t know her.”
“No,” Red said. “But she knows you.”
Silver’s expression melted, leaving his face slack. “You didn’t bring her here, did you?”
“Of course not,” Tikka said. “We’re not stupid. We left her tied up in the woods.”
“Where?”
Then, they were on their way back to me. Silver let the kids lead the way, but he kept after them, pushing their pace faster. When they were close enough to my physical form for me to hear them, I snapped back into my body.
“There she is.” Tikka broke out of the trees first, pointing at me. Red emerged beside her. Silver pushed between them and approached me warily.
“Hello,” I said.
“Who are you?” Silver asked.
“My name’s Nimisila. I’m from the Great Salt Lake City. I’ve been sent to find you. Well, not you, specifically. I’m looking for Tabby. But I used your tablet to find you.”
“Tabby?”
“Yes. She’s your, um, mate, isn’t she?”
Silver nodded, studying me. “Where did you get my tablet?”
“My friend gave it to me. It was her idea to come find you. We left the city together.”
Silver glanced around. “Where is this friend?”
“Cats got her.” I bowed my head, unwilling to let them see the tears welling in my eyes. “About a week ago.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Silver said. He squatted in front of me so that he was at eye level with me. “How did you find us?”
“The tablet,” I said. I gestured towards my pack. “It’s in there.”
Silver motioned for Tikka to bring him the pack. He rifled through it and quickly produced the tablet. He ran his fingers over it, and then turned it on. The last document I’d been looking at was the one with his notes in the margin; his handwriting seemed to give me the best connection to his mind. He ran his fingers over the words, just like I always did. Only, I knew he wouldn’t get the same result. “You found my notes,” he said.
“Yes.”
“What helped you find me?” He turned it off and tossed it to the ground. I thought he was going to crunch his boot heel into it, but he just looked at it with disdain.
“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “I’d really like to see Tabby, though. It would mean a lot to me.”
“Are you related to her?”
“No.”
“You’re not old enough to have known her.”
“No.”
“Then, why would meeting her mean a lot to you?”
“It would’ve meant a lot to my friend. The one I left the city with. She knew Tabby.” I sniffled and swiped at my nose. “I miss her. I tried to save her, but I was too late.”
Silver’s brow crumpled, and he frowned. “That must’ve been hard for you.”
I nodded.
His focus fell on the rope. “Go ahead and untie her.”
Red withdrew a pocket knife and sawed the rope just above my wrist. When it released, I stretched my arms and alternated between clenching and unclenching my fists. Pins and needles were running from my elbows to the tips of my fingers.
Silver lunged at me and grabbed me by the shirt. He twisted it to get leverage and lifted me off the ground. “Swear to me you aren’t a searcher.” He gave me a little shake.
I grabbed onto his wrists and fought to stay calm. I couldn’t let them know about my ability. I shook my head. “I’m not a searcher. I swear.” I grunted against the effort of trying to breathe while he constricted my shirt.
“How do I know a searcher isn’t following you?”
“How could I have gotten all this way without getting caught?”
“Because you’re working with the searchers,” he said. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “How do I know there isn’t a searcher just behind those trees, waiting for you to reel us in?”
“There’s nobody there,” I said. “I’m all alone.”
“How do I know you didn’t hurt the people you were with? Huh?”
“You don’t, sir,” I said. “If you think I’m a threat, then just tie me back up and bring Tabby to me, like they brought you. I won’t know where you go; I won’t be able to follow. When I’ve spoken to her, if nobody believes me, then I’ll go.”
He turned away from me and thrust his hands into his pockets. He took several deep breaths, then yelled out, “Goddammit!” as he pulled back his leg and kicked my pack, hard. It flew up into the air and struck a tree trunk before thumping to the ground. “You don’t get it,” he said. “If I bring Tabby here, and she isn’t convinced, then we’ll have to . . . eliminate you. We can’t let you leave. We won’t let you stay.”
“She’ll just have to be convinced, then,” I said. A tiny pebble of anger was lodged in my throat, but I forced myself to talk around it. I couldn’t give up, not now, and I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Gayle’s people.
Not unless I had to.
“Fine,” Silver said. “You.” He pointed at Red. “Tie her back up. “Stay here with her. Don’t get anywhere near her; keep your distance once she’s tied up.” He turned to Tikka. “And you. Come with me, young lady.”
She nodded and fell in behind him as he stomped back towards their site.
Red retied the rope — a little higher this time, since he’d cut length off it when he’d released me. “Sorry about this,” he said once they were out of earshot.
“He’s just protecting his own,” I said. “Can’t blame him too much for that.”
“Yeah, well. You’re just a kid. He thinks a kid is going to end it all, after so much time has passed?”
I shrugged. “Maybe.”
“You really aren’t a searcher, right? You weren’t sent here for revenge or something?”
“I wasn’t sent. I came because my friend thought it was best.”
“The friend who died?”
“Yeah.”
“Best, how? Why would you leave a city to come to a dump like this?” He sat next to my pack and began to pull each item out to inspect it.
“I wasn’t happy in the city. I lost my parents and friends, and . . . I’m not like the others.”
“You thought you could find people like you here?”
“The friend I left with did.”
“You just said you didn’t have any friends.”
“Friends my own age. She was more of a mom than a friend.” I smiled at the thought of her for a moment. Then, the sadness of her loss washed back in and faded the moment.
He was silent for a while as he inspected my things. Then, he repacked the bag and picked up the discarded tablet. “This belonged to Silver?”
“Yeah. Before he came to the city. I guess it came from the mountain.”
“The mountain is real?”
I nodded. “I saw it. Went inside.”
“I thought that was just a story they made up to scare us kids.” He studied the tablet. “It doesn’t look like anything at all. How do you do anything with it?”
“If you don’t know, then I probably shouldn’t show you,” I said.
I heard a sound in the woods. They were returning.
“I don’t understand what could be so important that you’d drag me away in the middle of cleaning up dinner,” a woman was saying from beyond the trees. Silver stepped into my field of vision, and he motioned to me. The woman saw me and started. “Oh,” she said. “Who’s this?”
“I don’t know,” Silver said. “The kids found her in the woods. She asked for me, and I came out here. When she didn’t like what I had to say, she asked for you.”
Tabby put her hands on her hips. “What’s wrong with you? Untie her; she’s just a girl.”
Red stepped forward and cut the rope again. I rubbed at my wrists and eyed the ground.
“Go on home, Red. We’ll be after you shortly,” Tabby said.
Red ran off into the woods.
Tabby turned to me. “Well, what’s the story?”
“Gayle brought me here. From the city.”
Tabby blinked, then her lower lip quivered for just a moment. “I beg your pardon?”
“Your sister. Gayle? She and I left the city together to come here. She wanted to see you again; she missed you . . .” I trailed off. It’d been easy to admit to the others that Gayle was dead. They didn’t have any investment in it, one way or another. But, Tabby did.
Tabby looked around. “Then, where is she?”
“She passed. About a week ago,” I said. I swiped at the tear that escaped my eye. “The cats got her, and the other two I was with.”
Tabby paled.
“Who’s she talking about, Tab?” Silver prompted.
“She’s talking about Abigayle. My sister.”
Silver looked back at me. “You’d better start explaining.”
I recited how I’d been introduced to Gayle, how I was different from the other kids, and how she’d kept me company. I didn’t tell them how I was different — at least, not the real reason. I admitted I didn’t have a chip but didn’t take it further than that. I told them how Gayle wanted to find her sister, and how she thought it would be a healing journey for both of us, and maybe we’d find acceptance with the group of people Tabby found a home with.
Tabby responded with thoughtful nods. She made a fist and held it against her cheek, almost as if she were trying to keep her words in check.
Silver just looked angry. “How are we supposed to verify this story?” he said after I’d finished talking.
“I guess you can’t,” I said. I glanced at Tabby.
She looked skeptical. “Tell me something about Abigayle. Something to prove you knew her.”
“You’re twins,” I said. “When you were small, you developed a brain tumor, and it broke your chip. You couldn’t talk telepathically anymore. She learned to talk when you did, and she learned it so well that she hardly ever used her chip herself. That’s why we got along so well. My parents were too poor for me to get a chip when I was born.”
She nodded. “That’s just surface stuff. Anyone from my neighborhood could’ve told you that.”
I continued, “I know you got into some trouble. Your punishment was having to keep watch on Silver and his friends, and you fell in love with him.”
“Please, the whole city knew that,” Silver said. 
“Your dad was a searcher, and after you left, he quit. He didn’t want to have to search for his own daughter. That’s how she knew if the searchers found us, they’d kill us. Searchers did come looking. But, we hid, and they were attacked by the cats. The ones who survived left.”
“These cats you keep talking about,” Silver countered. “Seems convenient the searchers and Abigayle would die the same way.”
“The cats were hunting us. We’re easy prey. No claws? No teeth?” I faked a clawing motion. “We didn’t have weapons — though the searchers did. For all the good it did them.”
“So, that’s it? That’s what you’ve got?” Silver asked.
I shrugged. “I spent months with her. I think I knew her well. But you haven’t seen her in 20 years. People change.”
Tabby’s brow furrowed. She stepped away from me and motioned for Silver to follow. “She’s fine,” Tabby said in a hushed voice. “If she really was with Abbey, then I’d like to hear about her.”
Silver shook his head. “She’s faking. None of those details demonstrate intimate knowledge.”
“You sound like a searcher.”
“I sound like someone who doesn’t want to invite the enemy into my home,” he said. “She could be dangerous. Whether she knew your sister or not, she’s not worth the risk.”
Tabby was silent. I left my body so that I could get closer. She was looking through the branches, at the sky. Then, she turned to Silver with tears in her eyes. “I have never once regretted leaving my entire family and everything I knew to come out here and be with you. All I’m asking for is this opportunity to find out something about the people I left behind. I don’t think it’s too much to ask.”
Silver’s face hardened. “There’s never been anything stopping you from going back.” He withdrew a gun from his jacket and pointed it at me. “This ends now.”
My abilities strained to burst free, but a memory surfaced. “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “She told me a story once. One she said your mom used to tell you. About a rabbit who was so busy keeping the burrow clean that she would send all the bunnies out to be tended by an older rabbit they didn’t like. She was mean and smelled bad. But they did what they were told and went with the old rabbit and learned the lessons she taught them.”
“And?” Tabby prompted.
“That’s it. She only told me the story once, and I fell asleep before the end,” I said. The effort of holding back the urge to unleash my abilities was making my eyes water.
Thankfully, it had a tenderizing effect on Tabby. “See? She knew Abbey. I knew it.”
“That’s just a generic kids’ story,” Silver said.
“Did you get told stories?” Tabby asked. She pointed a finger against his chest.
He looked down at her finger and pushed it away. The hand with the gun hung limply at his side. “You know I didn’t,” he growled.
“Right. Not everybody did. I know this story. They told this story at school. But only my mom told it with a smelly old rabbit.” She smiled and held her arms out to me. “Come here, my girl. I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here, but if my sister told you that story, then she must’ve really cared about you.” She folded her arms around me in a hug. I melted against her, helpless in the face of human kindness.
“The old rabbit’s name was Dame Rudy,” I said. My words were muffled into her shoulder.
“Ruby,” she corrected. “But that’s close enough.” She put an arm around my shoulder and began to guide me through the woods in the direction they’d come from. “Get her things, will you?” she asked Silver over her shoulder. “We’ve got some catching up to do.”
Silver snatched my pack and the tablet from the ground, his lip curled up in a sneer. But he didn’t object.
Right then, that was all I needed.




Chapter 15

Tabby welcomed me into their home as if I were her own daughter. She set up a space for me in the public room of their two-room hut. It was just a corner, but she dragged a large, flat bag stuffed with dried grass into it, and she heaped it with blankets made from old scraps of cloth. She collected things to make me comfortable: a hairbrush, a clean nightshirt, a towel. After she clucked and mothered over me, she took me outside and introduced me to the others. Everyone was nice — though openly curious about me. None of them seemed suspicious. Nobody asked if I was a searcher.
Silver eyeballed me openly whenever he was in sight. He made me nervous, and I tried not to look at him. This only seemed to make him more aggressive. Tabby told him more than once to stand down, but he persisted.
It was dark by the time Tabby had finished taking me around the settlement. She led me back to the hut after showing me where I could relieve myself (they called it “the privy”) and wash up before bed. I went back to the hut, and after she banished Silver to the other room, I changed into the nightshirt.
“I’m glad you’re here,” she said to me. She guided me to my bed and tucked a blanket around me, then smoothed my hair. “Tomorrow, we’re going to spend the whole day together, and you can tell me all about Abbey, and your journey. Sound good?”
It didn’t sound good. I didn’t want to revisit her death, nor her injury, nor how I’d not always been as understanding as I should’ve been. And how could I explain any of our journey without revealing my abilities?
I sighed. She seemed to take it for a sound of contentment. She smiled. “Great. I’ll see you in the morning.” She retreated into the other room.
I lay awake long into the night, staring at the ceiling. I’d worked so hard to get there, and now, my abilities were going to muck it up. Couldn’t I be accepted for what I was anywhere?
◆◆◆
 
I woke up to Silver standing over me. I clutched the blankets to my chest. “Relax,” he said. “Tabby wanted me to tell you she’d be back in a bit.”
I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and sat up. “Where did she go?”
He was already nearly out the door. “Visiting a sick neighbor,” he said over his shoulder. He left without another word.
I got dressed and went out to the privy. People were bustling around. Some of them said good morning to me, and I knew I’d met them, but I couldn’t recall anybody’s names.
Then, Red bounded up to me, his gangly limbs making him look a bit like a giant, stuffed toy. “Hey, Nimisila,” he said. “They let you stay, huh?”
I nodded. “Hi, Red.”
“I’m going out to the field with Tikka. You wanna come with us? You could help.”
“That’s a great offer,” I said. “But Tabby is looking forward to spending the day with me.”
“Right.” He cleared his throat and looked away, his cheeks flushed. “I’ll see you around, then?”
“Of course,” I said. He moved on, not quite as bouncy as he’d been before.
Tabby waved at me from the hut door, and I hurried back.
We spent most of the day talking — which got progressively more difficult as she asked more detailed questions about our trip. Eventually, she’d had enough of my vague answers. “Look,” she said. “I believe you knew . . . Abbey. Gayle.” She noticed I preferred to use the name Gayle had called herself later in life. “But I don’t believe about 99% of anything else you’ve said. I don’t want to have to send you away. So, why don’t you just spill it?”
“Um,” I said. My face felt hot, and a prickle of sweat began to form on my back.
She patted my hand. “We can keep it between us. Whatever it is, you can trust me.”
I wanted to believe she would keep my abilities a secret. But it was a big thing to ask, and my stomach was flipping end-over-end. A large amount of saliva collected in my mouth, and I gulped it down.
She sighed. “Gayle was my best friend. Even when the tumor made me act strange, she was always there for me. Always. I couldn’t be there for her. But I can be there for you. She brought you here, so I could take care of you. I know it. Please, won’t you let me take care of you?”
A voice inside my head was telling me to shut up, but my mouth wouldn’t listen. “I’m different from the others in the city,” I said. “I didn’t have a chip. I went to a special school for kids like me. We were looked down on. Substandard. So were our parents because they couldn’t give us what so many other parents could. They wanted to, of course. But, the tech shortage . . . it just wasn’t in the cards for my family.”
“I’m sorry. It sounds like you had a rough time.”
“There were others like you. People who — for one reason or another — could afford a chip, but it wouldn’t work, and some of those people got an idea. They thought they could develop the ability to be telepathic naturally. Without a chip.”
Her eyebrows knit together, and she frowned. “What’s wrong with just talking?”
I shrugged. “Those people realized they could do experiments on us kids. They knew nobody would stop them; we were just poor, vocal kids. Our parents were powerless, and so were we. We didn’t even know at first. We weren’t even the first group of kids they experimented on. But I was in the group that had a breakthrough. They took me and some of the others to a secret lab. I was there for a long time before I escaped — though I don’t know exactly how long. At least six months. Maybe even 18. It felt like an eternity, though, because they finally understood the best way to stimulate our telepathic capacity was to torture us.”
She gasped. “Torture? Like what?”
“It’s not important,” I said.
“No, no. It is. I want to know.”
My mind flashed to an image of the box. “It’s hard to talk about,” I said.
“I’m sure it is. But you need to talk about it. To heal.” She clasped my hand and leaned forward tenderly.
“The hardest for me was the box,” I said. “They’d lock me inside. It was just big enough for me to lay flat in. Then, they’d fill it up with water. They wanted me to unlock the box and release myself.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“The lock was on the outside,” I said. “They wanted me to open it with my mind.”
“I don’t understand.”
“They did. They understood if they could make me feel desperate enough – to the brink of death, even – I’d be able to do what they wanted, and I did. But that didn’t stop the experiments. They made it more difficult: They electrocuted me. They put rats and snakes and spiders in the box. They used a liquid that was thick, like honey. Any way they could make it harder, they did.”
“Oh, Nimisila,” she said. She put an arm around me and drew me close. “That’s no way to treat a child.”
“They got what they wanted,” I said. “I developed abilities beyond anything they could ever imagine, way more than simple telepathy or telekinesis.”
She pulled back and looked into my eyes. “What are you saying?”
I’m saying I can talk right into your head, and you can hear it, because I don’t use a chip to do it.
She clapped her hands over her ears and jumped away from me. “Oh my – how did you do that? My chip doesn’t work.”
I shook my head. “It’s not the chip.”
She started pacing the floor in front of me. “This can’t be real,” she said.
It is.
“Stop doing that. I don’t like it.” She stopped in front of me. “Wait. You can do more? Like what?”
I turned towards the mattress in the corner. I’d left the coverings disheveled. I imagined them smoothing out, and the blanket spread itself out to cover the mattress nicely.
“I don’t believe it,” she said.
I mentally lifted her from the floor and moved her across the room. She flailed her arms around and started to scream, but I clamped an invisible hand over her mouth. “Please, don’t scream,” I said. “I was only trying to show you what I can do. You asked.” I released her mouth.
She let her mouth hang open while she inhaled ragged breaths. “This isn’t really happening,” she finally said.
“I’m not trying to scare you,” I said. “You wanted me to be honest.”
“I don’t know if I can keep this from Silver and the others. Not in good conscience.”
“You promised.”
Tabby wrung her hands together.
“You said I could trust you,” I reminded her.
Tabby blinked, and her gaze shifted to the door of the little hut. “You’re right,” she said. “I said we’d keep it between us.”
“Really?”
She nodded. “If I have any inclination to believe you’re a danger to us, I’ll have to tell Silver.”
“I’m not a danger, I promise,” I said. “I only want to feel . . . normal.”
She frowned. “Don’t we all?”
◆◆◆
 
Red was after me all the time to go out to the field with him and Tikka. After a week of politely declining, I couldn’t think of any more excuses. Red’s eyes lit up with a huge, goofy grin. “Let’s go find Tikka,” he said. I followed him in his search for her. She didn’t seem to mind when Red proclaimed my involvement, and we set off to the burned field.
“Do you mind if I ask what exactly you’re doing with the field?” I asked.
“It’s a method the Native Americans used,” Tikka said. “They burned the grass down, and it left behind a clear field, fertilized with organic matter.”
“Oh,” I said.
“Silver doesn’t like it,” Red said. “He thinks it’s too dangerous.”
“It does sound kind of risky,” I said. “What would you do if the fire burned out of control? It could wipe out your whole town.”
Tikka scowled at me. “That’s why we dug the ditch.”
“Oh,” I said. It still didn’t seem like the best idea, but I didn’t want to argue with her.
“If we can solve our food shortage, it would mean a lot to everyone,” Red said. “We really need to have an agricultural strategy.”
“You don’t have enough food?”
“We have enough protein. Seafood, small game. That kind of thing,” he said. “We just don’t have enough fruits and vegetables.”
I nodded. Nobody I’d met in the village seemed malnourished — but it wasn’t winter yet.
The trees parted, and we were at the field.
“What do you do now?” I asked. “You start planting?”
“No. First, we have to till the field,” Tikka said.
Red leaned towards me. “We don’t know how to do that,” he said.
Tikka scowled. “We just haven’t figured it out yet. That’s all.”
“Do you have any tools?” I asked.
“Shovels,” Tikka said. “But the ditch-digging wore them down. The one we have left won’t last much longer.” She pointed to a shovel, carved entirely of wood, leaning against a tree. The blade was well-worn and splitting in several places.
“We need something to fashion a plow,” I said.
“We know that,” Tikka said, rolling her eyes.
“Hey, you asked me to come and help. If you don’t want my ideas, then I can just go back to hang out with Tabby.” I turned, as if I were heading back to the settlement.
“No, wait,” Red said. He elbowed Tikka in the ribs, and she let out an involuntary squawk. “Apologize,” he muttered under his breath.
She waited just long enough for me to get a few steps away. “Just a second, Nimisila,” she said. She sounded like she was gargling glass shards. “I apologize. We know the city has agriculture, and we could use your help.”
I didn’t mention I’d never so much as caught a whiff of one of the farms that sustained the city. “I’d be glad to help,” I said.
“Great,” Red said, smiling his gigantic, goofy grin. “Now, what were you saying? About a plow?”
“I was saying I think you need a plow. Preferably, one made of metal. But I bet we could make one out of stone or wood.”
“There’s no way we could come up with enough metal,” Red said. “Stone or wood could work.”
“Wood would be more lightweight, but I think you already know the drawbacks,” I said, nodding towards the shovel. “We could try rock. Do you know anywhere we could find some big rocks? Maybe this big?” I mimed a cube about two feet across with my hands.
Red’s face clouded over as he thought.
But Tikka beat him to it. “I know,” she said. “That section of the beach. Where the seals gather.”
“Yeah, that’s good,” Red said. “Come on; let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
It turned out seals were kind of aggressive, so getting in close to the rocks to select a good candidate wasn’t easy.
“I want one that is kind of triangular,” I said. “The sharp point will get through the dirt nice and smooth.”
“It’ll be heavy,” Tikka said. “How will we move it?”
“The weight is good,” I said. “It’ll help anchor it into the ground, so it won’t go skipping over loose soil.”
Tikka nodded. We circled the area with the boulders, slowly getting closer and closer to the seals. After a time, they seemed not to notice us as much. Tikka finally spotted one that could be useful. “There,” she said. She pointed to it. She was excited and jumped on top of several other rocks to get to it.
There was a sudden barking. A male seal who’d been sunning himself out of sight on top of the rocks reared up and moved towards Tikka.
Even though I’d never seen a seal before, I could tell from its posture that it was aggressive and meant business. “Tikka, watch out,” I said.
I had to help her, and I was going to have to use my abilities. But I didn’t want them to see.
I rolled the rock Red was climbing so that he fell off and out of my sight. Then, I yelled for Tikka to duck. I mentally picked up the seal and rammed it backwards so that it knocked against a wall behind it. Then, I picked up a rock from the ground with my hand and bashed it in the head before Tikka could turn and see what happened.
“Oh—” she said as she turned towards me. Her eyes were wide, and she stared at the bloody rock in my hand. “You killed it,” she said.
I worked to settle my breath. I was gasping, as if I’d run a hundred miles. I dropped the rock. “I thought it was going to hurt you,” I said.
“It was,” she said. “I . . . I don’t know what to say. Thanks, I guess.”
“You’re welcome.”
A moan from further down the rocks reminded me I’d knocked down Red. I jumped down to see him. His face was white as a rabbit tail, and he was grimacing. I saw why when I came around the rock that was blocking my view of the rest of his body.
The rock had rolled onto his hand, and it was trapped. Blood was seeping out from underneath the rock.
“Oh, no, Red,” I said. “I’m sorry. Are you all right?”
It was a ridiculous question. But he didn’t seem to care. “My hand is caught,” he said. “There sure is a lot of blood.”
I mentally scanned his body; only his hand seemed to be injured, which was a relief. But, judging by the blood coming out from under the rock, it wasn’t a trivial injury.
Tikka moved to pick up the rock. “Come on, Nimisila.” She said to Red, “We’ll pick it up, and you can pull your arm out, okay?”
Red didn’t answer. His eyes seemed like they were losing focus.
“Quick,” I said. “He’s going to pass out.”
We each wrapped our arms around the rock and lifted, but it didn’t move. I grunted with fake effort and mentally lifted at the same time, allowing Tikka to bear some of the weight, too, so she wouldn’t realize I hadn’t physically lifted it.
“Pull out your arm,” Tikka growled.
Red didn’t move. I mentally flicked his hand out of the way, and we let the rock drop back down. But he wasn’t out of the woods. The rock had been stemming some of the blood flow with pressure. Without that pressure, blood was pouring out of his hand.
“He’s bleeding everywhere,” Tikka said.
I bent to study his hand. His thumb and a portion of his palm were crushed beyond recognition; exposed bits of bone were ground into splinters. I grabbed his forearm and squeezed, hoping to slow the flow.
“We need to put pressure on it,” Tikka said.
“We need to stay calm,” I said, putting my free hand on her shoulder. “Are you wearing a belt? Take it off.”
Tikka pulled off her belt and handed it to me. I looped it around his arm and tied it tight. “He’ll lose his whole arm if you do that,” she said.
“Better that than die, don’t you think?”
“I guess,” she said. “But it doesn’t even seem to be working.”
I closed my eyes. There was no way Red was going to survive this — not without exposing myself. An image of Red bounding towards me rushed into my mind’s eye. “Dammit,” I said softly.
When I opened my eyes, Red was even paler than before.
“We’ve got to do something,” Tikka said. She was starting to shake, and tears were pouring down her cheeks, unchecked. “He’s going to die.”
I knew what I had to do. I released the belt and imagined my hand was searing-hot. Red-hot.
Then, I touched his hand.
Red’s eyes shot open, and he screamed as a tendril of smoke wisped up from his hand. I concentrated on making a smooth, even motion with my fingers over the injury. The air smelled like burnt hair and roasted meat. I pulled my hand away and gagged. The contents of my stomach spilled over the edge of one rock, then onto another. Seals sunning themselves looked up at me with vacant eyes. One of them barked, but they didn’t move.
“What did you do?!” Tikka yelled from behind me.
I didn’t look back. Red’s screams drifted to a more subdued moan. “I stopped the bleeding,” I said. “Saved his arm, too. If it doesn’t get infected.”
“But, how?” She put a hand on my shoulder and whirled me around to face her. “You just . . . you burned him. With your hand.” She yanked her hand away from me and wiped it on the side of her pantleg.
I shrugged. “He’s gonna be okay.”
“You burned off his thumb! His hand is all gross!”
I let out a deep sigh and mentally pushed her away from me by the shoulders. Not hard, just firmly enough to get her to step back.
Her eyes widened, and she brought her hands up to touch where I’d pushed her. There was nothing for her to feel, and she dropped her hands. Her face screwed up in confusion. “I don’t get it,” she said.
“I can do things. With my mind.” I said.
Her confusion deepened. “What kinds of things?”
I’m telepathic, I said inside her head.
She started, then shook her head, as if she could shake me out of it. “Don’t do that.”
“I can move things with my mind. That sort of thing.”
“But you didn’t just move something. You burned him. With your hand.” She grabbed my wrist and turned my hand towards her. “You don’t even have a mark on you.”
“It doesn’t work that way.” I flexed my hand and imagined a flame burning in my palm. It flickered to life, and I extinguished it by clenching my hand closed. She jerked her hand away. “My mind controls it,” I explained. “So, if I don’t want it to hurt me, then it won’t.”
She stared at me.
“It’s a secret,” I explained. “So, please don’t tell anyone.”
“How are we gonna hide that you burned Red’s hand off?”
“It was just his thumb, and it probably saved his life. He lost a lot of blood.”
“That’s not the point. We can’t hide that this happened.”
My shoulders sagged. She was right. I couldn’t hide what I’d done to Red’s hand. Silver wouldn’t be happy about it. He’d probably make me leave. But I had put aside my fear of being sent away to help Red, and that was something. I wasn’t so terrible after all, was I? Would a monster help someone that was gravely injured?
“We’ve got to get him back. He needs to rest,” I said.
She went over to Red and poked his shoulder. “Hey,” she said. “Can you get up? We should go home.”
Red whimpered and curled into a fetal position on his side, cradling his damaged hand. I imagined him rising in to the air, and he did. “Holy crap,” he said. “Am I dead?”
Tikka stumbled away from him, and I moved forward, keeping him out in front of me, the same way I’d done with Gayle. He didn’t weigh as much as she had, and we had a much shorter distance to cover, but I could already feel the reminder of my loss weighing down my soul.
“Can you lead the way, Tikka?” I asked. “I don’t want to get turned around. You have a doctor, right? Someone who’ll take care of him?”
“Yeah,” she said in a clipped tone. She moved ahead of me, giving me and Red’s floating form a wide berth.
Nothing more was said. I walked towards what I was sure would be my final destruction with a heavy heart.




Chapter 16

Right before we came to the settlement, Red perked up and started talking. “We don’t have a doctor,” he said. “We have someone who does doctoring, but he’s only the doctor because he isn’t squeamish, and he’s done some studying. I guess when he was a kid, he got all this knowledge pumped into him. The people from the mountain grew up in tanks. Did you know that? All of ‘em did, except their grandmother. She’s not alive anymore, though. She died when I was little. Got bit by a rodent, and then it got infected.”
“You’re babbling,” Tikka said. She pointed at a hut. “It’s that one. Take him there.” Then, she turned and stalked away, not bothering to help me get Red into the doctor’s hut.
I kept Red moving, pushing him through the open area of the settlement. People were milling around, and at first, nobody noticed Red wasn’t moving of his own volition. But, eventually, someone did, and they nudged the person next to them, and that person gasped, and someone followed their gaze, and then everyone in sight was staring at him.
I wasn’t sure if people made the connection that I was the one moving him, but I didn’t hang around to find out. I mentally opened the doctor’s door without knocking, pushed Red inside, and followed him in, shutting the door firmly behind me. I settled him onto a pallet by the fire.
“Hello?” I called. “Is anyone here?”
The doctor emerged from the other room. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you knock,” he said. He glanced from me to Red, then back to me. “What’s going on?”
I remembered meeting him with Tabby the other day, but I couldn’t recall his name. “Um, hi,” I said. “I’m Nimisila. I brought him. He, uh, hurt his hand.”
“Yes, hello, Nimisila. I remember you. Well, let’s see what we’ve got here,” He knelt beside Red. Red tentatively held out his arm. The doctor studied Red’s hand, turning his arm this way and that. Without a word, he released it and left the room. He came back a moment later with a jar of something. He used his first two fingers to scoop a helping from the jar, and he smeared it over what was left of Red’s palm. “I’m not going to ask how this happened,” he said to Red. “But I can guess maybe you’ve been up to something you ought to talk to your parents about.” He produced a bandage from his pocket, and he wrapped it around the burn.
“Yes, sir,” Red said.
“He lost a lot of blood,” I said. “Before the wound was cauterized.”
The doctor glanced back at me over his shoulder. “Then, you’ll need to eat something hearty tonight. You’ll need plenty of fluids. Lots of water. Come back tomorrow, and I’ll change the bandage.”
“Thank you, sir,” Red said.
The doctor stood back and put his hands on his hips. “Well?”
“Well what, sir?” asked Red.
“Get moving. Go on home and get some rest.”
Red glanced over at me. I went over to help him to a standing position. The doctor arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.
Red teetered on his feet but managed to take shuffling steps towards the door. I propped myself under his armpit to help him along. I opened the door to find a mass of confusion outside. Everyone except Tikka and the doctor seemed to be milling around out there. Red stiffened beside me, but he didn’t back away. He moved through the door first, shielding me.
“There he is,” someone in the crowd said. They pushed forward, making it impossible for us to get any farther than right outside the door.
Silver cleared through the crowd, turning people aside, until he was at the front. “What’s going on here?” he asked.
“Um, nothing, sir,” Red said. He was holding his bandaged hand against his chest.
Silver’s eyes drifted to it. “What happened there?”
“A rock fell on it,” I said. “Pulverized his thumb, and he was bleeding really bad. I sealed the wound with a burn.”
Silver turned towards me, but his eyes didn’t leave Red’s face. “I was asking him,” he said.
“That’s the truth,” Red said.
“I bet.” His eyes turned to me. “Seems like there must be more to the story than that.” He motioned to the crowd around us. “A burnt thumb generally doesn’t require this kind of curiosity.”
“Red came floating through here to the doctor’s hut, like he was on a cloud,” someone nearby said.
Silver’s eyebrows raised. “Floating?”
“Yeah,” someone else said. “He was in the air. His feet weren’t touching the ground.”
A murmur of agreement swept through the crowd.
“One of you want to explain what they’re talking about?” Silver asked.
I let my gaze settle on the ground. It didn’t matter; Silver seemed to be addressing Red, even though he’d included me in his question.
Red didn’t say anything, and a long moment stretched out. Someone in the crowd coughed, and I heard a dog barking.
Without warning, Silver’s hand darted out and grabbed Red by the scruff of the neck. He pulled Red in close, so they were nose-to-nose, and he thrust the pointer finger of his free hand into Red’s face. “Are you trying to get this girl in trouble? Huh? Like you did with Tikka?”
“I didn’t get Tikka in trouble,” he said. He kept his eyes averted to the ground.
“But you tried.”
“No, sir. That’s just what you choose to believe.”
Silver pinched Red’s neck harder. He lowered his free hand and slowly formed it into a clenched fist. “I’m going to ask again what’s going on, and you’re going to answer.”
Red turned his head so that he was looking at my feet. “You won’t get an answer from me,” he said. “There’s nothing to worry about.”
“Are you calling these people liars?” Silver shook with pent-up anger.
“No.”
“Then, there’s something to worry about when a kid floats around without touching the ground.” He pushed Red away. He stumbled back and fell on his butt. Silver turned on me. “If he won’t tell me what happened, then you’d better.” His mouth was turned up in a snarl. He took a step towards me.
But Red popped up from the ground and moved to stand between us. “You don’t need to bully her,” he said.
“You stay out of this.” He pushed Red away again and lunged towards me. But I imagined the wind pushing him away, and he stumbled backwards. He didn’t notice. He advanced again.
This time, I raised a hand and held him back. “I didn’t want it to be this way,” I said.
Silver was even angrier than before. “How are you doing that?” he demanded. But he wasn’t talking to me; he was talking to Red. For some reason, it made me angrier that he attributed it to Red.
“It isn’t him.” I shot a sudden puff of air that hit him square in the chest.
He took a step back. “You?”
Tabby emerged from the crowd. She went to Silver and put a hand on his arm. “Let’s not be hasty,” she said.
Silver blinked, looking from me to her, then back again. “You knew about this? That she’s a freak?”
“She’s a girl, Silver. A girl who just wants to be normal.”
“She’s anything but normal,” he said. He took a step towards me, but I wouldn’t let him get any closer. “See? Normal girls can’t create air bubbles.”
Tabby pushed around Silver to stand in front of me. “What happened?”
Red jumped up again and held out his injured hand. “She saved me. She kept me from bleeding to death.”
“Wait a minute,” Tabby said as she crossed her arms. “You’re telling me you’re angry because she saved another person?” She turned and looked at Silver.
“I – I guess,” he said.
“How about you just grow up, then, huh? Did she hurt anybody? No. She did something that kept one of our own alive.” Tabby’s voice began to rise. “Did she do it even though she knew it would mean we’d question whether or not she was normal? When what she wants most in the world is to be normal?” She was leaning towards Silver, jabbing a finger in his chest, while her face grew red with anger.
Silver stood, gaping at her.
Tabby rounded on the crowd. “And all of you. Standing here, staring at her, like she did something horrible. What’s the matter with you? Have you forgotten what it was like to be outsiders? Did any of you like being stared at in the city?”
The back of the crowd began to loosen, and people slowly peeled away, their heads downcast.
In the end, all that was left were Red, his parents, Tabby, and Silver. Red’s mother came to me and enveloped me in a hug. “Thank you so much for saving my boy,” she said. She pulled back and put a hand on my shoulders as she looked over my face and hair. “He was right about you being pretty.”
“Aw, Mom,” Red said. His face flamed scarlet.
His father nudged his mother aside. “I’d like to thank the girl, too,” he said. He shook my hand and clasped his free hand over our joined ones. “You’re a special girl; I can tell — and not just because you can do special things. You’re special in here.” He released my hand and tapped a finger over his heart. He gave me a reassuring smile and turned to Silver. “I assume you understand, Silver, that it is not my desire for you to ‘get rid of’ this girl. She is a hero and ought to be treated as such. You hear what I’m getting at?”
Silver dragged a hand over the back of his neck. “Now, I only said that when I was angry,” he said. “She’s just a child. I wouldn’t hurt her.”
“She’s not just any child,” Tabby said. “She’s ours. We’re going to take care of her, as if she were our own flesh and blood. As far as I’m concerned, she is our own flesh and blood — and if you won’t abide by that, I think maybe you need to find another hut to stay in.”
Tears pooled in my eyes, and I quickly dashed them away with a swipe of my hand.
Silver sighed. He looked at me. “You promise you aren’t dangerous? You won’t hurt anyone with your . . .” He gestured in the air with his hands. “. . . hocus pocus?”
“I promise,” I said. “I’ve only ever used my abilities to defend myself, and I can use them to defend all of you, too. The best I can.”
He glanced at Tabby. She nodded. A genuine smile crossed Silver’s face, the first one I’d seen since I arrived. “That’s all we could ever ask of anyone,” he said, pulling me into his arms. “Whether they’re normal or not. Welcome home.”
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Chapter 1

I rubbed my hands together to try and generate some warmth. The unseasonably cool temperatures made me wish for warmer clothing, but things of that nature were in short supply. Even at night, the air rarely dipped under 60 degrees.
Below me, the lone deer we were hunting moved closer to the trap. I signaled to Tikka, and she began making noise in the underbrush. Alerted, the deer started to step away from the danger. It stepped right into the loop of the trap. There was a sharp twanging sound, and the deer’s leg was caught. It struggled and tried to get away, but it was too late. Tikka ended it quickly, and I jumped down from the tree.
“You think it will be enough?” Tikka asked.
“I hope so,” I said. We tied the deer’s legs to a long pole, and we each hoisted an end onto our shoulders. We headed back home. In the past two months, the frost had killed all our crops. Our reserves were dwindling, and game was getting scarcer, as vegetation was becoming increasingly difficult to come by. Thankfully, fish were still abundant, but there was no telling what would happen if the weather didn’t turn soon.
I studied Tikka’s back as we walked. She was strong and nimble but refused to partner up with anyone in the settlement. She said she didn’t like anything there was on offer, but I suspected it was more complicated than that. A few times, I’d thought maybe Red had broken her heart, but he assured me time and again she’d never displayed any interest in him beyond being someone she could easily boss around. I’d never had the guts to ask Tikka about it myself.
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth when I thought about Red. He was busy, building a hut for the two of us. Tabby was thrilled when he asked me to be his partner. Silver, not so much. He harbored a strange bias towards Red he refused to explain. Several times, I’d gotten the feeling he thought Red had seduced Tikka. Why he cared was beyond me.
We arrived back at the settlement.
But something didn’t feel right.
I paused on the path, and Tikka kept walking. The pole yanked off my shoulder, and the deer fell on the ground.
“Hey,” Tikka said. She turned to chew me out. She paused when she saw the expression on my face.
I concentrated on feeling everything around me, sensing who was nearby, what they were doing, and how they were feeling. Something hostile was lingering around the fringe of my feelings.
“What is it?” Tikka dropped her end of the pole and came to stand next to me. She scanned the area with her eyes. “Where is everyone?”
A prickle of surprise rolled through me. I could feel people in their huts nearby, but nobody was outside, and that was odd.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Something nearby means to do us harm.”
She followed the direction of my gaze. “Something over there?” She started walking in that direction, fearless as ever, but I clamped a hand on her shoulder.
“We should find Silver,” I said. His hut was nearby, and I mentally scanned it. He was there. So was Tabby. “Come on.” I grabbed Tikka’s hand and pulled her towards Silver and Tabby’s hut. I didn’t stop to knock; I still lived there, though I’d never really thought of it as my home.
They were eating lunch, and they looked up when we entered.
“I wondered if you would be home for lunch,” Tabby said. She pointed to a bowl on the counter, next to the crock of soup. “Help yourself.” She leaned forward to see Tikka behind me. “Hi, Tikka.”
“Something’s going on outside,” I said. “I feel someone hostile nearby.”
Silver rose from his chair. With one hand, he checked for the knife sheathed on his belt, while he swiped away remnants of stew with the other. “Show me,” he said. He was starting to get old, and while I wanted to believe he could protect everyone because he always had, I wasn’t so sure he was still up to the task. He walked with a pronounced limp, and the color of his hair – what was left of it – seemed to be his namesake. He was aging prematurely, just like the rest of the original group. All except for Tabby; she hadn’t gestated in a tank.
Tabby must have felt the same way I did. “You should send Red and Nimisila, Silver. You don’t need to go.”
“Like hell, I don’t,” he said. “I’m not sending my people into something hostile.”
“Nim can take care of herself,” she argued.
He pursed his lips. “She isn’t impervious.”
“And neither are you,” I said. “I’ll go with you. You and me, okay?”
He bristled at the coddling. “I don’t need a nursemaid, Nimisila.”
“That isn’t my intention. You know I’m uniquely suited to a situation like this.” I deliberately avoided mentioning my abilities. Even after four years of living with me and getting to know me, he was still suspicious of what I could do and when I would decide to do it.
“Please, Silver. Take her with you,” Tabby said.
“Fine. Let’s go. Keep up, all right?” He moved out the door, his limp making hurrying unnecessary. I followed him, giving Tabby a last glance over my shoulder.
“Be careful,” she said.
I nodded and closed the door.
“Where are we going?” Silver said, pulling up short with a huff.
I pointed in the direction where I could still feel the presence. He made off that way, and I walked beside him.
“Searchers, you think?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Why now? They’ve left us alone all this time.”
“Why ever? They’re animals, is why.”
I nodded, trying to squish the guilt by association. I was from the city, where the searchers came from, and I was naturally affiliated in Silver’s mind. I didn’t point out Tabby had a much stronger association, since she was also from the city, and her father had once been a searcher.
“I smell smoke,” Silver said.
I stopped walking and lifted my thoughts out of my body to float above us. I drifted up to see if I could see the source. A curl of grey smoke was rising above the trees in roughly the same direction.
When I snapped back in to my body, Silver was glaring at me. “You know I don’t like it when you do that,” he said.
“The smoke. It’s them.”
He harrumphed. “You think?”
“I just wanted to be sure.”
“The only thing that’s for sure is that someone’s not going to like the outcome of this meeting.” He cast a sideways glance at me. “You shouldn’t have come. It’s dangerous.”
“That’s exactly why I should be here,” I said. “My abilities are the most advanced weapon we have. I’m the best protection we’ve got.”
“I know that,” he said. “That’s why I wanted you to stay behind with everyone else.”
And I’d thought he was just being stubborn.
I didn’t respond. After a few beats, he wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “There’s nothing to be done for it now,” he said. “Let’s just make the best of it, and you be careful, see? If it comes down to only one of us surviving this encounter, it has to be you.” He stopped and turned me to face him. “It has to. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” I said.
“You’re out here representing the settlement – at your own insistence, may I remind you. If shit goes down, you’d best be prepared to shovel it.”
I nodded, and after he squeezed my shoulders for a long moment, he turned to continue. He’d never been the affectionate sort, and I’d learned to take these small gestures as a stand-in. Today, they fell short, but my pride kept me from forcing anything more out of him.
We continued in silence. Every few minutes, I would stop, warn Silver, and send my mental self ahead, looking for any sign of people. Eventually, I found not one, but three people. Men, sitting around a campfire.
Confident they couldn’t see me, I approached and listened.
“We should rest up and head in there tomorrow,” one said. “There’s no telling how many of ‘em are left, and we don’t want to leave anything to chance.”
Another shifted in his seat. “I’m still not comfortable with this, you know. After all this time, what threat are they to us?”
“Anyone who isn’t one of us is a threat. You know that,” the first man responded.
That was enough. I snapped back to my body. “I found them,” I said.
“And?”
“Definitely hostile. I suppose they’re searchers. They’re planning to rest today and come tomorrow.”
“Then, we’ve got the element of surprise. Let’s go.” He pushed ahead of me, towards their camp.
“No,” I said. I rushed after him and put a restraining hand on his arm. With his limp, he had little choice but to stop so that he didn’t lose his balance. “I’ll go,” I explained. “Alone. You stay back here. Surprise anyone who gets away from me.”
“I can’t let you do that,” he said. “You know what has to be done here. You’re just a kid.”
I sighed. “Silver,” I said. “I am not new to this kind of fight. I know I’m young, but I’m not a kid anymore. I stopped being a kid a long time ago.”
He arched a brow at me. I hadn’t yet told anyone in the camp what had happened to me in the city, or how I’d broken free of it – of them. Even after all this time, I wavered between thinking I’d done what I needed to do and thinking I’d killed innocent people out of nothing more than a temper tantrum.
“Fine,” he said. “I know you can keep me here, if that’s what you want. Please, just be careful.”
“I will,” I said.
He searched my face for a moment. “I don’t know what happened to you there, but I’m sorry for whatever it was.” He leaned forward and planted a kiss atop my head. “You’re a good kid.”
I blinked in surprise.
“Go,” he said. “Time is wasting.”
I nodded and dashed away before he could see the sentimental tears collecting in my eyes.
When I could sense them just beyond my view, I hid my physical body alongside a fallen log and sent my mental self to their camp.
They were still sitting around, eating what looked like beef jerky from a bag. My mouth watered at the thought – I’d not had beef since we left the city – but I had to put that aside.
I approached the nearest one from behind, and I was raising my fist to slash a blade of air through his body, when I suddenly felt jostled. I had only a second to wonder who was disturbing my body before I snapped back into it.
When I opened my eyes, I found the face of a stranger, leering over me as he lashed my hands together.
Then, the world went dark.




Chapter 2

Someone was saying something nearby. At first, the words seemed faint, but they increased in volume. They were inside my head.
“. . . what the big deal is. Just kill her.”
“This isn’t like I thought it’d be,” another voice said. “She’s pretty and young. She can’t even be 20 years old. It’s not right. Not right at all.”
“Fine,” a third voice said. “If you two idiots won’t do it, I will.”
My eyes started to flicker open, but I clamped them shut. My hands and feet were restrained, but that was a problem for later. Right now, I had to make sure I didn’t die.
In my mind’s eye, I floated above and saw I was at their camp, not far from where they’d found me. I knew there were at least four of them, but right now, there were only three. I needed to know where the fourth was.
A man was approaching my body. He was holding a sharp knife in his shaking hand. I imagined a sliver of air and pushed it so fast that it became a blade, sharper even than his metal knife.
It only took one blow to separate his head from his body. His head tumbled off to one side, and his body toppled clumsily to the other.
“Jee-sus!” one of the men exclaimed, jumping up from the fire. He didn’t move any closer.
I trailed an imaginary finger through the flames and up his pantleg. He was engulfed in seconds. He screamed and flopped to the ground, trying in vain to smother the flames, but the flames weren’t real – not in that sense. He couldn’t do anything at all to stop it.
The third man stared at his friend until he stopped moving, then looked at my body, open-mouthed. A full beat passed before he tried to run in the opposite direction. I couldn’t let him go, though; I needed to know where the fourth man was. I tripped him, and he fell onto all fours. He scrabbled around, looking for the unseen in a panic. “Please,” he begged. “Please, don’t hurt me.”
“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said.
He stilled, lowering his eyes to the ground. “Where are you? What do you want? I’ll give it to you. Just please, don’t hurt me.”
“Untie the girl,” I said. My physical eyes were still closed. My features looked peaceful and relaxed. It was how I always looked when I wasn’t occupying my body.
He eyeballed me with obvious suspicion. “How do I know you aren’t going to hurt me anyway?”
“You don’t, but I’ll definitely hurt you if you don’t do what I say.”
He crawled over to my body, looking around as he made his way through the dirt and the dead, fallen leaves. “Look, I don’t want any trouble.”
“Seems to me you’re out here for no reason but trouble.”
He reached my body and untied the bindings on my feet. His touch caused a familiar tug at my belly – an urge to let my mental self snap back into my body – but I wasn’t ready to reveal myself.
“What makes you say that?” he asked.
“You’re searchers, aren’t you? From the city?”
“We’re from the city, yeah, but we’re not searchers. We’re Horsemen.”
I mentally pushed the air around him, roughing him up just a little. He squealed and moved away from me, batting at the air.
“What’s that?” I asked. “I’m from the city, and I’ve never heard of a horseman.”
He hadn’t untied my hands, so I began to mentally untie them. He didn’t notice. “It’s what they call our group: The Horsemen.”
My hands were free, so I returned to my body and sat up. “What do you want, then? Why are you here?” I said out loud.
His lip curled up in a sneer, and he glared at me. He was bred to think talking out loud was vulgar. “We’re here to deliver a message,” he finally said. “I need to talk to your . . . parents.”
“My parents are dead, thanks to animals like you,” I said. “Where’s the other one? The fourth one?”
“He’s around. Somewhere.” His eyes skittered back and forth, probably looking for help from the fourth man, but in his efforts, he’d noticed the head of his friend, its eyes gazing at the canopy of trees in surprise.
“It took a few minutes,” I said.
He looked at me but didn’t respond.
I gestured towards the head. “I could feel him. He was still alive for a few minutes, having thoughts and trying to make sense of why his muscles weren’t working. He was just about dead before he realized what happened. Not the brightest guy, huh?”
He blinked. “You did that?”
“Yeah.”
He looked back at the ground. “We thought you were dead.”
“Well, I’m not. I’m right here, and I’m waiting for some answers. What do you want?” I punctuated the question with a blast of force to his chest. It thrust him back a few feet, dragging his butt across the ground.
He let out a muffled grunt. “I told you. I’m here to deliver a message. I need to talk to the leaders, Silver and Tabby. They’re still here, right?”
“Tell me the message. I’ll take it to them,” I said.
He shook his head. “I can’t do that. I can only deliver the message to the leaders. That’s the way it works.”
I changed my tactic. “Why don’t you have a horse?”
“We did have horses. They died in the mountains. We had to eat them.”
A sharp pop a dozen feet behind me made me look around. The fourth man was back. I opened my senses and scanned for another person, but I could only sense myself and my prisoner – who, upon sensing a break in my concentration, was trying to scuttle away into the woods. This time, I knocked him so hard that his head hit a tree trunk. He dropped to the ground, unconscious.
I rushed over to him and tied his hands behind him with the lash I’d removed from myself, then I turned in a circle, looking for the fourth man. “I know you’re there,” I said.
He laughed – at least, it was his version of a laugh. To my ears, it was more of a series of grunts. It gave away his location. He was leaning against a tree, still back in the forest. I reached out to him with my senses, but I still couldn’t feel him. Shaking my head to clear it, I took a step towards him and felt for him again.
“You won’t see me. Not like that,” he said. He pushed away from the tree and casually walked into the clearing. The fire separated us, and I moved to keep it between us. “We thought you were dead, but I’m glad you’re here. Makes this more of a challenge.”
“The experiments didn’t stop.”
He shook his head once. “Nope.”
“I thought – I thought they were all dead.”
He scowled. “You only killed the weak ones.”
“No. I destroyed the entire facility. All of them. Even the leader.”
“You’re a stupid girl. A girl who didn’t learn anything about their kind. There’s always more, always another. Someone they report to or live with – even the janitor, for Christ’s sake. After you gave them the proof they needed, it’ll never end.”
“No,” I said, louder.
He shrugged. “I don’t care if you believe me or not, but I’ve waited for this day for a long time.” He took a few steps to his left, and I moved to mine, as well.
“What’s special about today?” I asked.
“It’s the day I kill you,” he said out loud. His voice was scratchy and grizzled. He hocked up a wad of something and spat it towards the fire. It hit a rock at the edge and sizzled.
“I don’t think so,” I said.
“Think what you want, but if it wasn’t for you, my life would have been a lot more pleasant.”
“I’ve never even met you,” I said, but the crushing feeling inside my chest told me it didn’t make a difference. The people who’d made me into a freak had made him one, too, and by the sound of it, he’d been treated a lot worse than I had.
“Hey, about that old guy,” he said. “The one you were with?”
“Silver?” A flutter of panic rushed through me. I’d forgotten about Silver. Where was he? I immediately stretched out my thoughts, feeling for him.
“You won’t find him like that,” he said.
“Silver,” I yelled. “Silver! Where are you?!”
The guy’s grunting laugh brought me back to the fireside. I studied him. It was daylight, but the trees above us kept us in deep shade. The jumping flames illuminated his face. There were two long scars down both sides of his face, highlighting the sharpness of his cheekbones. For a second, I thought his teeth had been filed to points, but it was just my imagination. I blinked away the image.
“That wasn’t in your head,” he said. He stretched his mouth wide, and a forked tongue lolled out of his mouth and flicked up and down before snapping back between his lips.
The panic surged into a wave. My arms and legs were starting to feel wobbly, and the almost-forgotten sensation of desperation flooded me. My abilities wanted to surge out of me and kill this obvious threat, but something held it back.
“Wow,” he said. “You really do have a magnificent amount of power. Legendary, really – at least, it was legendary. Until I came along.”
I sidestepped to my right just as burning logs erupted from the fire and sprayed over the spot where I’d just been standing. I raised my arms and pushed a deflecting puff of air away from me. Then, I held the air in place, effectively shielding me from whatever else he might try.
“So, back to that guy,” he continued. “He was from the mountain, yeah? The guy who ran away with a city-damaged woman?”
I didn’t answer. I knew what he was going to say: He’d killed Silver. A part of me hoped if I didn’t let him say it, then it wouldn’t be true. I let my anger go, and air rushed away from me in every direction in an audible pulse. What was left of the fire was extinguished. Dirt, leaves, branches, and even the trees themselves pushed away, leaving nothing surrounding me.
Nothing except for him.
He was still standing in the exact same spot, completely unscathed.
My rage redoubled, and I slashed at him through the air. The deadly blades of molecules should have cut him to ribbons, but he just stood there, smiling. “That all you got?”
I screamed and launched my body up, imagined my feet stomping him into the ground, pulverizing his bones. But everything I did went right through him. It was like he was a ghost.
Wait. Was he even there?
I dropped back to the ground, only an arm’s length away from him.
“You think you’ve got it figured out?” He tapped a finger to his forehead. “I’m not a projection. I’m real, baby.” Something shoved me from behind, and I lurched forward. He grabbed me by my upper arms and squeezed just hard enough to hurt. He leaned in close, his eyes roaming over me in a too-intimate way. “They never told us you were pretty.”
“Let go of me,” I said through clenched teeth. I jerked against his hold, but he didn’t release me. I mentally picked up a rock from the ground and raised it to drop it onto his head, but it shattered into dust.
“I told you,” he said. “You’re no match for me. I’ve got your power a thousand times over.” He dipped his head and sniffed my neck and hair.
I cringed and imagined electrical surges bursting away from me, but it had no impact on him at all.
He laughed, then coughed and spit again. “I wanted this power. Asked for it. I suffered.” His hands tightened on my arms, and against my will, a tiny whimper escaped me. “I suffered for so long, and so much. They said you were in their facility for nearly a year. I was in there for ten – and I’m going to take back every. Single. Second. From you.”
I reared back my head and bashed my forehead into his nose as hard as I could. Blood burst from his face, soaking both our chests. He screamed and released me.
I jumped into the air. It was faster than running, and I had to get away from him, from what he was, what he wanted, what he made me want to do . . . and what I’d already done.




Chapter 3

I arrived back at the settlement, breathless. First, I went home, hoping to find Silver there. Tabby looked up from preparing a deer skin. She grabbed my hands in hers, and I looked down at them. They were raw and red, rough against my own skin. I forced myself to look into her eyes.
“Where is he?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“You left him?”
“I’m pretty sure they killed him,” I said. My face felt warm, and I reached up, expecting to wipe away blood. It was water. Tears. I hadn’t realized I was crying, and a sob choked my throat.
Tabby stumbled backwards, looking for something to sit on. Not finding anything handy, she plunked to the floor. “You left him.” Her eyes were flicking around the room, looking for something. Maybe for Silver. “Who is it?”
“They’re from the city, but they say they’re not searchers. They’re–”
She cut me off. “You talked to them? What happened out there?”
“I’m trying to tell you–”
The door slammed open, cutting me off. It was Red. He took two huge steps and folded me into his arms. “Whose blood is all over you?” he asked. His arms tightened on me.
My stomach did a flip-flop, thinking of how I’d killed those two men without a thought, how I’d tried to kill the fourth man, and how I’d realized my only choice was to turn tail and run. “You told him,” I said to Tabby.
“No, I didn’t,” she argued. “Nimisila. I just need you to tell me what’s going on and what happened.”
“Someone must have told him,” I said. Latching onto the argument gave me a moment of reprieve. I didn’t want to talk about it.
“Tikka told me,” Red said. “Can we forget about that right now? Tabby’s right. We need to know what’s going on.” He released me and guided me to sit on the floor beside Tabby. He sat beside me so that we were facing each other in a little circle. He gave me a smile and an encouraging nod.
“Okay,” I began. “We went into the woods. We saw their fire, and I went ahead to see who was there. There were three strangers around the fire, and they were talking about coming here and getting rid of us. I tried to surprise them, only another of them – a fourth – found my body and knocked me over the head. When I came to, they had me tied up. I killed two of them, and there was only one left, but I knew there was another. I was trying to get him to tell me about the fourth when he showed up.”
“Weren’t you feeling for them? He just surprised you like that?” Tabby asked.
“I can’t feel him. He’s . . . different. He’s got abilities.” I held up my hands helplessly. “He’s way more powerful than me. I’m lucky I got away.”
“How’d you get away?” Red asked. He reached for my hand and stroked the back of it with his thumb.
I recounted how the fourth man had grabbed me after I’d tried to cut him down. Desperate to get away, I’d used an old-fashioned headbutt – something he apparently hadn’t expected from someone like me.
“Did he follow you?” Red asked.
“I – I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t feel him. It’s like he isn’t even alive.”
Tabby closed her eyes. “We don’t know where Silver is, or if he is alive, and we don’t know where this monster man is, either. We know he still has at least one other person with him, too, and we know they want to get rid of us.” She ticked the things off on her fingers as she said them. Each tick made me feel smaller. Her eyes popped open. “Do I have it right?”
I cringed at the hostility in her voice. “Yes,” I said.
“Oh, and you can’t sense the monster man, so you don’t know if he followed you, and yet, you came straight home.”
“I’m sorry, okay? I was recently hit in the head, you know.”
“We need a plan,” Red said. “I thought Silver had a protocol for dealing with searchers.”
“They’re not searchers,” I said.
Red’s eyes brightened. “So, maybe they don’t want to kill us. Maybe they aren’t from the city.”
“They’re from the city,” I said, “and they never said they were here to kill us, but I don’t think their intentions are good, judging by what I just encountered.”
“He sounds strangely interested in you,” Tabby said.
“He was surprised to find me here. He said he thought I was dead.”
“But now that he’s found you, it sounds like you are who he wants.”
Red held up his hands. “Let’s not rush into anything,” he said. “Maybe she is who he wants, but we’re not going to just give her up, are we?”
Tabby’s eye twitched slightly. “She left Silver out there.”
“Tabby,” I said. “I didn’t want to. He forced me to separate from him.”
She turned a hard eye on me. “After all this time – after he protected you, kept you here when he thought you were dangerous, gave you food and shelter, and treated you as if you were his very own daughter – you left him there.”
“That’s enough,” Red said. “We need to plan what to do when they get here. Now, think, Nim. What exactly are they here for, if they weren’t expecting to find you?”
“I don’t know,” I said. I recalled the conversation around the fire. “They were planning to come to the settlement tomorrow. One of them didn’t like the idea. He said we’d been out here on our own for so long, we weren’t a threat.”
“What else?” Red prompted. He smiled and leaned forward, as if I were telling him about a surprise party.
“They aren’t searchers. The one told me that they’re called ‘Horsemen’. Only, their horses died in the mountains on the way here. It was too cold for them, I guess.”
“The weather,” Tabby said. Her face was pale. “The city is doing it. Just like they did before.”
Red’s nose scrunched up. Normally, when he made that face, I thought it was cute, but today, it made my heart hurt. “Doing what?”
Tabby didn’t seem to hear him. “What did you say they called themselves? The ‘horse-people’?”
“No, the Horsemen,” I said.
She grabbed my arm. “And there’s four of them?” she asked. “You’re sure?”
“There were four of them. Now, there’s two.”
Tabby got up and began pacing around us in a circle. “This is worse than I thought. I thought these were just going to be searchers, but . . . the Four Horsemen. Damn. That’s way more than I was prepared for.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “I never heard of the Horsemen before.”
She grabbed my tablet from my bed and turned it on. She manipulated it and passed it to me. Red scooched closer to me so that we could read it together. It was a description of a biblical prophecy from thousands of years ago. It featured Four Horsemen, who were supposed to be the forewarning of the coming apocalypse. They each symbolized a different type of catastrophe that would kill off much of the world before the last judgement of God over His people.
“I don’t understand,” I said, handing the tablet to Red as he bent to study it closer. “They’re here to signal the end of the world?”
“Right,” Tabby said. “In this story, the judgement has always been performed by God. Over the ages, man has interpreted this story to mean God is an omnipotent Being, but in the city . . . in the city, the mayor is God – or might as well be, anyway.”
“Then, they’re here to kill us?” Red asked.
Tabby shrugged. “They’re here to tell us of the coming apocalypse. Maybe that includes killing us; maybe it means being taken back to the city; maybe it’s just a warning. It depends how they’re interpreting the story.” She stopped and steepled her hands together. “It explains the weather, though. They’re bringing about another winter.”
Red threw up his hands. “What are you even talking about? We have winter every year. You mean they’re making a second winter?”
“Our winters are mild, Red,” Tabby said. She bowed her head. “It was a mistake to hide all this history from you kids; I knew we should’ve been passing it down.”
Red met my eyes. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”
I nodded.
“You kept me in the dark on this?” he asked.
“No, I just assumed you knew. Kids in the city learn the history of man in school. Don’t you teach them about where we came from and all that?” I asked Tabby.
“We’re wasting time,” Tabby said. “We need to get a plan together so that when they get here, we’ll be able to protect ourselves.”
“Tabby,” I said. I felt like knives were twisting in my gut. “We’re at their mercy.”
“We’re not giving up,” she said.
“I’m not suggesting we do,” I said, “but we can’t possibly fight them and win. He can kill us all with a single thought.”
“I understand that, but we have advantages.”
“We do?” Red asked.
“Of course,” she said. “This is all unfamiliar territory for them. We know the best hiding spots and the best places for a trap. We have Nimisila’s talents, and they don’t know what other talents we might possess.”
“I don’t follow,” Red said. “We don’t have any other talents.”
“They don’t know that,” Tabby said. “They know Nimisila was experimented on, and she learned how to do things as a result. Who’s to say she didn’t share those experiments with us and develop the same kinds of talents around here?”
I started to say that was ridiculous, but then I remembered the fourth man’s teeth, and how he felt like empty space to me. “That’s not half-bad,” I said. “I think we can work with that.”
“We can?” Red asked. “How are we going to convince them of something like that? We can’t just pretend to be telepathic.”
“You won’t pretend to be anything. We’ll just give them that impression,” I said.
“That sounds like the same thing,” he said.
“What other choice do we have?” Tabby said. “We’re going to round everybody up and move them down to the seal rocks. Then, I’ll return with Nim. We’ll convince them I have telepathic talents, too, and so does everyone else. They’ll leave, and everything will return to normal.”
“They’re not going to just leave,” I said.
“Sure, if that was their objective. They were likely sent to give us an ultimatum: Perish out here as the cold weather gets worse or return to the city as their servants. It’s what they’ve always done.”
My instinct said she was wrong about that. Even if that was their original objective, the fourth man clearly had a different agenda now. The thought of his teeth and his shapeshifting appearance sent a chill down my spine. Red put an arm around me, apparently thinking I was cold. “All right,” I said. “Red, find Tikka and get everyone else down to the rocks. Tabby and I will build up the fire pit, and hopefully, the smoke will attract them here, regardless of what he senses.”
Red hugged me a little too fiercely and kissed me. It made my toes curl – not just because I loved him, but because I had doubts about my ability to protect him and everyone else. Since I’d discovered the breadth of my ability to destroy things, I’d never been worried I couldn’t overcome danger; rather, I’d always doubted whether I should overcome it. It felt wrong to wield death so easily.
When the fourth man arrived, I would be on the other side of that conundrum, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.




Chapter 4

The fire was bigger than it had been in months. With the declining health of virtually everyone, there hadn’t been a reason to build a large fire as of late. Most of them stayed in their huts, allowing the young people – like Tikka, Red, and me – to take care of things around the settlement. Anyway, they were all quite rattled by the cold weather; being outside was harder on them.
I threw another load of wood onto the fire. The others had been clear of the settlement for an hour or more now. I occasionally reached out to sense them, off by the seal rocks. They seemed safe for now, but the cold of the waterfront and the lack of fire would soon be a problem.
A piercing wind blew through the settlement, dampening the fire and buffeting me. I didn’t like the sensation, and I held up a hand to block it, but the wind only increased. I turned to look in the direction the wind was coming from.
It was him.
I swallowed the huge chunk of fear that had lodged itself in my throat when I saw him. He smiled, his teeth normal for a moment, then sharpening to a point, then bloodied.
I blinked, and the vision interrupted.
He nodded and moved towards me. “You’re already adapting. I knew I wouldn’t be disappointed in your talents if I ever had the privilege of meeting you.”
“What do you want?”
He cleared his throat. “Why do you insist on communicating in such a barbaric manner?”
“It’s how I grew up,” I said. “Before people in the city tried to change me.”
“You should embrace your gifts.” He was close enough to touch me if he wanted, but he kept back.
“You have a chip, don’t you?”
“I do. Everyone of any worth has one.” He coughed out a laugh. “You were poor. Easy prey. I understand. But now, they recruit the best of the best. The elite sign up for the abuse. Can you believe that? They give up years of life on purpose. Just like that.” He snapped his fingers.
“What a foolish thing to do,” I said.
He grabbed my neck and pulled me to him. “Only a true fool would think so,” he hissed.
“You’re just their puppet. You think you’re going to get somewhere? Be something more? No. You’re a thing. A weapon. Expendable.”
His grip tightened on my throat, and I forced myself to remain calm. Over his shoulder, I saw Tabby emerge from our hut. She started to take a step towards us, but I shook my head.
“You think you were smart, then,” he said. “Escaping and killing all those people – people with families and children, I might add.” He seemed to lose his train of thought. “My own father was Head of Security in your facility. You killed him without a thought. Crushed him inside the building, while he tried to help others escape.”
“I’m sorry.” I was forced to say it mentally because I could no longer form words through the pressure on my neck. “I was young and afraid. I didn’t understand what was happening to me, and I certainly didn’t understand there was any other way. I just wanted it to stop. I needed it to stop.”
He lifted me off my feet and shook me, then dropped me onto the ground.
I heaved in a ragged breath. I let my hair fall over my face and glanced over at the hut. Tabby was no longer in sight.
“Let me tell you about what happened to me,” he began. “They starved me, then force-fed me. Drowned me and revived me. Branded me. Performed surgeries while I was awake and could feel it. Pulled out my fingernails and toenails. Have you ever heard of waterboarding? They did that to me, too.” He pulled his leg back and kicked me in the stomach. It seemed like a weak kick; it didn’t even hurt. But then, he grabbed me by the back of the neck and lifted me up. That hurt. He set me on my feet again so that he could lean down towards my face. “And I wanted those things to happen. I volunteered,” he said. His eyes glittered.
“You’re sick,” I said. “Or crazy.” I pushed his hand away.
“If it’s crazy to want power, then sign me up.” He walked around me in a tight circle, so close that I had to lean away. “This is where you ran off to? This dump?”
“I’m happy here, and the people are good to me.”
He came around in front of me again, but his eyes were wandering around the settlement. “You might as well live in a cave,” he said.
“I did, and I’d do it again to stay out of the city.”
“Careful. You don’t want to make me mad.” He waggled a scolding finger at my face. I wanted to bite it off. “Now. We need a place to sit down, like civilized people. You must live in one of these, uh, hovels. Right?” He gestured towards a nearby hut.
I pointed towards the one I lived in with Silver and Tabby. It was technically my home, though I already counted the one Red was building for us as my real home. I didn’t want this monster in that space, though.
He swept his hand out in front of me. “After you, dear Nimisila.” The way he said my name made a chill run down my spine.
I walked to our hut, and I heard him following me. I tried again to feel for him, but he simply wasn’t there. It gave me another chill to think about it.
“This weather is a little colder than you’re used to, yeah?” he asked.
I nodded and entered the hut. I hoped if Tabby was inside, she’d hidden herself well. I should’ve thought to take him to someone else’s hut. I took a seat on the floor, not wanting to sit near him at the table.
He stooped as he entered the hut and looked around. For a moment, I saw everything through his eyes; though the hut was always tidy and swept clean, the floor was only packed dirt. The walls were crude, and there were no windows. The only furnishings were the table and two benches, plus my bed pallet in the corner. The light that was still visible came from the fireplace.
He sat down across from me, stretching his legs out to one side and leaning back casually on one hand. “Nimisila,” he said. “I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”
I didn’t respond.
He didn’t seem to notice. “Where is everybody else?”
“Somewhere safe,” I said.
“They aren’t safe from me.”
“Where’s your friend?”
He shrugged. “He’s around.”
“Feeling vulnerable, then?”
“Not at all. He’s . . . well, this is embarrassing. He’s afraid of you.”
“But you’re not?”
“Nope. So, let’s cut the chitchat. I was sent here for a purpose, and I intend to fulfill it.” He reached out and twirled a lock of my hair. “It was a happy coincidence, finding you here with them.” I batted his hand away, and he smiled. The pointy teeth made a brief appearance, before I shunted them away with my thoughts. “Even faster than before. Soon, you won’t be able to see my shifts at all. What a clever girl you are.”
“Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” I said. 
He gave me a long-winded explanation about the Four Horsemen, boiling down roughly to what Tabby had already described. The only thing left was what the Horsemen would do when they arrived. Were they just going to announce the coming apocalypse and leave, or would they kill us?
“That about sums it up,” he said.
“No, it doesn’t. You haven’t told me what you want.”
“I want you. I want to keep you for my own little experiments.”
“I meant what the Horsemen want with us.”
“Oh. I thought it was obvious. We’re here to offer you a comfortable position in the city . . . or you can stay here and die. Up to you.”
“I won’t let you kill them,” I said.
“I’m not going to kill them,” he said, shrugging. “The weather will take care of that. Haven’t you noticed the unseasonable cold? It’s only going to get worse. In the next few months, the temperature is going to keep dropping.” He gestured vaguely towards the west. “The ocean is going to freeze over, for crying out loud.”
“I know how it works,” I said. “I know the city’s history.”
“Well, then you know I don’t need to kill them. The cold will do it for me.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Anyway, I don’t like the idea of killing people just for the sake of it. I’ll leave that to you.”
Despite myself, his comment stung. “I really am sorry about your dad,” I said, my cheeks burning. “I’ve wished many times I could undo what I did.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll get plenty of comfort from keeping you for myself.”
I didn’t argue – though, of course, I had no plans to go quietly.
“So, woman in the next room, could you come in here, please?” he said loudly.
The hut was quiet.
I didn’t dare try to feel for her myself; he seemed to sense what I was doing with my abilities. I didn’t want to confirm his suspicions if he was bluffing.
“Today, please,” he said. His hand darted out and grabbed my wrist, twisting it roughly. “I’ll break her arm if you don’t come out. I did say please.”
Tabby appeared in the doorway. “Don’t hurt her. I’ll do what you want.”
“Ah, good. A reasonable person. Now, what’s your name, please?”
“Tabitha,” she said.
“Are you from the city, Tabitha?”
She shook her head.
“Don’t lie, now,” he said. He clucked his tongue and wrenched my arm again. I clenched my teeth to keep from crying out. “I can sense your chip.”
Tabby blinked rapidly, then nodded. “I’m from the city, but I’ve lived out here so long, I don’t feel like I am anymore.”
“Mm-hm. Yes. Okay. My name is Thanosatos, Tabitha. My friends call me Thanos. Can I count you amongst my friends?”
Tabby met my eyes. I didn’t know which answer would satisfy him. I shrugged.
“Nimisila’s my friend,” he declared. “Isn’t she?” He leaned close to me and yanked my arm again. I let out a little yelp. “See? You can be my friend, too, Tabitha.”
“Call me Tabby,” she said, flashing a quick, forced smile. “Now that we’re friends, you can let go of Nim, right?”
He considered it for a moment, and then dropped my arm. I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and rubbed at the spot where his fingers had dug into my skin. There would certainly be a bruise there later.
“Here’s how our friendship is going to go, Tabby,” he began. “I’m going home to the city. I’m taking Nimisila with me. Can you speak for the rest of your people?”
“Maybe,” she said. “It depends what you want to know.”
“I want to know whether the rest of you are coming or not. Any number of people can come, granted; it’s not an all-or-nothing thing. Maybe you’d like to pose it to them?” He tipped his head, as if he’d just asked a polite question.
“They’re frail people,” she said. “Making a trip back over the mountains would be out of the question for all but the young.”
“You understand certain death awaits them if they stay.”
“I do,” she said. “I suppose it’s an individual decision.”
“What will you do, friend?” he asked.
“The man in the woods, the man who was with Nimisila earlier – is he dead?”
“Of course. He tried to attack us. We had no choice but to defend ourselves.”
Tabby’s eyes tried to seek mine out, but I dropped my gaze to the floor. The breath went out of me as I thought about Silver being dead. “Maybe you should just leave,” Tabby said flatly. “Take her with you, if that’s what you want.”
“Did you hear that?” he asked, turning to me. “She says I can take you. Isn’t that generous of her?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “What about the others? You’ll need to ask the others.”
“I’m staying, and so are they. I think you should go now. It’s what’s best for everyone.”
“You would deprive those people of a chance at survival? Even the young people?”
“I know enough about what will happen to them to say no. You’ve got what you want. Just go.” She took a step forward, and though he could’ve knocked her head off even without using his abilities, he scrambled to stand and yanked me up beside him, as if she’d threatened him.
“Fine,” he said. “We’ll just leave, then.”
“And take your friend with you – that jerk lurking around outside. You think we can’t see him?”
He dragged me towards the door by my upper arm. He was making yet another bruise.
“Wait,” I said. “I want to say goodbye.”
Tabby sniffed. “I’ll tell them you said so.”
“Red–”
She cut me off. “And a red sky to you, as well.”
“Weirdos,” Thanos mumbled to himself. “You heard the lady. She’ll make your excuses. Let’s go.”
I stumbled after him as he left the hut, confusion clouding my thoughts. I wanted – needed – to see Red, but she’d deliberately kept me from saying it. Did she have a plan I didn’t know about?
The man I’d knocked out earlier emerged from behind a neighboring hut, yanking up the zipper on his pants and spitting on the ground as he went. I curled my lip in disgust. They thought we were barbarians?
“It’s time to go,” Thanos said.
The other guy looked around. “What about everyone else? There’s more than just her and the old guy.”
“They’re staying for the deep freeze. Let’s go. I don’t even want to think about how cold those damn mountains are going to be now.”
“Shouldn’t I have some provisions? A shelter or something?” I asked, trying to dig in my heels a little.
Thanos wasn’t having it. “We’ve got plenty. You killed two men, remember?” His grip tightened as he said it, and I winced. He kept walking, and I had no choice but to follow him.
I looked back towards the hut. Tabby wasn’t in sight. I wanted to tell her I loved her, but her eagerness for Thanos to take me stopped me. Did she blame me for Silver’s death? Was letting them take me her revenge?
◆◆◆
 
We left their camp immediately. They’d already packed up their things, and they were happy to give me the load of the two men I’d killed. We didn’t have to walk, though; Thanos lifted us through the air and had us moving faster than I would have expected. By nightfall, we’d reached the foot of the mountains. He set us down near a stream. Thanos sat on a log, while the other one – I’d overheard Thanos calling him Ord – rushed around, setting up a shelter and lighting a fire.
I didn’t offer to help. I huddled on the ground, as far from Thanos as he would let me. He’d surrounded me with a bubble of air that kept me within a few feet of him at all times. I thought if I concentrated hard enough, I could pierce the bubble and escape, but every time I started to muster the courage to try, Tabby telling Thanos to take me popped into my head. Then, I’d remember I had nowhere to go. Tabby had made it clear I wasn’t welcome there after failing to take care of Silver, and obviously, I didn’t want to return to the city. Where else could I go? There was nothing for me.
Thanos noticed the fire going. He stood from his log and strode towards it. It was just far enough away for the bubble to force me to move. It dragged me across the ground until I got my feet under me and stood. Thanos winked at me and squatted in front of the fire. “We’ll stay here a few days,” he said to Ord. “The trip over the mountains is harder, and I want to make sure we can get over it in one shot. Go get us something fresh to eat, would you?”
Ord didn’t argue, nor did he even answer. He simply walked out of camp without a word.
Thanos jerked a thumb at him as he left, then looked at me. “He doesn’t talk much,” he said. He cleared his throat and coughed around the rasp.
“Why’re you talking at all?” I asked. “I thought it was beneath you.”
“I’m just trying to make you comfortable, is all.”
“What for?”
He reached across the space between us. The bubble contracted until I was in reach. He ran a finger over my cheek, but I jerked away. “You can make this easy, or you can make this hard,” he said, dropping his arm.
The bubble returned to its previous size.
“I thought I’d feel differently about you,” he said after a long pause.
“Why are you taking me back?” I asked.
“They want you back. They thought you were dead, but they’ve always wanted you back – ever since those sissy searchers came back, crying over how you’d killed all those cats and chased them off like it was nothing.” His face contorted for a moment, and I realized he was trying to repress a genuine smile. “The mayor relieved them of their posts. Turned off all their chips, too – but they never changed their story. Always said you were dead.” He picked a twig up from the ground, studied it in his hand for a moment, and then tossed it into the fire. It caught fire in mid-air and flared like a struck match. “They said you killed some of their party. Others like me. With abilities. They weren’t very talented, but they had something. Enough for the mayor to think they’d be able to catch you. Seems he was wrong.” He tossed a stone into the fire next. “Did you? Kill them?”
“No,” I said. “I didn’t kill any of them.”
“That’s not what they said.”
“A cat killed one of them before they decided to return, but I didn’t kill any of them. In fact, I intervened and killed all the cats before anybody else got hurt.” A thrill of triumph ran through me. I wasn’t a total monster; I’d helped people who were sent to kill me. Surely, that must have been worth something.
He nodded. “I know two stayed with you – and the woman. What was her name?”
“Gayle,” I said. I looked down at my hands. They were clenched tight together, my knuckles white. “Her name was Gayle.”
“Uh-huh, and what happened to Gayle? Is she back there, with the old people?”
I shook my head. My eyes were suddenly wet, and I squished them shut. I couldn’t let him see my weakness.
“Did you kill her?” he asked.
My eyes flew open. “What? No. Of course not.”
“Then, what happened to her?”
“Cats killed them. All three of them.”
“Ah,” he said. He nodded and resumed throwing bits of debris into the fire. “Seems awful convenient; cats did all your dirty work for you.”
“The cats were hunting us,” I said.
“And yet, you made it.”
“I can protect myself. They couldn’t.”
He didn’t respond.
“I’m serious,” I argued. “Gayle was injured, so I carried her, but I was weak from the trip, and we’d stopped for me to rest. I was asleep inside the shelter. If someone hadn’t screamed, I would’ve been dead, too. I killed all the cats, but I was too late.”
He nodded.
“Everyone I’ve ever cared about has died or betrayed me,” I continued. “My own aunt turned me over to those . . . those people who did this to me.”
“The story is you stayed with her. After the destruction of the lab.”
“I did,” I said. “She was afraid of me. She only let me stay because she thought I’d hurt her.”
“Would you have? Hurt her?”
“Of course not,” I snapped. “She was the only family I had left. They killed my parents, you know. Because they could. They’re monsters, Thanos. All of them.”
“Even my dad, right?”
“If he knew what they were doing, then yeah, even your dad,” I said.
Thanos looked at me. “He knew what they were doing.” He turned back to the fire. “How old do you think I am, Nimisila?”
I shrugged. Despite his physique, his face was smooth, rounded, and babyish. “I don’t know. Fifteen?”
He shook his head. “Nope. I’m the same age as you. I was recruited while you were still in the lab, even.” He threw a pine cone into the fire. It burst, showering us with small bits of flame. He held up his hands to protect himself. “I was in another lab. The one they built for the kids with chips. The ones who volunteered.”
I frowned. “Why would they have a lab for kids with chips? Isn’t verbal telepathy enough?”
“Nothing is ever enough – not to the ambitious.”
Ord emerged from the trees, carrying a dead rabbit. He’d already gutted and skinned it.
Thanos nodded at him. “Good job,” he said. “I’m tired of squirrel.”
Skewering the carcass with a stick, Ord nodded. He moved to roast it over the fire.
“Do we have any water?” I asked. “I need to take care of some, um, personal things.”
My ears popped when the bubble around us dissipated.
“Don’t go far – and don’t test me, Nimisila,” Thanos said.
I glanced at Ord. He didn’t appear to even notice I’d spoken. I stood up and stretched my legs, then grabbed my canteen and left the campfire. I moved towards the stream I’d seen earlier. I filled the canteen and splashed water on my face. It was achingly cold. I wiped my hands on my pants and looked for a spot where I could relieve myself in relative privacy.
When I went to stand up, though, I caught a glimpse of my reflection. It looked just like a less-harried version of my mom. It prompted me to wonder what I was doing. Here I was, going along with Thanos without resistance. Shouldn’t I have been trying to get away? Shouldn’t I have been trying to rid the world of him and everyone like him?
What would my mom have done?
I walked slowly back to camp, sipping the canteen as I thought about it. My mom had never done anything rebellious, as far as I knew. She’d followed every rule and gone along silently, when her only child was denied a chance at a normal existence. She’d worked long and hard; she’d scrubbed her hands into red, rough, leathery things to provide us with even the merest scraps of subsistence.
But would she have thought it was okay to go along with Thanos?
I felt the bubble reform around me and contract to pull me closer to Thanos. I didn’t struggle, but when I got close, I read the malice in his expression.
A flash of pain seared through my brain, and I closed my eyes.
He was standing there, in my mind’s eye, looking at me. “Don’t get any ideas,” he said. “I’m taking you back with me, whether you want me to or not.”
My insides felt like they were slithering around, slimy and moldy.
He could read my thoughts.
He was in my brain, looking at my innermost sensations, right this very moment.
Rage built in me. I grabbed his mental doppelganger and threw it out of my head.
My eyes flew open.
He was smiling – and I wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad.




Chapter 5

The city was off in the distance. For just a moment, the familiarity of it was comforting, but it didn’t last. Anger began to slowly unfurl in my gut. I did my best to tamp it down.
Thanos dropped us to the ground, and the ever-present bubble developed around me. “We walk from here,” he said.
“Why?” Ord complained. He didn’t bother shielding his thoughts from me. “It’s still miles off.”
Thanos shot him a look. Ord nodded and looked away.
“Is it a secret?” I asked.
“No,” Thanos said. “I just shouldn’t have to tell him. He knows the rules.”
“Physical telepathy is not sanctioned in sight of the city, except in experimental locations, blah, blah, blah,” Ord projected in a stiff, falsetto voice.
“You have telepathic abilities?” I asked Ord.
He sniffed. “No.”
“He didn’t make the cut,” Thanos said.
Ord’s face turned red. “You know, it’s just because my mom wouldn’t sign off on it. I would’ve been a good recruit.”
Thanos shrugged. “If you say so.”
Despite myself, I stifled a giggle. Ord was easy to get a rise out of, and Thanos enjoyed doing it as often as possible – so much so that he hardly seemed to care anymore when he succeeded – but he noticed my reaction, and his mouth curled into a tiny, secret smile, which he tried to hide from me by turning away.
The anger still churning in my stomach turned to heavy lead. “If you can’t use telepathic abilities, why am I still in the bubble?” I asked.
It was Ord’s turn to smile. “Yeah, Thanos. Why is she still in the bubble?”
“She’s the only one who can see or feel the bubble – and I like keeping her close.” He winked at me, and a shiver of revulsion ran down my spine. He was constantly making suggestive comments, which made me think his plan for me mostly involved torture of a sexual nature.
He shouldered his pack and started walking towards the city. I had no choice but to follow him. Ord walked behind us. I could feel his eyes on my back. Another shiver.
The inside of the bubble began to get warm. Sweat formed on my forehead, and I swiped it away with my sleeve. A trickle of sweat was soon forming between my shoulder blades, as well. “Wow, when did it get so warm?” I said.
“It didn’t,” Thanos said. “You were shivering, so I warmed up the bubble. Yeah?”
I didn’t know how to respond, and my mouth hung open like a dead fish on the beach.
Thanos laughed. I could feel him trying to change his form, but I wouldn’t let myself see it. Whatever it was, I wouldn’t have liked it. “Hey, you finally did it,” he said. He gave a little nod of approval. The bubble began to feel cooler. “I’ll even give you a little reward for that.”
We reached the city gates just before nightfall. The guard waved Ord and Thanos in. He pointed at me. “You. State your name and business.”
“She’s with us,” Thanos said. “A conquest.”
The guard laughed and opened the gate wider so that we could all pass. “Searchers. Always bringing home the bacon, I tell you.” He laughed again and clanged the gate shut behind us.
Ord puffed out his chest and continued.
Thanos paused. “Any news?”
“I hear the mayor’s going crazy over the weather control. It’s not working like it’s supposed to.” The guard leaned against the station wall. “You know how she is.”
Thanos nodded. “What about the power plant?”
“It’s still running. Barely. She’s going to get us all killed. We need the power plant.” He shifted his gaze to me. “Good thing you brought back someone who can help.”
Crap. The guard knew who I was. I studied him closer. Did I recognize him? He didn’t seem familiar. He was a good decade older than me, and not as old as my parents would’ve been, so I couldn’t imagine having known him when I still lived in the city.
Thanos didn’t respond to the comment. “Thanks for the news. Gotta get her into processing. See ya.”
“Yup.”
Thanos clamped a hand on my shoulder and moved me away from the station. The bubble was gone, but I didn’t dare try to move away from him.
“I thought you said you weren’t a searcher,” I said, as soon as we were out of earshot.
“You can’t believe everything you hear,” he said.
“You’re going to kill me?”
He didn’t answer. He steered me down the street, towards the center of the city. Some things looked familiar, but there’d been a lot of changes. Many houses along the street had been torn down.
“What happened to all these people?” I asked.
Thanos shrugged. “They moved somewhere else, I guess.”
We caught up to Ord. He was standing at a corner, waiting for us. “Let’s get this over with,” Ord said. “You know I don’t like dealing with the night crew.”
“You go on home,” Thanos said. “We’ll do that in the morning.”
Ord’s face stretched into a leer. His gaze swept from my breasts to my feet and back up again. “You want some alone-time, yeah?” He licked his lips. “I wouldn’t mind a turn when you’re done.”
“I said, go home,” Thanos said.
Ord’s spine stiffened. “Fine – but don’t think I’ll stay quiet if something goes wrong.”
Thanos and Ord locked eyes. Thanos leaned forward slightly. Ord was in pretty good shape, but it was obvious who would be on the receiving end of a beating if they started to fight. Personally, I wouldn’t have minded if they started fighting – it might have offered me the chance to get away – but Ord knew where he stood. He broke his stare and turned, giving a flaccid wave over his shoulder as he walked away. The grip on my shoulder tightened, then relaxed and dropped away completely when Ord turned a corner, out of sight.
“Come on,” Thanos said. He walked away from me.
I glanced around. Where could I run and hide? There was nothing close by.
“You won’t be able to hide from me,” he announced into my brain.
Another beat went by. He was right. If I wanted to get away from him, I’d have to do it when he was incapacitated somehow.
Reluctantly, I followed him. We walked past the special school I’d gone to, for kids without telepathic chips. The windows in the front of the building were broken, and the door was boarded up. He turned down a street, and then another. We were following the route I used to take to go home from school.
I jogged to catch up to him. “Wait,” I said. “Where are we going?”
“Your old house,” he said. “I thought you might like to spend a night there.”
“By now, someone must live there,” I said, “or it’s nearly falling down. Has someone been taking care of it?”
The sun was down, and the shadows were deepening. It was hard to tell whether any of the homes we were passing were in good repair or not. At one time, they would’ve been just this side of habitable, so to see them still standing meant there had been a change in fortune.
“Someone does live there,” he said. “Me.”
“I thought you were well-off,” I said.
“I was – am. I asked to have your house.”
My head began to swim. I tried to put a little physical space between us.
“I told you, Nimisila,” he continued. “I’m ambitious. You and I are easily the two strongest specimens ever turned out by the experiment. We could be partners.”
“Partners?”
“Yep. The two of us could easily get control of the city. It wouldn’t be difficult.”
“I thought you meant to torture me,” I said.
“Only insofar as it advances your abilities. I know you have more potential. You’re practically limitless, just like me – but I don’t think I have to. You learned how to resist my shifting ability, just in the days we’ve known each other. That tells me you only require motivation. Is getting revenge on the people who did this to you not motivation?”
He paused and turned towards a house. Even in the dark, I knew it was mine, but I couldn’t tell if the porch still sagged, or the yard was well-kept. “Here we are.” He waved towards the house. “Let’s go inside.”
He opened the door, and I followed him in. It smelled the same. I inhaled the scent of boiling pasta and wood ash. Thanos turned on a light, and I was shocked to find all the same furnishings in the living area. The couch no longer sagged, and the fabric wasn’t threadbare, but it looked the same.
I glanced over at Thanos. He was smiling, waiting for my reaction. “I don’t understand,” I said. “You’re hostile to me. I killed your father. It was your job to kill me, and you want me to partner with you? What does that even mean?”
“It means what you want it to mean,” he said. He dropped his pack beside the door and sat on the couch. He patted the spot next to him. “Have a seat.”
I dropped my pack, too, but I didn’t sit. I started pacing in front of the fireplace, which was scrubbed clean. Three or four logs had been thrown in to look nice, but it clearly hadn’t been burned in quite some time. “I don’t understand at all,” I continued. “You thought I was dead. You said it to my face; you and everyone else thought I was dead. So, why would you go to all this trouble?”
“When the searchers came back, I read their thoughts,” he said. “They couldn’t hide it from me; you weren’t dead. I’m just glad they convinced everyone else. My only worry was you hadn’t survived after they parted ways with you, but you’re a resourceful girl, Nimisila. Just the right person to help me.”
My head whirled through the possibilities. What could he possibly be playing at?
I thought back to the last time I’d been in this house with my parents. It’d been inconsequential, like any other day, really. We’d gone through the morning routine, and I’d left for school.
I glanced around the room. It was both familiar and foreign. None of my mother’s pictures hung on the walls, and though the house didn’t smell like fresh paint, the lack of shadows where the pictures had hung told me Thanos had painted the room since taking over the house.
My gaze shifted to him. He was leaning back on the couch, his arm across the back, one ankle casually crossed over his other leg. He was trying to read my thoughts, but I wouldn’t let him back in. Somehow, that didn’t seem to bother him.
“This is a lot for you to process; I know,” he said, after a long pause. “You’ve got time to think about it, but I can’t let you leave this house. For obvious reasons.”
“What reasons?” I asked.
“For one, if the mayor finds you, they’ll take you right over to the lab for more experiments. I’m sure you don’t want that.”
“I don’t understand. What is it you want from me?”
“I want you to help me overthrow the mayor. We’ll take control of the city, get things back on track. Make the world a better place.”
I stared at him. Was he crazy? He must have been, because he was saying crazy things.
“I’m not crazy,” he said.
I jerked my head up and met his eyes.
He held up his hands in surrender. “Whoa, I didn’t read your thoughts. It was just a guess.” He got up from the couch and motioned for me to follow him. He went down the hall to my room and opened the door. “Your bed is made up. Why don’t you get some rest, and we can talk about it in the morning?”
His body blocked part of the doorway, and I squished myself against the frame to pass into the room without touching him. I kept my eyes on him.
He gave me a sympathetic smile. Then, he opened the closet door, revealing some clothes for me to change into. “Bathroom is stocked, too. The windows don’t open, so don’t try. I’ll see you in the morning.” He left the room and closed the door behind him.
I sat on the bed. The blankets were mine. I recognized the print on the fabric, and there was a stain on one corner where I’d used the blanket to clean up spilled grape juice once, when I was small. I traced the jagged outline of the stain with a finger. I didn’t like the idea Thanos was batting around. I didn’t want to oversee the city; I didn’t want to oversee anything.
I wanted to go back to Red, and my life with him. In my mind’s eye, I pictured him: the way he smiled when I came into a room, the way his hair shimmered in the sun, the way he held my hand when he knew I was nervous.
I’d likely never see him again.
I wondered whether the weather had turned even worse since we’d left. If it had, many of the people in the settlement wouldn’t last. They were too frail to survive much adversity.
My thoughts strayed back to Tabby. She’d acted so oddly. Maybe I’d deserved to be sent away. Maybe I should’ve done something more for Silver. I shouldn’t have let him come with me. I should have insisted he stayed with Tabby, instead of tracking Thanos with me.
A nightshirt was hanging in the closet. I closed the curtains and undressed self-consciously to put it on. The fabric was uncharacteristically soft, and it fit me perfectly. I rubbed my cheek against the collar. I turned out the light and got into bed, pulling the covers up tight around me. A scent from my former life washed over me. My mom didn’t wear perfume – we couldn’t afford something like that – but she did smell like lemons, and the faint acidity of citrus was present in my blankets.
A tear slid down my cheek. I really missed her.




Chapter 6

I slept well past noon the next day. Thanos didn’t wake me, and I didn’t hear anybody moving around in the house. My eyes felt pasted shut and heavy, but eventually, I managed to open them and get out of bed. I washed up in the bathroom and put on some clean clothes, before easing my bedroom door open and creeping out of my room.
Thanos didn’t seem to be around, and I felt the tension between my shoulders fade. I went to the kitchen and looked in the fridge for something to eat. At the settlement, we didn’t have the luxury of appliances like this, and I marveled at the chill that oozed out over my bare toes as I leaned in to look around. There wasn’t a lot, but I found a side of roasted meat and some cheese, and when I looked around on the counter, I found a loaf of bread. I sliced a bit of meat and cheese and put it between two slices of bread. Then, I opened a cupboard, found a plate, and dropped my simple lunch onto it. I used the tap to fill a glass of water. These simple things were what I’d really missed about the city – if there was anything that I could honestly say I’d missed.
The dining room table was the same. I sat at it with my plate and glass. I’d just taken a giant bite out of the sandwich when I heard the back door open and shut.
Thanos came into the dining room and cleared his throat. “I didn’t think you were ever going to get out of bed,” he said. “You must’ve really needed the rest.”
I shrugged and continued chewing my sandwich.
He glanced at it. “You like that? I wasn’t sure what you’d like.” He pointed at the sandwich.
“It’s fine,” I said, tucking my next bite of food into my cheek as I said it.
“I know when you were a kid, you often went hungry,” he said.
I wondered if that was a commentary on my manners. I tried to slow down and chew my food thoroughly. Back when I’d first gotten free of the city, hunger was something I couldn’t stand. Near-starvation should’ve made me more tolerant, but it didn’t.
He looked around the room, and then returned his gaze to me. I tried to concentrate on the food, but I was acutely aware of him studying me. “What’re you thinking today?” he asked. “About my plan?”
“You don’t have a plan,” I said.
“You know what I mean.” He turned his attention to his cuticles, faintly scowling.
“What’s wrong with the power plant?” I asked. I drained the glass of water, looking at him over the rim.
“It’s running out of fuel.”
I resumed eating my sandwich, hoping he’d say more.
“We’re sending some people to mine more of the fuel,” he continued, “but it’s difficult work; people die from the exposure to radon, and the few who’ve made it back were attacked by outsiders and lost their mining payloads.” He stood up and looked out the window. “That’s why they’ve changed the weather. They want to wipe out the groups who are blocking receipt of the fuel.”
A chunk of food lodged in my throat, and I thumped my fist against my chest to dislodge it. “Hang on,” I said. “The mayor is wiping out all that remains of humanity for a power plant?”
“You get it. I knew you would,” he said. “We’re the only ones who can stop it.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “What is it you plan to stop?”
“The mayor. I’m going to stop the weather, and we’re going to use a new, pure source of energy. One that won’t create the hazardous waste we bury for future generations. Don’t you see? There can be enough for everyone. We don’t have to take over the world. We can just be here, in the city, and coexist with people like yours.”
If I could have stopped the weather from freezing over the rest of the Earth, I’d love to have done it, but could I trust Thanos to do it with me? “How do I know you aren’t just going to take over and go power-crazed?”
“You don’t,” he said, “but I won’t. I’m worried for the people outside the city.” He paused and turned back to the window so that I couldn’t see his face. “People like your group. People like my dad’s.”
“I thought you said your dad was dead.”
“Officially, he did die, but he’s not dead. He was one of the few who escaped from your facility when you destroyed it. He came to get me – to take me with him – but I wouldn’t go. I thought I knew better than him. I thought he was just being selfish, but he was right – and you were, too. He knew what they were doing to you and your friends. Your families. It’s why he helped them escape.”
I looked up sharply from my sandwich. “Helped whom?”
“Your families. They made it seem like they’d killed your families. Actually, it was my dad who did that. He was supposed to kill them, but he didn’t. He let them go, sent them out of the city, and when he finally had the opportunity you gave him, he escaped from the city, too.”
I tamped down the little seedling of hope that sprang up in my throat. My parents weren’t alive. This was just another manipulation, just another game. He was messing with me. I prompted, “And you didn’t go because . . .?”
“I was young and arrogant. I thought I could solve all the city’s problems if I just saw my training through. A part of me wanted to leave; you bet. I was enduring a lot of physical discomfort to form my abilities. But they’d messed with my head. I believed all their propaganda. I thought my dad was running away like a wounded animal. I thought he didn’t have any pride.”
“You’re still young,” I said. “Still arrogant.”
“That’s why you’re here,” he said. “I think you can save me from myself. You saved my dad, and I think you can save me, too.” He turned back to me, and his eyes were shining. I pretended not to notice. “Look. This is a big deal. I know I’m asking you to put a lot of trust in me, and I haven’t been very trustworthy. I’m going to do something for you, and when it’s done, if you don’t want to help me, that’s fine. I’ll walk away and leave you alone. I promise.”
“What’re you going to do for me?”
“I’m going to take you to your parents.”
I inhaled a chunk of sandwich. I coughed and gagged, trying to get it out of my windpipe. Thanos came up behind me and whacked me on the back. I picked up the glass, but it was empty. He rushed to the kitchen to refill it. By the time he’d returned, I’d mostly gotten my coughing under control.
“You’re taking me to my parents?” I repeated, as if I hadn’t spent the last ten minutes gagging.
“Yes,” he said. “I know where they are. Roughly, anyway. My dad left a map with me when he fled the city.”
“And you know searchers haven’t found them?”
“No. I’ve never tried to find them before, but I think I can. I think it’s worth a shot, don’t you?”
I nodded. It was worth a shot – if he was telling the truth, and if they hadn’t moved from the location Thanos’ dad had given him five years ago, and if they had managed to survive the elements on their own. That was a lot of ifs.
“How would we start?” I asked.
His eyes lit up, and he practically jumped across the room to stand next to me. He grabbed hold of my wrist and squeezed. “Do you mean it? You’ll help me?”
I jerked my wrist back from him. “No, I didn’t say that. I asked how we would start. You know, where do we begin looking?”
His face clouded with disappointment. “I have a little hand-drawn map from my dad,” he said.
“Can I see it?”
He shook his head. “If I show it to you, then you won’t need me. We’re going to do this together or not at all – and when we’re done, we’ll take over the city together or not at all. That’s the deal.” He thrust out his hand. “Do you agree to the deal?”
I started to reach for his hand but paused in mid-air. “Just so I understand, I can decide later if we take over the city, right? By committing to finding our families, I’m not committing to taking over the city. Two entirely different things.”
He nodded, the eager light starting to come back into his eyes. “Right. Two totally different things. I reserve the right to spend a lot of time trying to convince you, though.”
“I’m sure you do,” I said. I put my hand in his and shook it. A zing went up my arm, as if I’d touched something metal. “Ow,” I said, pulling my hand away and shaking it. “What was that?”
As I said it, a buzzing filled my inner ear. I shook my head, and when it cleared, I could feel Thanos with my senses. “Were you . . . were you blocking me before? I can feel you now,” I said.
He nodded. “Now that we’re working together, I have to trust you.” The sensation of him trying to intrude into my mind passed over me. “And you trust me, right?”
“No,” I said. “You haven’t done a single thing to earn my trust.”
“But we’re going to work together.”
“Right. Future tense. So far, you’ve killed my surrogate father, ripped me from my home and loved ones, and tried to make me believe you wanted to torture me. When do you think you earned my trust?”
He had the good grace to blush. “All right, then.”
The prodding in my brain faded. But I could still feel him sitting there, even with my eyes closed.




Chapter 7

We left under cover of darkness the next day, right before sunrise. We left the city by going through the slums, which were larger than before. Nobody stopped us or even looked at us, but it didn’t matter; Thanos had shifted our appearances so that we didn’t look anything like ourselves. He’d dressed us in raggedy clothing, like the people we passed wore – except they didn’t smell, which was good because the slums smelled bad.
“We’ll be able to help these people,” Thanos said to me as we passed a man who was violently coughing into a paper bag.
I didn’t answer. The predicament these people were in had come about from people like Thanos. People with chips, who had rights, and lives the people here couldn’t hope to imagine. Some of them probably had been like Thanos. Then, they’d lost their health and couldn’t work, or there were those among them who’d made a costly mistake in their lives, something that went against the grain of society. People who had always been low in the eyes of the city weren’t the only occupants of the slums.
We reached the edges and drifted into the woods beyond. The fence that had been there when I was growing up was gone.
When we’d gone a few miles from the city, Thanos encased us in the bubble and drifted us into the air. I could’ve easily carried myself, but he seemed to enjoy it.
We went south, towards a place Thanos called “the large canyon”. The weather was already turning worse than it had been when we’d arrived back in the city. Most of the trees had dropped their leaves, and when I put my palm against the bubble, it was frigid.
With just the two of us to carry, we went a lot faster than we had with Ord, and by nightfall, we came to the canyon. Thanos set us down and released the bubble. The change in temperature took my breath away. Thankfully, though, Thanos had provided us with warm clothing, something the people back at my settlement didn’t really have. I pressed down thoughts of them for the millionth time. I had to find my parents if they were still alive. There was nothing I could do to help Tabby and Silver’s group.
“Maybe it’d be warmer if we set up a campsite inside the canyon,” Thanos suggested. “Out of the wind.”
I nodded. This time, I didn’t wait for him to carry me. I jumped over the edge of the canyon and drifted down to a flat area, near a river cutting through the bottom. Ice was forming at the edges of the water, despite its strong current. Thanos settled beside me, and he began to set up his shelter. I set down my pack and began to build a small fire ring from the loose rocks laying around. When I had a fire going, I set up my own shelter.
Thanos produced some beef jerky, and we sat beside the fire to eat it. “This is bigger than I thought it would be,” he said. “It’s not going to be easy to find them.”
“Of course not,” I said. “They don’t want to be found.”
“My dad does. He wouldn’t have given me the map if he didn’t want me to find him.”
I ate the rest of my jerky in silence and washed it down with what was left in my canteen. “I’m going down to the river to fill up,” I said.
The water was iced over at the edge, and I had to break through it with my boot before I could fill up. I was glad it didn’t take long to fill my canteen. I glanced around at the walls of the canyon. The colors were brilliant in the setting sun, and I took a second to marvel at how beautiful it was. It filled my heart to think my parents might be in such a beautiful place.
A wind whipped through the canyon, and I wrapped my arms around myself. We’d thought the canyon would protect us, but it was so deep and so wide, it seemed to have its own weather system. It wasn’t any warmer than it had been above it.
I returned to the campfire. I could sense Thanos in his shelter, and I retreated to mine, as well.
We were closer to finding what I wanted.
What was I going to do when it was time to decide whether I would go along with what he wanted, too?
◆◆◆
 
The call of a hawk woke me the next morning. I dressed and emerged from my shelter. There was no sign of Thanos, so I reached out to sense him, but he wasn’t near. I went down to the water’s edge, and after breaking through the ice again, I splashed a little water on my face. It cleared my head, and I imagined my senses reaching out to find him. It didn’t take long; he’d gone further south in the canyon.
I grabbed my canteen and a few provisions, stuffed them into my pack, and followed the direction he’d gone. My footsteps echoed around me even over the roar of the water, which was a little disconcerting. It felt like a million eyes were on me – though I could only feel Thanos’ presence, and a few small animals here and there.
Thanos was sitting next to the river when I found him. If it had been a seasonably warm day, he would have had his boots off, and his toes dipped into the water, but instead, he sat with his knees bent, and his arms wrapped around his legs, hugged into a little ball.
“Do you mind?” I asked, gesturing towards the ground beside him.
He nodded towards the spot but didn’t answer.
I sat and followed his gaze. The canyon stretched ahead of us, easily miles long. “How big is this canyon?” I asked.
His cheeks flushed. “It’s over 300 miles long and 25 miles wide at some points.”
The magnitude of the effort it would take to search such an area overwhelmed me. My mouth opened to speak, but nothing came out.
He glanced at me. “I looked it up before we left. I’d hoped it was an exaggeration, but now that we’re here . . . it’s not.”
A prick of stubbornness prodded me to stand. I held out my hand to him. “It’s not going to search itself,” I said. “If they’re here, we’ll find them.”
“But what if they aren’t here anymore? Finding any kind of sign of them or where they went . . . that’s going to be impossible.”
“I guess we just have to hope they haven’t left, then.”
He grabbed my hand and let me help him up. He didn’t let go, though. “I’m sorry. I really thought it would be easier than this. I should’ve known my dad was smart enough to go somewhere he’d be difficult to find.”
I shook off his grip as gently as I could. “We can’t worry about that now. We’ve got to focus.”
He nodded, grasping the straps of his pack. “Right. Focus.” He turned in the direction he’d been looking. “I think we should pack up. Take everything and follow the entire length of the canyon. If we haven’t found anything by the end, we’ll turn around and come back on one of the ridges. Maybe a difference in perspective would help.” He gestured with his hands as he talked, and when he was done, he turned to me and rocked back on his heels. “What do you think?”
“All right,” I said, “but why not get that difference in perspective from the start? There’s two of us. One high, one low.”
“Yeah. That’s good.” He smiled. “I already feel a little better. I’m so glad you’re here, Nimisila.”
We packed up and started on our way. The wind whipped up and down the canyon, making it hard to walk. Thanos sent me up to the ridge so that I wouldn’t have to deal with the harsh wind at the bottom of the canyon.
We stayed mostly in sight of each other, and I always kept a thread of thought trained on his location. It seemed a little irrational, but I worried he would leave me out here – not that I couldn’t take care of myself, but I didn’t want to be on my own in that lonely place.
At times, the canyon branched off in more than one direction. We decided to follow the direction of the river flowing at the bottom, rather than following what appeared to be minor iterations of the canyon, but at times, it was difficult to tell which way the primary canyon was. It didn’t matter, though. We’d likely have to search it all if we didn’t find our families.
At nightfall, Thanos came up to the ridge, so we could camp together. He built a fire, and we ate the provisions he’d brought. He was silent most of the time, and I didn’t prod him to speak. I was a little worried I might become attached to him, and I’d relent and agree to take over the city just because he was a friend – but this so-called “friend” had left my adopted family and Red to die. That was the hardest part to reconcile.
I studied his profile when he was looking away. He seemed to genuinely want to help me find my family – or maybe he just wanted to find his father. I sensed he had something he wanted to say to his dad. Obviously, he regretted having snubbed his father’s efforts to save him, but if he hadn’t done that, would he have all his abilities now?
The jerky I’d been chewing on suddenly seemed dry, and it lodged in my throat when I swallowed it. I gulped down some water. “How’re you feeling?” I asked, after I’d managed to clear my throat.
“Tired,” he answered.
I’d noticed when he was feeling down, he preferred to speak telepathically. “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s only the first day. We’ve got a lot more ground to cover.”
“Mm-hm.” He was staring into the fire.
“I guess I’m going to turn in, then. Tomorrow will probably be more of the same.” I retreated to my shelter. I was just zipping it shut when there was a horrible cracking sound, followed by an immense rumble. I felt like I was being shaken in a jar. I jumped back out of the shelter.
Not really comprehending what I was looking at, I jumped into the air and floated above the ground, which felt doubly strange, because as I propelled myself upwards, the ground was simultaneously falling away from me downwards. A great plume of dirt and dust was rising to meet me, and I floated farther up, trying to understand what had happened. It appeared as if the canyon ridge where we’d been camping had collapsed and fallen into the canyon itself.
I felt for Thanos to ask if he’d seen it happen, but I was surprised to find the mental pin I’d stuck into his presence had worked itself free. He wasn’t there. I expanded my senses, looking for him farther away; first, at the bottom of the canyon, and then our surrounding area.
Where was he?
I began to worry he hadn’t reacted in time, and he’d fallen into the canyon to be crushed by gravity or debris. “Thanos!” I yelled as loudly as I could. “Can you hear me?!”
There was no answer.
The only place he really could’ve gone if he’d been caught in the landslide was the bottom of the canyon. I descended, calling for him both mentally and verbally, as well as constantly scanning for his mental signature.
There was nothing. Just an enormous amount of choking dust. I pulled the collar of my shirt up to cover my face from the nose down, but I could still feel bits of grit in my mouth.
My feet hit the bottom, and I began to mentally yank large chunks of rock away, looking for anything that could be him. I flung them behind me, not caring where they landed. I heard one splash into the river, and another crash against the opposite wall and bounce down.
I started to get frantic and careless, and the rocks were flying all over the place when I heard a tiny voice shout, “Hey!”
I stopped and stood motionlessly while I stretched out, looking for who or what had made the sound, but there didn’t seem to be anybody there. Maybe I wasn’t alone. Could I have imagined the sound? It was possible. It had been a long day, and I was tired; add the stress of the canyon collapse, and the fear of being alone . . . my subconscious could’ve easily conjured up a voice to make me feel less lonesome.
I went back to digging – though with a lot more caution than before. The light was fading, and I knew I wasn’t going to find Thanos. He was either dead from the fall, or he was hiding from me again. I wasn’t sure which was the more uncomfortable option.
Tired, I sat on a rock I’d flung off to the side and thought about what to do. I was alone. I no longer had shelter or provisions. In truth, I had only the clothes on my back because I hadn’t been wearing my pack or holding anything useful when I’d jumped from the shelter. That was not good. I knew when it got completely dark, the temperature would plummet, and at the bottom, the wind would likely make me feel much colder than I already did. It seemed like it would be best if I went back to the top and lit a new fire, far from the canyon edge; only a fire would get me through the night.
I imagined jumping up to the top of the canyon wall, and as I did it, I looked down. The shadow of a person crouching caught the corner of my eye as I ascended.
I dropped to the ground instead. “Hello?” I asked. “Is someone there? Thanos?”
Nobody answered. I couldn’t feel anybody there, but I’d seen someone, and I’d heard someone. Surely, my brain couldn’t trick me into believing both things were figments of my imagination.
“I know you’re there,” I said. I waited a few beats, and then imagined the area illuminating in great sparks of light that swirled from me and fell into the backdrop of the canyon.
To my right, something moved, and I turned towards it. “I don’t mean any harm,” I said. “I’m looking for my family. My name’s Nimisila.”
A scrawny and extremely dirty girl emerged from the darkness, crouching as she approached.
“Um, hello?” I said. “Hi, I’m Nimisila. I’m looking for my parents. I think they came here with the father of a friend of mine.”
“Nimisila?” she repeated my name in my head. So, she had a chip; she was from the city.
“Yes, that’s my name. Don’t be afraid; I don’t want to hurt you.” I said.
The girl edged closer, and I shifted the light to illuminate her clearer. She held an arm in front of her face, blocking my view.
“My friend,” I continued. “I think he fell when the ridge collapsed. Did you see him?”
She was almost close enough to reach out and grab her if I wanted, but I kept my arms loose at my sides. I didn’t want to alarm her. She suddenly dropped her arm and stood upright.
She looked . . . familiar.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“I remember you,” she said. “Nimisila. You swung me on the swings. You used to take care of me sometimes.”
I felt a little catch of emotion in my throat. “Arisa?” I whispered.
She smiled, and I noticed some of her teeth were missing. She seemed too old to still be losing baby teeth. Was she missing adult teeth? “Your mom is gonna be so happy,” she said. “I can’t believe it’s you.”
“My mom? My mom is here?”
“Yes, and your dad, too.”
“What about your mom?”
Arisa looked away and crossed her arms over her chest, as if she were cold. “She’s dead.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I was surprised to find I had genuine remorse over the aunt who had betrayed me.
I let the light fade so that Arisa’s grief could stay in darkness. I heard her scuff a foot against the ground. She wasn’t wearing shoes.
“Maybe you could take me to my parents?” I asked. I wondered whether she was cold, but she didn’t seem to be shivering. Even in the semi-darkness, I could see her clothes were patched and worn.
She nodded. “Yes.”
“Thank you,” I said, switching to internal conversation out of respect. “I only recently learned they might still be alive. I–”
But before I could finish my thought, she shushed me and ducked. She glanced up at me and made a frantic motion for me to scrunch down beside her.
“What is it?” I was careful to make sure my thoughts could only be heard by her.
“The cave dwellers. They don’t like city people. They’re looking for you and your friend.” She belly-crawled to the edge of the canyon wall and looked down into the canyon.
Having very recently seen that wall crumble away, I stayed where I was.
After a few minutes, she backed up to me. “We’ve got to go. Follow me. Be quiet. If they hear you, we’re dead.”
I didn’t mention my abilities, nor did I mention I could easily protect us from any physical threat. It seemed easier to follow her and explain later, when we weren’t hyped up on adrenaline.
She crawled past me, and once she was a suitable distance from the canyon edge, she got her feet beneath her and took off running. Her bare feet didn’t make a sound as she padded over the sandy dirt. Not wanting to give away our position with clumsy sounds, I drifted above the ground, right behind her. We moved along a flat, sandy area, then into a grove of scraggly pine trees.
It couldn’t have been more than two miles from the canyon – which didn’t seem a particularly safe distance from the cave dwellers – but she led us down a hill and across a small stream before I spotted a fire in the distance. I pulled up short as a lump formed in my throat.
Arisa came back to me, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me forward. “Come on,” she said. “Your mom is waiting for you to come home.”




Chapter 8

Their shelters were like ours, though they were shaped more like a box than a dome. Five of them were circled around a fire. Shadows walked around the fire. When we got closer, I saw each of the shelters was only maybe four feet tall, and they were made of three walls, with the opening facing the fire.
As we approached, I saw someone climb out of a hammock in the shelter opposite the fire and emerge into the full light of the fire. He was older, nearly bald but with a grizzled white beard that shone orange in the firelight. Arisa perked up, and the two of them locked eyes. I watched as the man’s eyes bulged wide, then a grin split his beard open.
He turned away, and then I heard him. “Nimisila,” he said. “Welcome, dear, welcome! Where is Moira? Someone fetch her. She’s going to want to see this.”
Around the fire and in the shelters, there was movement. People emerged into the firelight to approach me. I smiled and nodded, not knowing what to say. They were talking to each other, directing conversation around me. It was something I’d grown used to as a child – even if they’d been broadcasting their thoughts, I couldn’t have heard them at the time – but it rubbed me the wrong way now.
“Hello,” I said out loud, approaching the fire. “I understand my parents are here?”
There was an excited shriek in the shelter behind me, and I turned. An older version of my mother was standing with her fist pressed against her mouth.
“Mom?” I asked. I took a hesitant step towards her.
She ran to me and wrapped her arms around me. At one time, she would have smothered the top of my head with kisses, but I was too tall for that now. Instead, she pressed her lips against my cheek while simultaneously crushing me against her.
I felt as if my world’s axis had shifted 90 degrees. She was alive.
“I can’t believe it,” she said. Her voice sounded as if she’d gargled with gravel, and she coughed before continuing, “Your dad is going to be so happy to see you. I’m so happy to see you.” She pulled away and cupped my cheeks in her palms, turning my face toward the firelight to see me better. “You’ve grown into such a beautiful young woman,” she said.
There was a stirring behind me, and I looked over my shoulder. The crowd surrounding us parted, and my father took several halting steps towards me. His feet seemed to be moving slower than the rest of his body, and he tripped into us, nearly knocking me off my feet. “Nim,” he said. His voice sounded rough, too. Tears were streaming down his face.
“Dad. I can’t believe it. They told me you were dead.”
“That’s what they told us about you, too,” he said, “but we never believed it. Not for one minute did I believe my Nimisila was gone.” He hugged me, and my mom leaned against my back, sandwiching me between them.
“I’ve missed you so much,” I mumbled into his shoulder.
“We’ve missed you, too,” he said. He pulled me back and studied me, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “You’ve really grown up.” He tried to stifle a cough, but then had to release me so that he could cover his mouth.
“You haven’t been talking here,” I said.
They exchanged a glance, then my dad tucked me under his arm. “Come on. We’re going to sit down and catch up. Are you hungry? Have you eaten?”
“I’ve eaten,” I said.
He steered me towards one of the shelters. There were four hammocks hanging from the walls and ceiling, two on each side, with one above the other. Someone was lounging in one of the lower hammocks, and when we entered, he got up, nodded, and left the shelter.
“Must be hard to get into those upper hammocks,” I said.
There was another brief, uncomfortable silence, but it didn’t last. They sat on the floor, cross-legged, next to each other. I sat down facing them. “This is a lovely community,” I said. “Similar to the one I was living in. Near the ocean.”
“You didn’t come from the city?” Mom asked.
“Just now, I did, but I only spent one night there. Thanos brought me to the city, and then here. He says his father led you and the others here during the experiments. Is his dad here?”
Dad coughed. “Did you say Thanos?”
“Yeah.”
They looked at each other again.
“I’m getting the feeling something isn’t right here,” I said.
“You know,” Dad said, “my voice is awful sore. I think I’m going to switch to telepathy, if that’s okay with you.” He rubbed at his throat and winced.
“Of course,” I broadcast. “I can communicate this way. I just prefer to speak.”
“Keep your thoughts just to us,” Mom said. “We need to explain some things.”
“Okay,” I said. This time, I sent my thoughts only to the two of them. A prickly feeling was starting to linger around the base of my neck. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”
“You know how we got here, right?” Mom asked.
“Roughly. Thanos’ dad brought you here from the city. He was supposed to kill you, but he didn’t have the stomach for it, so he hid you instead. You’ve been hiding here since then.”
“Yes,” she said, “though it isn’t quite that simple. Thanos’ father, Orthos, brought us here, and he was supposed to kill us, yes. We thought you were dead, or we never would’ve come with him.” She paused and looked down at her hands. “He taught us things. Things he learned from the experiments they did on children like you.” Tears came to her eyes. “Please, believe me, Nimisila. If I’d thought for a moment you were still alive there, and you had to endure even half of what he did to us . . .” She trailed off.
“You couldn’t have helped me,” I said. “When Orthos fled the city, it was because I destroyed the facility.”
“We’ve been here longer than Orthos,” Dad said. “He brought us here, all the families, and he left. He came now and then with provisions, but he didn’t join us at first.”
“Oh,” I said out loud, forgetting myself.
They didn’t comment, and the silence stretched out.
“I’m sure they were just as convincing with you as they were with me,” I finally said.
“I feel just awful, knowing you were there, and we left. Can you ever forgive us?” Mom said.
“Of course,” I said. “I don’t blame you for what happened. The lab was a fortress; even if you’d known I was in there, you couldn’t have done anything. The only way out was . . .” This time, it was I who trailed off. I didn’t want to admit to my parents how ruthless I’d been, how I’d taken lives without a thought and crushed precious resources, as if they were replaceable.
“You can tell us, sweetie,” Mom said. “Did something happen? When you destroyed it?”
I sighed and looked at the ceiling. It was made of branches, woven together – though it must have been quite dense, because I couldn’t see any starlight peeking through. “I killed a bunch of people. At first, it was the people who, uh, trained me, but then I just got angry, and even as I burned it down and crushed it, I killed the people who were trying to run away. I didn’t even know most of them, had never seen them before, but I killed them. Like they were just ants running from an ant hill.”
My mother looked stricken, her eyes wide, but her brows furrowed. “Nim,” she said, and reached for me.
A loud sob escaped me, and I leaned into my mother’s arms.
She shushed me while running a hand over my hair, smoothing it. She rocked me back and forth gently. “It’s all right,” she whispered into my ear in her raspy voice.
That only made me cry harder. She loved me, despite what I’d become.
I turned my head and looked out of the shelter. Curious looks were being cast in, but when they saw my face, everyone quickly turned away.
I pulled away from my mother and wiped tears from my face. “I’m not proud of that,” I said. “At the time, it seemed like something I had to do. I know now it was wrong, but if I were in the same situation again, I’m not sure I could help but do the wrong thing again.”
“What they did to you was brutal,” Dad said. “Nobody in their right mind would deny you the right to be angry.”
“You said Thanos brought you here.” Mom said. “Where is he?”
“When the canyon wall collapsed, he disappeared into the canyon. I tried to look for him, but I couldn’t sense him. Then, I saw Arisa, and I just kind of forgot about him.” My cheeks felt hot. I shouldn’t have left him back there; I should have insisted Arisa help me look for him.
But my parents exchanged another look.
“What?” I asked.
“The people who live in the canyon . . . they don’t like people from the city,” Dad said.
“I know. Arisa told me. So, that just means it’s even more important we get back there and find him before they do.” I stood up and patted dirt from my butt.
Dad shook his head. “The cave dwellers caused the collapse. They’ll already have him. You’re lucky they didn’t catch you, too.”
“How did you get away?” Mom asked.
“I flew,” I said.
Mom blinked. “You must be very powerful,” she said. “Nobody here can do anything like that.”
“You have abilities?” I said, stopping mid-step.
“Yes,” Dad said sharply. “Your mother just told you he taught us.”
“You didn’t say he taught you telepathic things,” I said, stung by his response.
“We all have some very basic capabilities,” Mom said. “A few people – like your father – can leave their mind to go to a place where their body is not. Most of us can temporarily change a small object. I can hear conversations I’m being excluded from and shield conversations I’m having from the thoughts of others.”
I shook my head. It had taken very intense stress to develop my abilities. He’d taught these people how to do these things on his own? Without hurting them? “And he taught you this stuff? Without torturing you?”
“We had to endure some pain, yes,” Dad said, “but I wouldn’t call it ‘torture’.” He opened his palm to reveal a circular scar. I could tell from the raised appearance of the scarred tissue it was from a burn – a brand, to be exact. I glanced at my mom. She held her palm up, as well, revealing the same mark on her hand.
“We can talk about that later,” I said, pushing aside my curiosity for the urgency of saving Thanos. “We have to go find Thanos. If they have him, then we should try to get him back.”
“Sit down, Nim,” Dad said. He patted the ground where I’d been sitting. “I know you want to help your friend, but the cave dwellers have a very specific way of dealing with city people. He’ll turn up in the morning, when they’re done with him.”
“Done? You mean they’ll kill him?”
“No, of course not,” Mom said. She put a reassuring hand on my knee and squeezed.
“I couldn’t feel him anymore,” I said. “After the canyon collapsed, I couldn’t sense his presence.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Dad said. “You’re obviously very tired. Why don’t I get you set up for bed? You’ll feel better in the morning.”
He didn’t wait for me to answer. He left the shelter and returned a few minutes later with another hammock. He moved two of the hammocks down a little bit and hung the new one above them.
“Yes, let’s get you ready for bed,” Mom said. “It’s been a hard day for you; anyone can see that.”
She led me out of the shelter to a bathroom, which was little more than hole in the ground, surrounded by a small structure. It smelled wretched, and I wondered how they kept it clean. Back at my village, we’d gone to great lengths to create a system that kept our body waste out of sight and smell.
It was better than going off to pee behind a tree, though, so I used the facilities. When I came out, my mother led me back to the shelter.
Dad pointed to the hammock he’d just hung. “That one’s for you. It’ll be the warmest, since it’s up high.”
I eyeballed it. I could easily get in it, if I used my ability, but how did any of them get into theirs? Only the lowest hammock on each side was easily accessible from the floor.
“Don’t worry about us,” Mom said. “We’re used to getting into them.” She turned towards the hammock and touched it. The strings seemed to grow, causing the hammock to slump lower – though the excess length also managed to bend around the lowest hammock. Mom turned and put her bum in the extended portion of the hammock, then the whole thing drifted back into place, with her swinging from it. She turned and fidgeted until she was comfortable.
Dad handed her a blanket. “See you in the morning, Nim,” he said. He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “We’re so happy to have you here with us.” Dad settled into the hammock below Mom, and I drifted into the upper hammock. I heard a few stifled gasps. “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” Dad said. His voice belayed parental pride, something I’d not heard in a long time. Tears pricked at my eyes again. “That really is an impressive ability.”
“Thanks,” I said. I noticed the steady sound of movement around the fire had stopped. I turned my head to look out, and the people who’d been staring into the shelter jerked away. It occurred to me I hadn’t been alone in the lab. “Hey. My friend, Elton; are his parents here?” I asked.
Dad began to cough, so much so that Mom got up and gave him a wooden cup to drink from. She thumped him once on the back, and he stopped. “They aren’t here anymore,” he said.
Mom handed me a blanket and settled back into her hammock. “They had a run-in with the cave dwellers and decided to move on,” she explained.
“But they’re alive?”
“They were when they left here,” Dad said.
“There aren’t any other parents from the time when you were in the lab, dear,” Mom explained. “We’re the only people left from your age group. These others; they all came after.”
My throat clenched. “You mean the experiments didn’t stop?”
“You mustn’t blame yourself, sweetheart. You tried to stop it. The destruction definitely gave them a hard time,” Dad said. He laughed. “When I think of the difficulty you caused them, the look on the mayor’s face when he found out his prized program had been razed to the ground . . .”
“But I didn’t stop it. I probably made it even harder for the people behind me.”
“Let’s not worry about it anymore tonight. In the morning, this will all seem a lot better,” Mom said.
I didn’t answer. My mind spun in every direction it could, and I found myself tensing in the hammock, my tense shoulder blades crunching against each other. My father was soon snoring, and the camp quieted. When I glanced over my shoulder, nobody was at the fire, which was burning to embers.
I sure hoped it would seem better in the morning.




Chapter 9

I woke up to the song of a bird. It was close. I opened my eyes and found it perched on the tip of my boot, looking at me. It tweeted again and cocked its head. “Good morning, little guy,” I said. I didn’t want to disturb it, so I didn’t move, but even though I’d been happily immobile in the hammock all night, I quickly became uncomfortable. I held out my hand to try and coax it closer. It hopped from my boot to the edge of the hammock. “Wait,” I said.
“Shh,” a voice below me said. I turned so that I could look for the source. It was my dad.
“Dad,” I said. “It wasn’t a dream.” The bird flew away.
“Stop talking,” he said. He glanced out of the shelter in either direction. “The others here, they don’t like it when people talk out loud.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “It’s perfectly natural to use your voice. Why else would we have one?”
He shook his head. “I didn’t say I agreed with it. They just don’t like it.”
I jumped down from the hammock, landing lightly on my feet. Mom was gone, as were the other two hammock occupants. “Animals communicate without talking out loud, too.”
He laughed, then doubled over in a coughing fit.
I banged him on the back like I’d seen my mom do. “Are you all right? That cough doesn’t sound good.”
“Just the leftovers from a winter cold,” he said, waving me away as he stood. “Stop fussing over me.”
“Where’s Mom?”
“Morning chores. She’ll be back soon. Are you hungry?” He led me out to the fire.
A woman was stirring a large pot of stew with a ladle. She scooped a big helping of it into a wooden bowl and held it out to me. “Breakfast?” she asked.
“Thank you. It looks delicious.” I accepted the bowl and tucked it against my stomach so that I could hold it with my left hand. I held out my right hand to shake hers. “I’m Nimisila,” I said.
“I know,” she said. Her eyes wandered to my father.
“Nim, this is Rori,” he said.
She met my hand and shook it, but her grip was loose and flimsy. Immediately, I didn’t like her. She pulled her hand from mine and smoothed her hair, clearly referencing the fact that I had not seen to any of my own personal hygiene that morning.
I ducked my head and turned back towards the shelter. “I’ll just go eat this, and then get ready for the day,” I said. Dad didn’t stop me. I retreated to the relative privacy of the shelter, looking out at the few people who were milling around the fire. Others were eating their breakfast, too, but mostly, they looked as if they’d been up for hours.
Just as I was finishing up my breakfast stew, Dad entered the shelter. He held out a hand for the bowl. “Are you done?” His tone seemed neutral enough, but judging by the set of his shoulders, he was upset about something. I handed him the bowl without comment. He turned and headed back out. “You should get some fresh clothes on and clean yourself up,” he said as he left. He tipped his head and looked at the sky. “Day’s getting on, you know.”
Scowling, I went out to the crude facilities – even though I didn’t have fresh clothes to put on, nor did I have any toiletry items. When I came out of the poop-hole box, someone was standing with his back to me. “Sorry,” I said, falling back into my regular habits. “I didn’t realize anyone was waiting.”
He turned. It was Thanos. He looked at me.
“Thanos,” I said. I rushed forward and put a hand on his arm. “I’m so glad to see you; I thought you’d been crushed by the rocks.”
“I’m fine,” he said. His face was neutral, and he glanced down at my hand.
I withdrew it, feeling self-conscious. I was glad to see he was okay, but that was it. “The, uh, cave dwellers let you go? You gave them what they wanted?”
He shrugged. “They didn’t want me,” he said.
“What did they want?”
“You.” He stepped away from me, towards the shelters, downwind from the poop-hole. “Is that . . . did you find my father?”
Embarrassment washed over me. I’d been so wrapped up in finding my own parents that I had forgotten about Thanos’ father. I turned so that he couldn’t see the pink crawling up my face. “Um, I found my parents,” I said. “Let’s go see if they can take us to your dad.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Can you take me to them now?”
I started walking back towards the shelters. He trailed behind me. “It’s this way,” I said. “My mom is off doing chores, I guess, but my dad was there. He was when I left, anyway.”
Thanos grunted in response. I glanced back at him a few times. He seemed stiff, and he kept his eyes on the ground in front of him as he walked.
I continued to the shelters and ducked into the one I’d slept in with my parents. Neither of them was there, but one of the others was. “Hi,” I said, holding out my hand to her. “We didn’t get the chance to meet yesterday. I’m Nimisila, Moira’s daughter.”
She was sitting on the floor with her legs crossed. She had some reeds on the floor beside her, and she was working them into a basket shape in her lap. She wiped a palm on her pants, and then accepted my handshake – though hers, too, was limp and clammy. “Hello,” she said. Her eyes flicked to Thanos.
“And this is my friend, Thanos.”
She nodded at Thanos, who didn’t approach her. His hands were stuffed in his pockets. “Yeah, hi,” he said.
The woman went back to her basket-weaving, apparently done with niceties.
“Do you know where either of my parents are?” I asked. “I’m looking for them.”
She shrugged and glanced out at the fire. Someone was standing in front of it, stirring something in a big pot. Their back was to us, but it wasn’t my mother. “They’re around,” she said. She lifted the basket reeds in her hands. “Everyone else is doing their chores right now.”
“Yes, well, I’d like to help,” I said. Thanos was studying the lowest hammock, alternating between swinging it and inspecting the rope used to make it. “We both would. Right, Thanos?”
“Sure,” he said, not looking up from the hammock.
Her face scrunched as she thought about it. “Why don’t you go collect some firewood? There should be an ax over by the fire.”
“You mean, you want us to chop firewood? Or just collect firewood?” I asked. It didn’t seem like picking up dead branches required the use of an ax.
She gestured towards the basket in her lap. “I’m kind of busy right now; I don’t really have time to show you how to get firewood.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I can see you’re busy. Come on, Thanos. Let’s go get some firewood.” I did my best not to stomp as we exited the shelter and went to the fire. She hadn’t even bothered to tell us her name when I introduced myself. Maybe living out here away from the city makes their manners rusty, I thought to myself.
There were a number of axes and a splitting wedge sitting near the fire. I collected two axes and a wedge, handing one of the axes to Thanos. He lifted it and absently leaned it against his shoulder, then looked at me blankly.
“Did the cave dwellers do something to you?” I asked. “You seem kind of quiet.”
“They only talked,” he said. “They were strange.”
I led him away from the fire and off towards some trees. I found a trail, and we went on our way.
◆◆◆
 
Later, we returned, each with a pile of wood stacked and floating ahead of us. When we emerged between the shelters and set the wood down in the designated area, everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to stare.
“What?” Thanos said.
Mom rushed over to us. “I was worried about you. Where have you been?”
“Your . . . shelter-mate told us to go deal with the firewood.” I pointed to the woodpile. “So, we did.”
“We?”
“This is Thanos, Mom. Thanos, this is my mother, Moira.”
Mom eyeballed Thanos.
“Mom? This is Thanos,” I repeated.
She shook her head. “I apologize; how rude of me. Hello, Thanos. A pleasure to meet you. Nimisila tells us you’re looking for your father.”
Thanos perked up. “Yes, I am looking for my father. Do you know where I can find him?”
“He went back to the city,” Mom replied. He should be back tomorrow or the day after, but you’re welcome to stay with us.”
For the first time, I noticed Thanos didn’t have his pack. He must have lost his, too. “That’s very kind of you,” he said. “I’d very much appreciate that.”
“You look tired. Why don’t I show you where you can lie down for a little while?” She guided him to the shelter.
I squatted by the fire and warmed my hands, watching as she pointed to the hammock that I’d slept in. He floated up into it as I had done, and I noticed an impressed expression pass over my mom’s face before she handed him the blanket. She stood looking up at him for a few moments more. I wondered what was passing between them.
She turned and moved back towards me. Feeling guilty for watching, I quickly shifted my gaze down to my hands and rubbed them together. It was a chilly day, colder than yesterday.
Mom squatted beside me. “He seems like a nice young man,” she said.
“Don’t let his looks fool you, Mom. He kidnapped me from the village I was staying in, and he left a bunch of helpless people to die of exposure.”
“I didn’t mean to imply he’s more to you than a . . . travelling companion.”
“He’s crazy,” I said. “His abilities far exceed mine. He’s probably listening in right now.”
She shrugged. “We’re not sharing any deep family secrets,” she said. “Let him listen.”
“That’s not the point. He has no boundaries, no sense of privacy.”
“If he isn’t special to you, who is? Do you have someone?”
I sighed. The events of the past few days had kept my mind in a whirl. I hadn’t had a moment to think of Red and how much I missed him.
“There is someone, then,” she said. “You don’t need to hide him from me.”
“He’s back where I came from. Near the coast. He was building me a house, and I was going to settle with him. Start a family.” I picked at imaginary lint on my sleeve. “I’ll likely never see him again. Even if I went back there, he wouldn’t want anything to do with the woman who abandoned the people he cares about.”
“But what could you have done for them?”
“I’m . . . I was . . . their protector. Nobody else there had abilities. Only me.”
She nodded. “It sounds to me like you don’t understand how this ability thing works. It’s a gift, yes. It can provide a good benefit to a group of people, but it doesn’t make you the only one who can ever manage. You can’t always be the shield. Sometimes, others have to figure out how to do it on their own.”
Convinced she didn’t understand, I stood. “Is Thanos’ dad really back in the city?”
“That’s where he says he goes,” she said. “He usually returns with more refugees, so I can’t imagine he’s going anywhere else.”
I glanced around at the others, hanging around the shelters and near the fire. They were no longer openly staring at me, but I could feel their curiosity about me – about us. Rori, the woman whom Dad had introduced to me at breakfast, was back at the pot, stirring. I watched as she scooped up a handful of vegetables and threw them in.
“People here seem curious about me,” I said, “but none of them seem to actually want to know me. Dad introduced me to that woman this morning,” I inclined my head towards Rori. “She wasn’t particularly friendly.”
“Oh, well. Rori’s like that. Not really a people-person.”
“And what about the woman from your shelter? The one who sleeps in the lower hammock? She’s not a people person, either?”
“Nim. Don’t take it so personally,” she said. “These people have been through a lot. You’re from the city. You arrived under mysterious circumstances. They don’t know if they can trust you. You could be a searcher, for all they know.”
“How are the circumstances mysterious? It wasn’t my fault the canyon wall collapsed. Arisa found me, and she brought me here. I was miles away, looking for you in the canyon, where Orthos said you would be.”
“They don’t know any of that.” She stood beside me and put a hand on my shoulder. “They’ll come around to you. To Thanos, too, once Orthos gets back. They just need some reassurance, that’s all. Okay? Everything will be fine.”
I nodded, but I had the distinct feeling everything was not going to be fine. Something about this whole situation felt off. “Where is Arisa, anyway? I’d like to catch up with her. Get to know her.”
“She went back to her post. She’ll be home when Orthos comes home.”
“She’s watching for him? For Orthos?”
“No. She’s watching the cave dwellers – that’s how she found you – but Orthos will pick her up and bring her home when he’s on his way back. She’s there, watching to make sure he can get through.”
So far, nothing anyone had said about the cave dwellers made any sense. “I don’t get it. Why does anyone have to ‘get through’ the cave dwellers? They let Thanos go the very next morning, and he says they didn’t do anything to him. So, what do they want? Why would they stop anybody?”
Before she could answer, my father came over. “Who’s ready for some lunch?” he asked.
“I’m starving,” Mom said.
Like me, she knew what it was like to be near-starving. Back when we’d lived in the city, my parents didn’t have good jobs. Without good jobs, they didn’t have a lot to trade for food, and we often went hungry or ate what most people would consider garbage. I recognized in my mom the same fear that I’d experienced every day since I’d escaped the city – the fear that my next meal wasn’t going to come about. I’d come to realize the fear of starving was a very good motivator.
They walked together towards Rori, not even really paying attention to whether I followed, but I certainly wasn’t going to turn down a well-cooked meal, so I fell into step behind them.
Rori greeted both my parents, and as they stepped aside, I reached out for the next bowl.
“Hello, Rori,” I said. She handed me the bowl and nodded, already looking behind me to serve the next person – only there was nobody behind me. Annoyed, I continued to try and engage her in a friendly tone. “So, this looks great. What’s in it?” I made a show of lifting it to my nose and breathing it in. “Smells great, too.”
“Vegetables and rabbit,” she said.
I tipped the bowl to my mouth, daintily sipping a mouthful. “Wow,” I said. “This is more like a feast than something as humble as rabbit and vegetables,” I said, pouring on the flattery.
But she didn’t bite. She looked at me with flat eyes. “Glad you like it. You’re holding up the line.”
I glanced behind me. The line was still ten paces away, but hoping to further stroke her ego, I began moving aside. “I wouldn’t want to stop anyone from getting some of this. Thanks so much,” I said.
Then, I trotted over to my parents, squatting near the fire and taking the final slurps from their bowls. My dad took his finger and slid it around the inside of the bowl, then licked his finger. I watched in near-horror as my mom did the same.
My mom caught my expression. “We don’t waste food here, Nim. None of it. Nothing ever goes to waste.”
I nodded. “Of course. That’s smart. Resources are limited. I get it.” I drank from my bowl, doing my best to draw it out and savor the feel and taste of the food. It was something Red had taught me; the enjoyment could be almost as filling as the act of eating. On more than one occasion, he’d taken me hiking in the woods to find berries, mushrooms, and nuts. We’d consumed them in tiny nibbles, as if they were a delicacy.
When I’d drunk all I could from my bowl, I reluctantly wiped my bowl clean with my finger and licked it. I tried not to think about the dirt under my fingernails or whether I’d touched anything particularly gross since the last time I’d washed. My parents watched my discomfort and sniggered together. This ended with my dad coughing, and my mom walloping him on the back until he stopped.
My cheeks heated at the grandiosity of their display. Glancing around, nobody else seemed to take notice. I was glad he wasn’t choking; apparently, nobody would be willing to help him if he were in trouble. Or maybe, he did it so frequently, people no longer noticed.
Closing my eyes, I stretched my thoughts out to him. I pushed inside and found myself being swept along through his blood vessels. I pulled back slightly and focused on scanning his chest. Unfortunately, I didn’t really know what I was looking for. He’d said he was getting over an illness. Could there be fluid collecting in his lungs? Or something darker, like a tumor?
The thought of a tumor snapped my eyes open. My parents were standing still, my mom still holding one arm to dad’s back, while steadying him in front with her other. “What were you doing?” my mom said.
“Just . . . checking. I wanted to see if Dad is okay.”
Dad winced.
She dropped her arms from him and took a step towards me. She held up a hand to stop me. “He’s fine,” she said. “There’s no need to do whatever it is you think you can do. He’s fine.”
“I’m sure he is,” I said, backing away. “I was just trying to help.”
We were only talking to each other, but I suddenly became aware of the intense interest of those around us. We must have been broadcasting our tension loud and clear with our body language. When I turned my head away from my mother, it broke the spell. Everyone turned back to what they were doing in the exaggerated way people did when caught eavesdropping.
“This isn’t the time or place to have a conversation like this,” my dad said.
Thanos picked that moment to emerge from the shelter. He came over to us and clapped a hand on my shoulder. He’d snuck up from behind me, and I jumped. “Oops, sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
I tried to sense him behind me, even though I already knew he was there. He still felt like blank space. Angry, I turned and got in his face. “Why are you hiding from me again?”
“Whoa,” he said. He pulled his hand out of my reach. “What do you mean, hiding from you?”
“I can’t feel you.” I waved my hands around him. “With my senses. I can’t feel your . . . your life-force. Whatever you want to call it. Before the canyon collapsed, I could sense you. Now, I can’t. Why not? Why are you hiding from me?”
“I’m not,” he said. He glanced at my parents, apparently hoping they’d come to his rescue, but they stood back and watched.
“You are. Just like before, when you came to my settlement. You hid from me until you wanted something from me. Then, you dropped your disguise.”
His mouth worked as he tried to form a thought, but he didn’t say anything.
My dad came over and tucked each of us under an arm. “Why don’t we just go somewhere quiet to talk about this, hmm?”
He steered us towards the shelter – though I could hardly see how that was private, when the fourth wall was missing. As we approached, I was glad to see at least the roommates were blessedly not present. He led us in and sat on the floor, indicating we should follow. We sat in a little circle. My mom was smiling at Thanos. Afraid they were drawing parallels between the two of them and the two of us, I pretended to get myself comfortable while widening the distance between Thanos and myself.
“We need to talk,” my dad said. “Thanos, while we’re glad to be hosting you until your father comes home, I think I need some . . .” He circled his hands through the air while he tried to think of the words. “Some comfort. What are your intentions regarding my daughter?”
“Dad,” I said out loud, heat rising up my cheeks. “That’s hardly appropriate.”
Both parents gave me a harsh look.
“Sorry. Talking out loud is a habit,” I said.
“It’s okay,” Thanos said. “If she were my daughter, I’d be asking questions, too.”
I tamped down my objections. Maybe I’d learn something from what he had to say.
“I’ve asked Nimisila to help me with something back in the city,” he began. “She agreed to consider helping me if I’d bring her to find you. We’ve found you. It’s clear she isn’t going to be very well-received here, and I’m hoping she’ll make that part of her consideration when she decides whether she’s going to help me or not.”
“Just what is it you want her to help with?” asked my mom.
“Let me give you some backstory first. I’m sure you recall how things were when Nimisila was a baby?” He gave a long-winded explanation of how the city had gone downhill with its treatment of poor people, how the power plant needed fuel, but they hadn’t been able to retrieve any, and how the mayor had decided to plunge the Earth into an ice age so that she wouldn’t have to deal with the impact of other humans.
At first, my parents looked shocked, but by the time he was done explaining, they looked appalled. Dad jumped to his feet and began pacing the length of the shelter.
The woman whom I’d spoken to earlier came to the front of the shelter, but upon seeing my dad’s obvious agitation, she rolled her eyes and sulked away.
“And how can Nimisila help with all this?” Dad asked. He didn’t wait for Thanos to respond. “You shouldn’t stand for this, Nim. None of us should. What an outrage.”
“I’d like to hear his plan,” Mom said.
“It’s simple, really,” Thanos explained. “Nimisila and I are easily the two most powerful people in the city. Nobody else has the level of ability we’ve attained, and if we pooled our abilities, the mayor would be powerless to stop us.”
“To stop you from what?” Mom said. Her expression was hopeful and innocent. Naïve, maybe?
I didn’t want to watch her opinion change. I turned my gaze to my dad.
“We’ll overthrow the mayor and take over the governing of the city,” Thanos explained. “The first thing we’ll do is stop the weather from changing. Then, we’ll work to make the city a place where anyone – poor or not – can live, work, and be happy. We’ll shut off the power plant and switch to more sustainable methods of generating electricity.” He stopped and looked around the shelter. “Though, personally, I’m not so sure we’d do ourselves a favor by having it. The people in the city are fat and lazy. Their every whim is tended to with technology and electricity. Maybe we need to get back to basics?”
“You mean, the rich people are fat and lazy,” Mom said.
“Right, exactly,” Thanos said.
I worked up the courage to look back at my mom. Her sharp gaze was trained on Thanos. “And how would you overthrow the mayor?” she asked. “You have a concrete plan for that?”
Thanos faltered. “It’s . . . well, I’d assumed we’d go to the mayor’s office and break in. Make our demands. You know.”
“I know you’d have to threaten and most likely kill her –
and probably a lot of other people –
to get your way,” my mom said. “Is that really how you intend to start out this . . . this . . . utopia? You really think you can create a utopia with that looming over your head?”
Thanos pressed his lips together. “Uh, well . . .”
“And what does Nimisila have to do with this?” my dad asked. “She says you have more abilities than her. Why do you need her?” He stopped right in front of Thanos to say it, leaning down as he did.
Thanos had to tip his head back to look up at my dad as he talked. “Sure, I could do it without her,” he said.
He paused and licked his lips. “But I don’t want to. I think she is a pure soul. Someone who could temper me, keep me from becoming power-hungry and selfish like the current mayor and all the past mayors. I think she can help me to be . . . just.”
My dad tipped his head, confused. “Just?”
“Yes, just. You know, fair? She’ll keep things on an even keel. She knows what it’s like to be on the outside looking in; she’ll look out for the little guy. You know?”
Based on the look now gracing my father’s face, Thanos had managed to say the exact wrong thing at the exact wrong time. My dad turned red, and a vein on his forehead bulged and pulsed.
Mom tried to mitigate the damage. “You feel Nimisila helps you see reason; is that it? She has had a positive impact on your life?”
“I’ve looked up to Nimisila since the first time I heard her story,” he said. “She endured so much, and she didn’t just meet expectations. She smashed them.” He smiled and spread his hands.
“Seriously, she smashed their expectations, both figuratively and literally. When my father told me how she destroyed the lab, how she did what had to be done without hesitation . . . I couldn’t wait to meet her from that moment on.”
My parents exchanged a look. I was glad to see they did that to other people besides me. “You’re aware Nimisila is deeply ashamed of that behavior, and she still carries guilt about it, even today?” my mom asked.
“Yes, and that’s what’s so brilliant about it. She knew it was wrong, and she learned from it. She grew into a person who is never going to make that mistake again. Right? I mean, she’s done the worst thing anyone could do by killing innocent people.”
Even if Thanos somehow managed to convince my parents I should help him overthrow the mayor and take control of the city, he was never going to manage to convince me. Not talking like this. I stood up and started out of the shelter.
“Nim, where are you going?” my dad asked.
“I need some air,” I said, not looking back.
So that I can figure out how I’m going to walk away from Thanos without having to kill him, I thought to myself.




Chapter 10

Eventually, I made it back to the shelter. They were all sitting in a circle on the floor, laughing. Thanos noticed me first. “Nim, I’m glad you’re back. Your parents are awesome.”
My mom was wiping tears from her face, and Dad was coughing from the belly laugh he’d been having when I first approached. Mom wacked him on the back until he stopped.
“You know, I can help you with that,” Thanos said.
“You can?” my dad asked. His face belayed an eager hope.
I didn’t like Thanos giving him false feelings, and I was about to say so, but Thanos closed his eyes, and I felt his essence again. It surprised me so much that rather than stop him from whatever he was going to do, I stood and watched instead.
First, my dad’s face began to glow pinkish-orange, like a sunset over the water. The glow spread down his neck, and through his clothes, I could see his chest was glowing even brighter. He closed his eyes, and his face became smooth; the wrinkles and age-spots evened out and disappeared. A smile tickled the corners of his mouth.
“Oh, my goodness,” my mother said in her raspy voice.
Thanos leaned forward, his eyes squinted shut. His whole body was vibrating. Then, he leaned back to a sitting position and opened his eyes. “There. How do you feel?” he asked.
My dad’s wrinkles and age spots had returned – though they seemed somewhat less than before. He thumped a fist against his chest once, then again. A smile lit up his whole face, so big that I could even see his back teeth. “I’m fine,” he said. He turned to my mom. “I’m fine.” He stood up, and they embraced, then kissed.
Embarrassed, I looked back at Thanos. He stood and touched me on the shoulder. “We should give them a moment,” he said. He tipped his head towards the missing wall.
I followed him out, only because I wanted to grill him about what he’d done to my father. “What was that? What did you do?” I asked, trailing after him.
He went to sit on the ground near the fire. Several people sitting nearby glanced at us, collected their things, and moved away. I reminded myself their acceptance wasn’t important right at this moment.
I sat down beside him. “Seriously, what did you just do to him?” I asked again.
“I healed him. He had cancer.” He picked up a wood chip from the ground and tossed it into the fire. “You could do it, too, if you’d concentrate.”
“I . . .” I wanted to yell at him, tell him he wasn’t a doctor, and ask him who he thought he was, but the voice in my head trailed away at the thought of my father having had cancer. I’d known something was wrong and sensed maybe things weren’t right when I’d scanned him, but I had no idea what cancer looked like. “How did you know? That it was cancer?”
He shrugged. “I’ve seen it before. It’s not uncommon.”
“And you . . . removed it? How can it just be gone?”
“I didn’t remove it, so much as changed it. Cancer is just a mass of cells, growing out of control. I controlled it. Simple as that.” He looked around at the few people still near the fire.
Rori was near the food pot, stirring.
“Look at her. The stew woman.” He jerked his chin in her direction. “She’s got it, too. Look for it. Where can you see it?”
I glared at him. “You can’t just run around invading people’s privacy like that.”
“If you were sick, wouldn’t you want me to cure you? I cured your dad. Did you want him to die?”
“Of course not,” I said, “but you asked him.”
“I’d already looked, and I was going to help him whether he said I could or not. I just would’ve picked another moment, if he didn’t want me to.”
I rubbed at my cheeks. They felt sore from all the frowning I’d been doing. If I could help people, I should have tried to do it, right? I glanced over at Rori. She was chatting amiably with another woman now, one hand still stirring the pot.
“She’ll die, if we don’t intervene,” he said.
“Everyone dies,” I said.
“You know what I mean. She’ll die before her time.”
I closed my eyes and slipped towards Rori. My thoughts invaded her body, and I shuddered. Whatever was wrong with her, it felt pervasive.
“You’re right,” Thanos said. It was more than his voice. He was in my head. “Calm down; I’m just trying to guide you. You’re looking inside her now, right? Scanning for something that feels wrong?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“What do you feel?”
“She feels tense. Broken. I don’t know how to describe it.”
“Good. You’re doing great. Now, imagine you’re looking for something. Something that doesn’t feel normal.”
I swept my mind’s eye through her body, feeling for something that was out of place. Immediately, I sensed a dark presence in her abdomen, sort of tucked behind and to the right of her stomach.
“You found it.”
“Something near her stomach,” I said. “It’s . . . dark.”
“It causes her pain,” he said. “She’s stopped eating. I can feel her hunger, but she can’t stand the pain of eating. Can you feel that?”
I nodded. “Yes, she’s intensely hungry.”
“Focus on the mass, the darkness. Imagine it being filled with a healing light. Imagine you can reverse the process.”
The image of the pinkish-orange light in my father’s chest came to mind. I imagined that light bathing the area in Rori’s abdomen. I thought of it shooting out, like joy escaping the confines of my heart. There was a scuffle in the physical world, and though I didn’t open my eyes, I homed in on it. People were gathering around Rori.
“Ignore them,” Thanos said. “They don’t understand what’s happening. Just continue what you’re doing. What you just imagined, whatever you thought of, that was great. You’re doing great.”
I returned my concentration to Rori, and again imagined the pink-and-orange, hazy light illuminating her from within. The darkness shrank away from it, and I moved to push the light against it, bullying it away.
“Now, you’ve got to move to a cellular level,” Thanos urged. “You’ve got to think about reprogramming those cells to do what you want and stop their out-of-control population.”
My eyes squinted shut even harder, and my forehead scrunched up so tightly that I felt like my scalp might tear off my head, but I continued. I could help that woman. Thanos was right; I had an obligation to help because I could – whether she wanted me to or not. My thoughts homed in further on the dark mass, which now seemed to be cowering in fear of the light. I thought about the whole thing, then imagined myself magnifying just a tiny piece of it and zooming in to look at that tiny piece with a big lens.
Rori started to scream. Her voice was scratchier than most, suggesting she rarely even laughed out loud. It felt like the claws of a rodent being dragged across a stone, and I shrank away from it. I clapped my hands over my ears.
“Don’t listen,” Thanos urged. “She’s not in pain. She just doesn’t understand. She’s scared. Imagine her being comforted. Like she’s floating in her mother’s womb.”
I pushed that thought from my head. She didn’t need comfort. She needed me to finish what I was doing. Again, I zoomed in on a tiny piece of the darkness, homing in on single cell, and then imagining myself stepping into the cell and having control over it. It wanted to reproduce madly, at an insane rate, but I wanted it to stop. I wanted the tumor to wither and die. I concentrated every ounce of my strength to confine the cancer and beat it down, then shrink it to a single cell I could pluck away with an imaginary pinch of my fingers.
The screaming stopped, and there was more scuffle.
Thanos put an arm around my shoulders. He whispered directly into my ear, “She’s all right. Don’t worry; you’re getting there. You’re doing great.”
The darkness quivered and began to shrink. It seemed to be folding in on itself, losing both mass and size. I gave one last push against it, and it was gone. It was a single cell, and, in my mind, I grabbed that cell and threw it out like garbage.
Then, it was gone. The darkness was gone.
I opened my eyes and glanced over at the crowd surrounding Rori. Her hands were splayed over her stomach, and she was sucking in great gasps of breath, like she’d just run for miles without a rest. Her hair and her clothes were wet with sweat, but she was smiling. She looked around at the people trying to offer her support, and she suddenly began hugging them: one person, then another, then she grabbed two people at once. Her scratchy laughter tinkled over the crowd. “Thank you,” she said, repeatedly. “Thank you, thank you.”
Thanos patted my knee. “You did it. You cured her. I knew you could.”
My hands were shaking, and I felt like I could eat an entire rabbit all by myself. I lifted my hands and looked at them, then back at Thanos. “What’s wrong with me?” I asked.
He shook his head. “That kind of manipulation takes a lot of strength and a lot of energy. You just need to rest.”
I looked over at Rori. She was still thanking and hugging the crowd. I stood and moved to go towards her.
“Don’t,” Thanos said. “Your parents knowing that we can have this kind of impact is one thing, but the others won’t understand. They’ll be afraid of you if they believe you – and they’ll think you’re a liar if they don’t.”
Realizing he was right but angry about it anyway, I turned and stomped back to the shelter. My parents were sitting side-by-side in the lowest hammock, still giggling and kissing. I turned from them and ran right into Thanos.
“Why are you angry about this?” he asked. “I just taught you something really useful – lifechanging, even. What’s the matter?”
“The matter is, I don’t want to overthrow the mayor with you, and I feel like you’re only doing all these things to manipulate me into doing something I don’t want to do.” I pushed away from him, but he caught me by the wrist.
“Look, if you don’t want to help me, that’s fine, but what do you think is gonna happen, huh? If I go back there, and take over the city myself . . . I don’t want to even think about what that will turn me into. I’m not a good person, Nimisila. Not like you.”
I wrenched my arm from his grasp, hoping my parents hadn’t noticed how freely he’d touched me. Closing my eyes, I wished for Red. I needed him, and I’d left him behind. I’d failed him and all the others: his parents, Silver, Tabby, everyone. They were going to die when the weather finished changing – if they weren’t dead already.
“Thinking about your guy again, are you?” Thanos said. He closed the distance I’d just created, and he pulled me to him. From my parents’ perspective, he probably looked like he was hugging me, but I knew differently. He trailed a finger down my cheek. “How come your guy didn’t come to save you, huh? You ever wonder that?”
An icy-cold chill went up my back. Had Thanos done something to the others? To Red? My knees suddenly felt weak, and though I wanted to push away from him, I needed the support, or I would fall. “You didn’t,” I said.
He gave me a slow, lazy smile. “We’ll never know, will we?”
But I had to know. I pushed away from him. My pack was in the corner of the shelter, and I grabbed it and threw it on my back. “I’m going home to my village,” I said to my parents. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, but I’ll come back.”
“Wait,” my father said, sitting up in the hammock. It upset their balance, and they set to giggling again as they made their way to a stand, my mother draping herself along my father’s side; they were both giddy with happiness. “You can’t leave now. I’m cured,” he said. “Thanos cured me.”
“And I just taught her how to do it. She’s a fast learner, our Nimisila.” Thanos grabbed my hand and held it, the way a lover would. I felt him enter my head. “If you leave, when you come back, all these people will be dead. Including your parents.” His whisper crawled around my brain.
I turned to look at his face. He was smiling, an expression obviously meant to convey pride to my parents – and damnation to me. I tried to open my fingers, but he’d locked them in place.
“Tell them he’s right; you can’t leave, now that he’s cured.” His grip tightened on my hand. “Say it.”
I dropped my gaze to the ground. He wasn’t going to let me leave. He wasn’t going to let me walk away from helping him take over the city.
And he sure as hell wasn’t keeping me around to make sure he stayed on the righteous path.




Chapter 11

That night, I dreamt of Red. He was still at home. He’d stopped working on our hut, though. He looked tired and worn, and he turned, looked right at me, and said, “You know what you have to do.”
I woke with a start, realizing he was right. I did know what I had to do. I just didn’t want to do it. I tried to turn on my side to face the wall, a feat that wasn’t as simple as it sounds in a hammock. I finally managed to arrange myself and tried to settle back to sleep.
“Having trouble sleeping?” It was Thanos, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.
“No,” I said without turning to look at him.
He was hanging above the two people who shared the shelter with my parents. When they’d come back from dinner that night, my dad had proudly introduced Thanos and me to them. Then, he’d thumped his chest and asked if they noticed anything different about him. The bewildered couple, Bunny and Lat, glanced at each other but gamely replied he looked the same to them.
“My future son-in-law cured me,” he said. “With his abilities.”
They turned quizzical eyes on Thanos, while I’d turned to look at my dad. Future son-in-law? What lies had Thanos been filling their heads with?
Thanos had put a hand on my shoulder and drawn me close to his side. “Nimisila can do it, too. She cured your friend Rori today, out by the fire. Right while she was working. Didn’t you?” He’d looked at me with fake pride.
I couldn’t think of anything to do but nod and agree.
Bunny and Lat had been impressed. Lat pointed to his foot. “Can you do anything about this terrible pain in my foot? It hurts to walk.”
Thanos had laughed. “You’ll have to take a number, I think. It takes a lot of energy to cure cancer. We’re both a little bit tired.” He’d yawned and stretched his other arm up, making a big show of seeming tired – but the hand on my shoulder pressed down, the thumb biting into my shoulder blade. Since he’d gotten into my head while helping Rori, his presence loamed large in my senses. He was no longer blocking me from seeing him; instead, it felt like I could see nobody but him.
My mom had spoken up, then. “Even God needed seven days, Lat. Give them a minute to breathe.”
“All right,” he’d said, “but I expect to be first in line when you’re feeling up to it.” He wagged his finger at us, like he was scolding a dog who’d peed inside. “This injury really impinges upon my quality of life.”
I’d fought back the urge to roll my eyes. Did that jerk really think his limp rated against cancer?
By nightfall, everyone knew Thanos and I could heal. Rori came and thanked me, bringing me a special pot of stew she’d made just for me. Her cold attitude was gone, and though I appreciated that, I didn’t like that it was Thanos who had managed to break the ice with these people. What did that say about them?
Worse – what did it say about me?
Others came, bringing their aches and pains. Thanos cheerfully listened to everyone but insisted we could offer no help until we’d fully rested from the difficulty of curing cancer. No pain seemed too small to mention. It reminded me these people had been privileged in the city. Here, even in the face of the total lack of hierarchy, they each felt entitled to bring up their woes and get them addressed to their satisfaction – no matter the cost to the person addressing it.
It was absurd. These people were going to die if they didn’t return to the city. Surely, they knew that. The cold would get worse and worse, until it finally settled into an inhospitable situation, but there they were, worried about bunions and bald spots. I turned it over in my mind. What a wretched group of people. How had my parents lived here all this time? I resolved to take them aside in the morning and ask them about it.
My eyelids were finally sliding closed again when I heard feet padding into the shelter. I felt for the life-force of their owner, but I couldn’t break past Thanos. His presence seemed to drown out even my parents, who were physically closer to me. The footsteps receded. I lay quietly, hoping nothing would happen. It wasn’t until hours had passed, and I heard the first stirrings of the morning birds, when I finally slid into a restless sleep.
◆◆◆
 
There was a buzz around the shelter when I woke in the morning. My head was fuzzy and ached from my interrupted sleep in the night, but I jumped down from the hammock to find a familiar man talking nonverbally to Thanos, just outside the shelter. My parents, and Bunny and Lat, were not in the shelter, but I spotted Arisa squatting by the fire, eagerly slurping a bowl of food.
Ignoring the newcomer, I went to Arisa and squatted beside her. “Good morning,” I said. “It’s good to see you again.”
She continued to slurp from her bowl and didn’t make eye contact. “Hey, cousin,” she said. “I hear you and your friend there have made quite an impression around here.”
“That guy talking to my friend; that’s Orthos, right? The man you were waiting for?” I tipped my head back towards the shelter. Rori appeared at my other side with a breakfast bowl in her hand. She offered it to me with a genuine smile. I thanked her and accepted the bowl – even though I didn’t really have an appetite.
“Yep, that’s him.” The animosity coming from Arisa was palpable.
I studied her from the corner of my eye. What had I done to deserve this treatment? “He’s not what I expected,” I said. I decided to ignore Arisa’s attitude and concentrate on the problem at hand. “I thought he’d be a lot bigger.”
She shrugged. “He’s as big as he needs to be.” She finished slurping the food from her bowl, then wiped it clean with her fingers, like everyone else did.
“Where’s your mom?” I asked.
She stopped moving with her fingers in her mouth. “You’re kidding, right?” If it was possible, her animosity expanded to an even deeper level.
“No,” I said. I wanted to backpedal and start the conversation over. I reached out to sense what I could from her and maybe read what was going wrong, but I’d forgotten they all had some basic abilities.
“Get out of my head,” she said, swatting at the air between us. “After what you did, you don’t have the right to just barge in like that.”
“I’m sorry, Arisa, but I don’t know what the issue is. What do you think I did?”
“I don’t think, I know.” She stood up and jabbed an accusing finger at me. “You left me there. By myself. Why didn’t you take me with you?”
I stood up to face her, my aching head swimming. What was she talking about? “By yourself? What do you mean? I left you with your mother. When Abbey and I left, you and your mother were together, and you were fine.”
“I knew you were going to lie about it,” she said. She turned on her heel and walked away, her bare feet making no sound in the dirt.
Confused, my eyes drifted to the shelter. Thanos was still deep in conversation with his dad, but his gaze caught mine. He smiled with a sharp gleam in his eyes.
I was in way over my head, and there was nothing I could do but play along.
◆◆◆
 
I didn’t have to wait long to meet Orthos. He caught me coming out of the poop-hole box not long after breakfast. “Nimisila,” he said out loud, catching me off-guard. His voice was surprisingly smooth. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”
“Hello,” I said. I glanced around. We were alone. My hands started to sweat, and I wiped my palms on my pants.
“You’re probably wondering if I hate you,” he said.
The question had crossed my mind – I’d destroyed the lab where he’d worked and killed most of his coworkers – but he’d escaped, and, according to Thanos, he had been happy for that opportunity.
“I don’t,” he explained. “I’m in awe of you. You stood up against your oppressors and emerged even stronger for it. It’s an admirable quality.”
“Um, thanks,” I said.
“You’re not in any danger,” he said, apparently observing how I kept looking for an escape route. “You could kill me with a thought. Why would you worry so?” He patted my arm. “I know. You’ve been through a lot, haven’t you? You just don’t know what’s what yet. It’s understandable.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that, but he seemed to be expecting an answer. “Okay,” I said.
“Thanos has been telling me your plans for the city. It’s quite an ambitious project, reworking the entire power plant to a different fuel source. Are you sure you’re up for that?”
I finally found my tongue. “That isn’t my plan. I don’t even have a plan, unless you count going home. It’s Thanos who has a plan, and the power plant fuel source is the bottom of his list, not the top.”
“Oh?” he said. He tipped his head inquisitively. Thanos’ appearance was so like his father’s, it was uncanny.
It caused a flash of anger to burn in my chest. “Yes. Did you know he intends to take over the city, and he wants to kill the mayor and everyone who stands in his way?” I blustered. I swept my arm over the landscape.
“He thinks he can stop the weather from changing and make the city a beacon for the people who are still struggling out in the world – but I’d bet my two front teeth that isn’t what he wants at all.”
Orthos seemed unaffected by my revelation. “This worries you? His plans?”
“Yes,” I said. “He’s not stable. He’s crazy.”
“Uh-huh.” Orthos nodded and guided me through the grass. Since I had his ear, I didn’t bother resisting. “What has he done to make you think that?”
“He’s playing mind games with me,” I said.
Too late, I realized I’d said too much to Orthos. He was likely happy to see his son; even though Thanos had ignored his warnings in times past, Orthos likely still loved him.
“You’re probably just imagining that, my dear,” he said. “Thanos isn’t a very bright boy.”
I changed the subject. “I really appreciate you saving my parents. I can’t tell you how many times I thought of them and worried they’d died . . .” My throat caught, and I trailed off. I needed to appeal to this man – I could see that now – and making accusations against Thanos wasn’t likely to get me on his good side.
“That wasn’t just for you,” he assured me. “I couldn’t, in good conscience, perform the task given to me. It’s not in me to take a life.”
I breathed a sigh of relief at that. If he was anything like Thanos, he could have easily picked up an ability that could best me. “And my cousin, Arisa,” I continued. “I can’t tell you how glad I was to see her – though I don’t really understand what she’s doing here. I mean, the people you brought here were all supposed to be executed, right? Why would anyone want her dead?”
Orthos nodded. “Indeed. Arisa is a lovely young girl, isn’t she?”
“Right,” I said. His avoidance irritated me. “Her mother isn’t here, though. What happened to her?”
“Oh, you’d have to ask Arisa that,” he said.
“I did. She seems to think I did something.”
“Mm. Well, she was rather young when she came here,” he said. “Maybe her recollection of the situation isn’t to be trusted.”
“Yeah,” I said, giving a weak laugh. “Kids.”
He nodded. “You know, it’s odd,” he said, putting a firm end to the subject. “When I saw your father this morning, he welcomed me into your family. What could he have meant by that?”
Heat rose to my cheeks. I tried to turn so that he couldn’t see my face, but he caught it.
“Ah, I can see by your delicate blush it’s true,” he said. “You and Thanos are to marry?”
“I wouldn’t say that, not exactly,” I said.
“Then, what would you say?”
“I’d say we’ve agreed to be partners.”
◆◆◆
 
It took an entire week for the sick feeling in my stomach to fade after I’d admitted to Orthos I was going to partner with Thanos. It prompted Orthos to plan a celebration. There was nothing I could do to get Orthos or anyone else to believe a party was not what I wanted at all.
My parents were overjoyed. I tried several times to remind my mom my heart belonged to Red, but she’d have none of it. Anyway, if everyone believed I loved Thanos – including Thanos, though that was unlikely – my life would likely be a lot easier. After several days of resisting, I finally began to assist with the party planning.
Really, a party there was nothing more than everybody eating something special at once around a larger-than-usual fire, without the distribution of food being rationed. Thanos said he knew just the thing, and a few days before the party, he left on a hunting trip. Everyone worked on tidying up the shelters, collecting firewood, and searching for extra food.
The day before the party, Thanos returned with the carcass of a feline. His eyes flashed a knowing look at me when he brought it to the fire circle, draped around his neck. It was a medium-sized cat, not fully-grown, so it would be nice and tender. Despite who had provided it and what it was for, my mouth watered. The food rations here were minimal and rarely included meat. It reminded me the winter cycle had to end – and soon.
Besides planning the party, the week had passed in a blur of curing ailments as serious as clearing nearly-blocked arteries to the heart and as trivial as an ingrown toenail. I was exhausted by the time the party came to pass, and eager for everything to be over – except for the food. I gorged myself on everything available, and not one person begrudged me, nor Thanos, the choicest parts of the meal – though there was plenty to eat for everyone, and nobody was shy about stuffing their faces. Apparently, even these once-privileged people could forget their manners to fill their stomachs to bursting for once. At the end of the night, I went to my hammock with a stomachache. I’d eaten far too much, and judging by the groans I heard as I lay there, trying to coax myself to sleep, I wasn’t the only one.
Not long after I fell asleep, I lurched awake.
“Nimisila.” It was Thanos.
“What?”
“The time has come. I need to set my plan in motion. I’m leaving in two days’ time. You’ll come, won’t you? Be my partner in all this?”
My thoughts shifted to my parents and Red. If I didn’t go, would Thanos shut off the winter cycle? I knew I couldn’t trust him, so I knew I had to do it. Though I could never hope to overpower Thanos, I knew I couldn’t influence anything at all from where I was. “I already agreed to be your partner,” I said. “That’s why we had a party today, wasn’t it?”
“I want to hear you say it. Agree to be my partner and take over the city. That’s what I want you to say.”
“I agree to be your partner in the city.”
“You’ll help me overthrow the mayor and rule over the city once we have power?”
“Yes, I told you I would.”
He didn’t say anything, but even without my abilities, I could sense the smile on his face. I wanted to rip it off, but I kept still. I needed him. He thought he needed me; I vowed to keep it that way.
Two days passed quickly. Thanos and Orthos were bowing over a paper map Orthos had brought back from the city. They traced their fingers over locations and streets, discussing when to strike and where. I wanted to avoid the sessions, but it seemed like a good idea to know what the plan was going to be.
“We’ll arrive here.” Orthos stabbed a finger at the map. “And walk in through the slums. Nobody will stop us there or question our presence. Then, we’ll access the underground system at this pump station. We can get to city hall undetected through the sewers. There’s no security down there. I’ve checked.”
“The way is clear?” Thanos asked. “We won’t get lost down there?”
“No. It isn’t clear, but I know the way,” Orthos said. “I’ve memorized all the main pipelines large enough for a man to walk through.” He stopped and tipped his head towards me. “Or a woman. It’s complex, but I can get us there, and we won’t need to escape that way. Not if you prevail.”
They exchanged a look, and Thanos frowned. “There’s no ‘if’. We’ll get it done.”
Orthos held up a placating hand. “All right, okay. I was just pointing it out.”
“What will we do when we get to city hall?” I asked, trying to keep them focused. I wanted to get this conversation over with. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something about Orthos was just as creepy as Thanos – whether he’d saved my parents or not.
“That’s easy,” Thanos said. He pushed aside the map and produced a drawing of the outline of City Hall’s floor plan. “We’ll enter in the basement. There’s no security down there; they don’t consider it an entrance. You’ll take the elevator, and I’ll take the stairs to the top floor. This here is the mayor’s office. Once we know she is in there, we’ll storm the office. She won’t be able to escape; the only two ways out are the elevator and the steps.”
“What about the windows?” I asked.
“Too high,” Orthos said. “The risk of injury or death is too great.”
“Security?” I probed. “Does she have guards? Does she keep weapons in her office?”
Orthos stroked his chin. It was rough with grey stubble. “There are guards on the ground floor to keep track of people in the building – though I think they really just turn away people the mayor doesn’t particularly want to see.”
“Seems like we should know what their function is,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter what their function is,” Thanos said. “We’ll be bypassing the ground floor, and anyway, if we happen to encounter them, they won’t be a match for either of us.”
“They’re innocent people, Thanos,” I reminded him. “I don’t want to kill anyone at all – not even the mayor.”
Orthos regarded coolly. Thanos started to bristle, but Orthos touched his arm to keep him in check. “I understand you don’t want to hurt anyone,” Orthos said. “It’s something in your past, yes? You don’t want to dredge up that lack of control – but believe me, these people deserve your anger.”
“More than you did?” I asked.
A muscle in Orthos’ temple twitched, and he hesitated, but then he answered, “Definitely more than I did.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Thanos said. “She doesn’t have to hurt anyone. She only has to protect me. I’m the one who wants this, and I’ll do the dirty work to get it.”
“She’s got to be prepared to do what’s necessary,” Orthos said, scowling. “If you thought you could do this on your own, you wouldn’t have asked for her help. Or mine.”
“Let’s not argue,” I said. “What happens when we get to the mayor’s office? Who else will be around? You still haven’t told me if she has a weapon.”
“We believe she’ll be unarmed,” Orthos said. “She has a general dislike for guns and such – she believes those things are beneath her – but there may be others around her, either in her office or the chamber outside her office. They will be armed. That’s why I’m going to cause a distraction in the main lobby. It should draw any armed guards away from the mayor. That will be your window.”
I frowned. What kind of distraction would draw all the armed guards?
“It’s all right, Nim,” Thanos said. “He understands the risks.”
“I thought the whole point of this was us taking control without any losses,” I said. “This sounds like a suicide mission.”
“I do have some abilities myself, young lady,” Orthos said. “I’m not as strong as either of you, but I can hold my own. You needn’t worry.”
But I was worried. Orthos would serve as a much-needed voice of reason for Thanos. He might have misled ideas about how to implement change, but Orthos was clearly a good man. He’d saved all these people and more already. If I didn’t survive the mayor’s capture, I wanted Orthos to be there to keep Thanos sane.
I studied their faces. It would do me no good to argue. “Yes, of course, you can take care of yourself,” I said. “I’m just being cautious.”
Thanos’ face relaxed somewhat.
I refocused them on the plan by pointing to the mayor’s office on the schematic. “We’re sure there’s no other way out?”
“I’ve been in the office many times.” Thanos said. “The only way for her to leave the building from her office is to go down the steps or take the elevator.”
“All right,” I agreed. “Step One is gain control of the mayor. What do we do when we have her? Whom are we going to make demands to?”
They exchanged another look. I knew Thanos planned to kill the mayor, regardless of what he’d just said, but who would we have leverage over? Would people just do as we asked because we said so?
“It won’t be difficult to take control,” Orthos said. “They depend on the mayor to make decisions and determine direction. Without her, the other leaders won’t know what to do. Anyway, they’ll be too scared to stand up to you if they know you have abilities.”
A shiver ran up my spine. I wanted – needed – to get this over with. “What time do we leave?” I asked.
“Dawn,” Thanos said.
“I’d like the rest of the day with my family, if you don’t mind,” I said.
“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Orthos said.
I didn’t wait for Thanos to argue. I walked away as quickly as I could without breaking into a panicked run.




Chapter 12

The sewers made the smell of the poop-hole box seem like a day at the beach. I spent the first 20 minutes or so suppressing the urge to gag, and the next 20 minutes just letting the contents of my stomach come up as they would. Thanos and Orthos found it funny, but when we disturbed a nest of rats so large, they looked like cats, they went silent.
Orthos led the way. I found it easiest to suspend myself above the muck and float along behind him. Thanos said he wanted to conserve his energy, so he dredged his boots through the water. The sucking and wheezing of the muck were awful to listen to.
It took several hours to get to the sewer grate into city hall. The grate was welded in place and Thanos deftly cut through the bars with a sharp glance. I mentally grabbed it before it could clatter to the ground and alert anybody of our presence.
“The room is empty,” Thanos reported.
I checked the room myself. I didn’t want to get caught in any of Thanos’ lies. Nobody was there.
Orthos climbed out of the grate first. I drifted through next, and then Thanos.
“I’m going to head up to the lobby,” Orthos announced. “Wait five minutes after I leave, and then you each make your way upstairs. Elevator,” he said, pointing at me. “Stairs.” He pointed at Thanos. “You might see the guards coming down because of me. Let them. Don’t do anything that will alert someone to your presence. Just get up to the mayor’s floor and get ready to take her office.”
Thanos nodded.
I watched Orthos’ feet disappear out of view and up the steps. Somehow, his movement towards the lobby made all this seem a lot more real. I dragged an arm across my nose, the stench of the sewer still clinging to me. I glanced at Thanos. His boots were dripping black liquid all over the floor. I curled my lip in disgust.
Thanos followed. He was allowing me to sense his presence, and I could feel a darkness settling over him, as if I were now looking at him through shaded glass. He stood at the bottom of the stairs, his lips moving as he counted off the time.
“We’re going to do this without hurting anyone, right?” I reminded him.
A loud bang and a rumble answered my question. Dust shook loose from the ceiling rafters and drifted down around us. I waved my hand in front of my face, trying to keep debris from my eyes and nose.
“That’s our cue,” he said out loud. He rushed up the stairs, and I moved to the elevator and pushed the call button. There were two elevators, side by side, but when I glanced up at the readout displaying their current floors, I saw they were frozen in place. Damn. Orthos’ diversion must have tripped a safety protocol for the elevator. That would mean everyone would evacuate down the stairwell Thanos was running up.
I turned to pursue him and stop him, but the screams halted me.
He was killing people.
A second explosion shook the building. This time, actual chunks of the ceiling fell around me. I began to panic. The long-dormant feeling of desperation quivered to life, and I heard a strange sound in the basement with me. Pushing my palms to my eyes, I willed myself to regain control. I didn’t have to let Thanos do this. I could protect those people. I could use my sharpened abilities to do what was right.
Slowly, the sound ebbed, and I finally realized it was me. I was screaming. I sucked in a breath. I am not a monster, and I can help, I thought. I can do this.
I shot up the stairwell, my feet not even touching the steps. I banged open the first-floor door and scanned the area. People were rushing into the lobby and out the door, but nobody was coming from upstairs.
The lobby had a big desk, facing the doors, right next to the elevators. It was on fire, and Orthos was standing in front of it. He saw me. “What are you doing? Get upstairs!”
“The elevators aren’t working!” I shouted.
His face seemed to crumple in on itself. “He can’t be up there by himself,” he said.
I went back to the stairwell door and up the steps, past the second and third floors. The screams were growing louder, and there was smoke. I rounded the steps to the fourth-floor landing. The door was shut. I pushed the bar to open it, but pain seared my hand.
The door was hot – flaming hot.
Closing my eyes, I imagined the door bursting from its hinges to let me in. The door banged away, flying into a wall opposite the stairwell. Thankfully, there hadn’t been anyone behind it. I felt a rush of air coming up behind me. It sucked me into the room, just as a fireball seemed to erupt from everywhere all at once.
Quickly, I imagined myself inside a cool bubble, and I was protected from the worst of the heat. I moved down the hall, towards the mayor’s office. There were still people screaming, but in the smoke, I couldn’t see them. I sensed them near me, but they weren’t in the hall. He’d trapped them. There was a door on my left with an iron bar wrapped through the handle so that it couldn’t turn.
“Stand back from the door,” I projected into the room. I didn’t wait for a response; I tore that door from its hinges, as well.
There was a rapid burst of screams, but I enveloped them in their own bubble and floated it to the stairwell. Seven people were inside, at least one of them injured. Blood was already smeared all over the inside of the bubble.
Satisfied they could get to safety, I moved on. There wasn’t anyone else out there; everyone, including Thanos, was now in the mayor’s office.
“Thanos.” I moved to the mayor’s door. “I’m here.”
“Just in time,” he answered, broadcasting his thoughts so that everyone in his vicinity could hear. “I could use your help squashing these terrible excuses for people.”
The inside of my bubble was starting to feel warm. I took a moment to imagine it cooling down again, and then I went to the door. The door wasn’t locked, so I imagined it swing open – but I should have spent a moment preparing myself for what I was going to see.
This room wasn’t yet on fire, but he had everyone kneeling on the floor with their hands behind their heads. They’d formed two lines, and one person was standing. She was holding a gun, and she walked along behind each row, randomly shooting people in non-lethal places.
“Who’s that?” I demanded. I imagined her gun being wrenched from her hand. It clattered to the floor, and I drew it to me, picking it up. I moved to her and held it to her head.
“That’s the mayor,” Thanos said. He smiled. “She was shooting all these innocent people because that’s the kind of terrible person she is.”
I poked at the woman’s head with the gun. “Is that true? You’re the mayor?”
“Yes, I’m the mayor, but—” Her mouth clamped shut, and her eyes widened in defiance.
“Shoot her, Nimisila,” Thanos urged. “Look at how horrible she’s been. She’d rather kill all these people than die herself. She tried to bargain with me and convince me all these others are the real power behind the office.”
I looked back at the mayor. Her body seemed to be vibrating, maybe with anger or adrenaline. “I saw you,” I said. “You were shooting people when I came in.” I jabbed at her again with the gun, poking her with the hot muzzle. She cried out but didn’t say anything more.
“You think she’d show you any mercy?” Thanos asked. “You think it wasn’t her or someone like her who ordered you to be treated like a laboratory experiment? You think she had even an ounce of remorse about what they took away from you? She ordered your parents to be killed. Did you know that? It was her.”
Anger began to build in me, but I had to keep it in check. Thanos wasn’t a reliable source, but was she any more reliable? I reached out to her, imagining myself in her head. I felt her there. She felt calm and powerful. Arrogant? Tentatively, I stretched into the corners of her mind. “Are you there?” I asked her.
“Yes.” She was there, standing in her own mind, looking at me. Her eyes looked sad.
“Are the things he’s saying true? You ordered my parents to be killed? You sent someone to do experiments on poor children?”
“Yes. I did those things. I’ve ordered the killing of thousands to make progress. Don’t you understand, Nimisila? We’ve got to evolve to survive the world now. The humans before the winter took it for granted. Abused their resources and wasted time. Now, we’re running out of time. We’ve got to evolve. It’s the only solution.”
“You were shooting these people, just now? You shot people who worked for you?”
“They can be replaced.” She cut her eyes away, an intense desperation flitted across her features.
“But they’re human beings. Aren’t they allowed even a scrap of dignity?”
“Dignity isn’t for people like them.”
My anger returned. These were people with good jobs, who were respected and had good lives out in the city, and they did not even deserve dignity? “What you must think of the people in the slums.”
“They aren’t people. They’re hangers-on. They beg for scraps, instead of helping themselves. They don’t deserve to be treated like people.”
Now, it was my turn to shake. Anger clenched my muscles, and tension vibrated through my bones, my flesh, and my mind. It erupted from me in a bloodcurdling shout, but I was still inside the mayor’s head, and somehow, my body had snapped to my mental projection, instead of the other way around.
There was a moment of intense pressure, heat, and wetness.
Then, I was standing where the mayor had been, surrounded by a corona of blood.
“That was impressive,” Thanos said.
Around us, the people kneeling on the floor were moaning, crying, and trying to shuffle away from me without getting to their feet. They stared at me, their faces frozen in terror.
Something dripped down my forehead, and I wiped it away, but when I looked at my hand, it was bloody. “Am I bleeding?” I asked.
“You don’t even know what you just did,” Thanos scoffed. “Your abilities are over even your own head.”
The gun clattered to the floor, and I stared at my hands. I was covered in blood and . . . gore. What was it?
“It’s the mayor. Or was,” Thanos said. He started to laugh. He leaned down to pound the back of one of the terrified people, cowering on the floor. “She doesn’t even realize. She exploded the mayor. From the inside-out. With her own body!”
My eyes flew around the room. The mayor was no longer there. The other people made every effort possible to shield their eyes from meeting mine. Even the man who’d been shot in both legs and was lying flat on his back, unable to move away, averted his eyes when I looked at him.
“No,” I said. “I . . . I didn’t mean to. I was angry. She made me angry; she didn’t care about what she took or whom she took it from . . .” I trailed off. I’d failed my task miserably. Not only had I not spared the mayor, I’d killed her myself, and how many others had been injured or died before I’d managed to get up there to stop Thanos?
“I get it,” Thanos said. He bent and picked up the gun. “You thought you were going to keep me in check; you thought we could do this whole coup thing without spilling any blood. I guess you didn’t learn any history in that poor-person school of yours. A revolution without bloodshed just means more of the same. No. You and I . . .” He touched a finger to my collarbone, then to his chest. “We’re going to make a real difference. We’re going to change things. Unsettle the establishment. Create an even playing field for everyone.”
On unsteady feet, I stumbled away from him, towards the desk on the other side of the room. Papers littered the table. I picked up a piece and used it to roughly wipe blood off my hands. The air in the room was starting to chill me, and I realized it wasn’t so much a chill as it was the feeling of the mayor’s blood, losing its warmth. I was drenched in it.
I hunched over the desk, planting my hands on it. I needed to regain my equilibrium. If I didn’t, Thanos was going to kill all these other people, too. I raised a shaking hand and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. Something shook out of my hair and clattered onto the desk.
A tooth.
Bile came retching out of my gut, and I vomited on the floor beside the deck. I hadn’t been allowed to eat much breakfast – Orthos had said I’d understand why when we got to the sewer – but everything I had eaten and then some came up, splattering over the lush carpet and my shoes. I didn’t bother wiping my mouth. “Turn off the weather change,” I said.
“We can’t do that here; not now. We have to establish our control,” Thanos said.
“We haven’t already done that? The mayor is dead. That’s what you said we had to do.”
“Nobody knows she’s dead, Nimisila. Think about that for a second.” He waved the gun at the people on the floor. The motion brought a rise of gasps and flinches. “Who here speaks for the mayor, huh? One of you must communicate to the city for her.”
A man on the floor raised a shaking hand tentatively.
“I want you to communicate to the city that we’ve taken over,” Thanos directed. “I’m in charge now. My name is Thanos, and the first thing I want is all the experimental students to be brought here. They should be here within the hour. Got it?”
The man nodded.
“You’re going to have to get up to do that, aren’t you?” Thanos prompted.
The man scrambled to his feet. Luckily, he didn’t seem to be wounded.
“Just do as he asks,” I said, trying to reassure him. “He’s not as bad as he seems.”
He gulped and nodded.
Thanos was losing his patience. “Go. Get it done. An hour,” he said. I felt him exert an invisible shove at the man. The man tripped over his own feet but recovered and made his way to the door, never looking away from Thanos.
“What about these other people?” I asked. “Some of them need doctors.”
Thanos looked over the group. Even though I knew they didn’t have abilities, I felt the collective tick upwards in their level of hope – but Thanos shook his head. “They’re my insurance. If that guy doesn’t make good and bring me the experimentals, then I’m going to start killing them, one at a time, until they give in to my demands.” He pointed at one of the women near him. She shrunk away. “What’s that guy’s name? I can’t be going around saying ‘that guy’ when I’m talking about my communications point-person.”
“Stanley,” she said. “His name is Stanley.”
“Stanley. That’s my guy. Stanley. You people better hope Stanley is your guy, too. If Stanley doesn’t deliver, you’re all going to find yourselves taking the fast track to the ground floor.” He paused and thought for a moment. “Just so we’re clear, I mean I’m going to throw you out a window. You won’t be taking the elevator.” He turned to me. “Speaking of the elevator. Where were you? You weren’t there when I needed you.”
“You seemed to do fine,” I said, “but the elevator wasn’t working. It wouldn’t come down to the basement.”
“The elevators automatically stop at the nearest floor and open their doors during a fire,” a man with a wound in his forearm said. “Then, it won’t move. You have to take the stairs.”
“I like this guy,” Thanos said. “He’s helpful.”
The man’s cheeks flushed. I wondered whether he felt bashful about the praise or guilty for assisting the person who’d overthrown his boss.
Thanos swaggered over to the mayor’s deck, leaving a large margin around the spot where I’d vomited. He pointed to the mess. “I need someone to clean this up. Is there a janitor around here?”
The helpful guy spoke up again. “Just press the button on the console there, the one that says ‘attendant’.”
Thanos nodded his gratitude and pressed the button. Then, he sat down in the mayor’s chair and propped his feet up on the desk. “While we wait, I need a debriefing on all of the city’s current projects. The power plant, the experimentals, and the weather change are priority, but I want details all the way down to sidewalk replacement and recycling schedules. Everything.”
The people on the floor sat still for just a moment, but Thanos clapped his hands, and they jerked into motion. A woman went to the door but paused at the threshold. “Sir? I need to go to the outer office for the reports. What about the fire?”
“The fire is out. Do what you need to do. Just be aware I’m watching.” He flashed a brilliantly white smile, which on a normal day, would have seemed handsome and dashing. Today, it felt like cheap theatrics.
The next hour moved in slow motion. The workers bustled around, doing their best to bend to Thanos’ demands. I stood off to the side. I wanted very much to peel my bloody clothes off and bathe, but it didn’t seem like a request Thanos was in the mood to grant. Orthos came from downstairs, and they spoke to each other privately. Orthos glanced over at me with a surprised look, his eyes wide. I knew without asking Thanos had told him I’d killed the mayor. Just for a moment, I was glad for the gore covering me; it meant he couldn’t see the heat rising into my cheeks. They talked for several minutes more, but then Thanos stood abruptly from his chair. The two were engaged in an obvious stare-down.
Orthos kept up a good front initially, but then he turned away. He came over to stand by me in the corner, out of the way. “You killed the mayor, then,” he said.
“I didn’t mean to,” I replied. “That’s never happened before; my projection always snaps back to my body, not the other way around.”
Orthos looked at the floor, his eyebrows drawn together in an almost unbroken line across his face. “She made you angry?”
“Yeah.”
“Mm.”
“What does that mean?”
His gaze moved across the room, settling on Thanos. “I’m just thinking to myself, is all.”
The tension in the room rose to a stifling level. Three people entered the room: two women and a man. They were all young, maybe younger than Thanos. I could feel them sensing the room.
The experimentals.
“Thanos,” the man said.
“Gary,” Thanos said.
“We’re here. What do you want?”
Thanos made a show of trying to look around behind the three people. “You aren’t all here. I specifically asked for all the experimentals.”
“We’re what you got.”
“It’s not what I asked for.” Thanos picked up the gun I’d left on the desk. He pointed it at one of the hostages and shot him in the back of the head.
I gasped and clapped a hand over my mouth. Orthos stiffened beside me but made no move towards Thanos.
“You still have about 20 minutes to finish gathering the others,” Thanos said. “You’d better make sure they get here.”
“We were all friends before, Thanos,” one of the women said. “Maybe we could sit down and talk about this.”
“There’s nothing to talk about. I want all 17 of the experimentals, and I want them here in 20 minutes. The end.”
She nodded once, then turned and moved towards the door, but Thanos trapped her inside one of his bubble force-fields. She bumped awkwardly into the barrier and drew back, then reached out a hand to touch it. She turned back to Thanos with her features tight and her hands clenched into fists. “Let me out of this, Thanos.”
Thanos leaned back in his chair and shrugged. “You’ve already surrendered. You can’t leave.”
“How do you expect the others to come if you confine us here?” Gary asked.
“I expect them to know to come the same way you did. Stanley will tell them.”
The trio clustered back together. Their abilities seemed to collect together in a charge that hummed around the room.
“You can’t beat me,” Thanos said. “You know I’m more powerful.”
“You’re more powerful than each of us,” Gary said, “but not more powerful than the three of us combined.”
Orthos grabbed my arm and addressed only me. “You have to help him. Back him up.”
The movement attracted Gary’s attention. “Who’s she?” he asked, pointing at me.
Thanos didn’t get the chance to answer. The window behind the desk suddenly shattered outward, the change in pressure pulling everyone towards the window for a moment.
Gary jumped onto the desk and grabbed Thanos by the collar, dragging him up and out of the chair. “We’re not just going to roll over and let you do what you want,” he growled.
He lifted Thanos and threw him out the window.
Thanos easily recovered and floated back into the room, his eyes lit with anger. “I don’t need you to roll over,” Thanos said. He closed his eyes.
The woman who hadn’t yet spoken stepped forward. She put her fingers to her temples and closed her eyes, too, but Thanos wasn’t letting her get a hold on him. He didn’t even move, but I felt his abilities expand and strengthen for a moment.
Then, he mentally grabbed her and threw her out the window.
Her scream was more of a croak. I didn’t have to look to know she’d died. I felt her life-force snuff out.
Gary roared in pain. He rushed at Thanos and punched him hard in the face. He knocked Thanos to the ground, sat on his chest, and delivered blow after blow, but none of them even touched Thanos. He’d created a mental shield.
The other woman grabbed the gun Thanos had put on the desk, pushed Gary aside, and shot at Thanos’ chest. The bullet zinged away, ricocheted and struck the wall next to the window.
Thanos started to laugh. “You can’t beat me,” he said. “You haven’t even heard what I want.”
Gary crouched on the floor, cradling the hand he’d busted into mush from punching Thanos’ shield.
“We did ask you what you wanted,” she said. “What do you want?”
“I’ll tell you when the others get here.”
She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “You haven’t changed at all, Thanos. You know, that’s why you got kicked out.”
Thanos blinked. It was the only outward sign she’d tripped his rage, but I could feel it building. I mentally reached out to the hostages still in the room, pushed them out the door, and slammed it shut, then I created a bubble around Orthos and myself.
“Duck,” I said to Orthos.
He put his arms around me, and we turned away and knelt. Even through the bubble, I felt the power of the blast Thanos set off. The room exploded into a fireball; the walls, floor, ceiling, and everything and everyone in the room, except for Orthos and I, were on fire.
I imagined the heat and fire being shunted out the window, and the temperature started to drop. I chanced a look over my shoulder.
The woman was on fire, but she didn’t seem to feel it. “You think you’re the only one who’s special?” she asked. She didn’t wait for Thanos to answer. She thrust a column of fire at Thanos’ chest.
He grunted and thrust it back. Sparks were flying out of the edges of the ball, as it volleyed back and forth between them, their powers coming head-to-head.
Gary broke the tie, though. He rushed at Thanos, grabbed him around the waist, and pushed him against the desk. Surprised, Thanos lost control of the fire and hit his head against the desk. Gary wasn’t taking any chances; with his uninjured hand, he grabbed Thanos by the hair and bashed his head against the edge of desk until the board splintered away.
“That’s enough,” the woman said. “We just have to wait for the others.” She pulled something that looked like a dog collar out of her pocket, and she flipped it through the air at Gary. “Get him under control.”
Gary snapped the collar around his neck. A readout on the collar turned on, and Gary tapped at it, apparently activating it.
The woman turned to Orthos and me. “Now,” she said with her hands on her hips. “What are we going to do with these two?”




Chapter 13

“They don’t know who you are. Drop the barrier and follow my lead, okay?” Orthos said.
It didn’t feel like I had any other choice. I nodded and did as he asked.
The woman approached. “I know you,” she said, pointing to Orthos. She turned her attention to me. “But we haven’t met.” She had red hair, pulled back into a ponytail, and when she got closer, I could see a smattering of freckles over her nose. She inclined her head at Orthos. “We don’t have to worry about you, right? You’re going to cooperate?”
“Yes,” Orthos said, looking at the ground.
“Who’s she?”
“She’s from out west. She lived in a colony the escaped mountain people built some time ago.”
I held out my hand. “You can call me Nim,” I said.
She glanced down at my hand and gave an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I don’t touch others. It sometimes has unintended consequences. You can call me Eneece.”
I dropped my hand, letting my arm hang awkwardly at my side. I felt her step into my head. I took deep breaths and pictured the beach. If she could see my thoughts, then I wouldn’t give her more than Orthos had already said.
Apparently, this satisfied her, and she abruptly departed. “Here’s the thing: I don’t like Thanos. Orthos here is a good guy, though. I’m going to assume if he says you’re okay, you’re okay.”
Behind her, the man was escorting a groggy Thanos out of the room.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Tell me what happened here.”
I kept silent, as Orthos described Thanos’ grandiose plan to take over the city. When he got to the part about the mayor, I prepared myself to leap through the window to safety if necessary, but Orthos changed the details. He said Thanos had killed her, while I stood in the way and begged him to show mercy, and Thanos had bathed me in her blood to punish me for my insubordination.
“The loss of the mayor is unfortunate,” she said, “but we’ll have to soldier on without her. Her office staff will know what to do.” She looked at me. “There is a chain of command, you know. Thanos can’t just kill the mayor and take over — unless the others refused to step forward.”
“I’m sure you’ll get it all in order,” Orthos said. “Maybe you could give us a place to clean up? Poor Nim, here; she’s shaking like a leaf. She needs to rest.”
I looked down at my hands. I was shaking like a leaf.
“Of course,” she replied. “Let me take you to headquarters. You’ll be comfortable there, won’t you?”
“That would be most appreciated,” Orthos said.
She took us to a building just up the street from the town hall. Too late, I realized the headquarters would likely be quite like the lab where they’d kept me. From the outside, it could have been a mirror image.
Orthos grabbed my hand and squeezed it as we entered.
I took gulps of breath, trying to slow the rapid beating of my heart.
“It’ll be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry.”
She led us to a room, very much like the one I’d been held in — except, it was a lot larger. There were cots for 20 people, and a sign indicated an adjoining bathroom. I almost started to cry, thinking of a hot shower and toilets that flushed.
“Those beds on the end aren’t being used,” she said, pointing to them. The beds had their linens neatly folded on top, waiting for the next occupant to make up the bed. “Towels and toiletries are in the bathroom. I’m sure you can find them. I’ll be around, if you need anything. We’ll talk some more after you’ve had a chance to clean up.”
Orthos thanked her, and she left. At least, I think she left. I was so focused on getting to the bathroom that I wasn’t paying much attention.
The bathroom was split down the middle by a wall. One side was the women’s room, and the other side was the men’s room. I wandered into the women’s side. There were fresh towels, stacked on a shelf beside the door. I grabbed one and proceeded to the shower. I went into a shower stall and turned on the water. It was cold at first, but even that felt luxurious on the hand I held into the stream, waiting for warmth. When it started to warm up, I stepped back from the spray and stripped off my clothes. I didn’t know what to do with them; they were beyond help, with all the blood and muck on them. Eventually, I decided the best I could do was rinse them out and hang them up to dry. I did that, and then jumped into the spray.
It was like I’d turned on my own internal faucet. I couldn’t scrub off the blood hard enough or get the horrified faces of the hostages out of my mind. I think I was crying — I felt like I was — but I could only tell from my hitching sobs. The water kept my tears hidden.
Eventually, I’d spent myself. Anyway, my hands were turning wrinkly and white, and I didn’t like the way it felt to touch things when my skin was too loose for my body. I turned off the water and dried off. Having nothing else to put on, I wrapped myself in the towel. With my hair wet, I was shivering, and even though it seemed like a decadent waste, I grabbed a second towel and wrapped my hair in it.
I found a toothbrush and toothpaste, and I brushed my teeth. It felt amazing. I spotted a comb, and I removed the second towel long enough to run it through my hair a few times. Not wanting to tangle it up again, I tossed the towel into a bin marked ‘dirty’ and cautiously emerged from the bathroom.
The room was still empty; the others must have been off doing their training activities for the day. The water in the men’s room was still running, so I decided Orthos might be a while. I made up one of the beds and climbed in, keeping my towel wrapped around me.
A bed never felt so nice. I was asleep in hardly any time at all.
◆◆◆
 
When I awoke, there were people milling around the room. Most of them looked to be prepared for bed. Orthos noticed me wake up, and he sat up in his bed. “I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up,” he said.
“Has it been a long time?” I asked.
“No. It’s just been really noisy. I can’t believe you slept through all that.”
I smiled in answer. “What’s our plan here?” I said, noticing the others were looking at us with curious glances.
“Honestly, I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Thanos won’t be of any use until we remove the disabling collar — and that’s assuming we can find him. I’ve no idea where they took him.”
“Will he . . . you think he’ll tell them what we —
he
— had planned?”
“I don’t think so. There’s no way they can break him. He’s endured every form of torture imaginable, and it only makes him stronger. They’d be stupid to try.”
“We need to get the weather change turned off. Conditions outside are getting worse by the day. It won’t be long before all those people you saved are starving to death.”
“I don’t know how to turn it off and finding out how it’s done would likely give them too good of an idea what we’re up to. We’ve got to convince them to shut it off ourselves. Appeal to their sensibilities.”
“I sure hope they have some sensibilities,” I said.
He laughed, and then cleared his scratchy throat.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman approaching. “How are we doing? Better? You certainly look a lot better,” she said.
“Thanks,” I said. “I wonder, though, do you have any clothes I could borrow? My things were . . .” I trailed off, not wanting to think about what had happened to my clothes.
“Of course,” she said. She left and came back holding a drawstring bag. She handed it to me. “Standard trainee issue,” she said apologetically. “We don’t have a need for civilian clothes.”
“Right. That’s fine. Thank you.” I took the bag and carefully extracted myself from the blankets, struggling to keep the towel intact. “I’m just going to go get dressed.” I went back to the bathroom and into a toilet stall. There were a few other women in the bathroom. I saw them looking at me in the mirror as I disappeared into the stall. I could feel them trying to sense me. Some of them were good at it; others weren’t.
The bag held undergarments, a long-sleeved black shirt, and plain black pants — the same thing everyone else was wearing. Eneece was a good judge of size; they fit me perfectly. I relished using the toilet for a moment and flushing it, then I emerged from the stall. The others had gone. I washed my hands and threw my dirty towel into the bin. Then, I went back out to Orthos and Eneece.
“Are you hungry?” she asked as I approached. “It’s time to eat. You can join us, if you like.”
“Thank you,” I said. I followed her and Orthos through the room. It seemed all the other occupants had returned. Nobody met my eyes, but I could feel them looking at me, and some trying to sense me. I kept my thoughts as neutral as possible.
Dinner turned out to be an immense amount of food. The experimentals seemed ravenous, and all around me, people inhaled their food, as if they’d been starving a moment before. I wondered how many of them had been deliberately starved to sharpen their abilities. Probably all of them. I cleaned my plate along with them, barely tasting the food. I did refrain from using my finger to lick my plate clean, though. Nobody else was doing it. Besides, in the city, waste was a given for privileged people.
When we were finished, Eneece took Orthos and me around the room and introduced us to everyone. Their names rolled off my back like water off a seal’s pelt. I had no desire to know them; they seemed mostly to be rather arrogant. Knowing Thanos came from this group made sense, but I’d rather hoped he was an anomaly and not the norm.
Eneece led us back to the dormitory after Orthos pointed out we’d had an overwhelming day. I got ready for bed, changing into a nightshirt that had appeared on my bunk while we’d been gone. Its fabric was a much smoother weave than anything I’d had in years, and I nestled into my bed with a sigh.
“Don’t get complacent,” Orthos said to me.
I didn’t look at him. I kept my eyes on the ceiling. “We need a plan. How are we going to get the weather change turned off?”
“I’m working on it,” he said. The springs in his cot creaked as he rolled around. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. He was plumping his pillow with violent punches. “We’ve got to gain Eneece’s trust,” he said. “If Thanos knew how to deal with the weather change, then she should know, too.”
“I could try to scan her. Look into her thoughts,” I said.
“No. She’s not as powerful as you, but she’ll know.” His cot creaked again as he settled back onto his pillow. “Tomorrow, we’ll ask for a tour. See what she’ll show us. They’re very proud of the program. She might just show us exactly what we want to see.”
Something told me she wasn’t that stupid, but lacking any other plan, I found myself agreeing to go along. I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the room dying down. It didn’t take long to drift off to sleep again.
◆◆◆
 
We passed several days, tagging along with Eneece. She showed us nothing of any value, and I didn’t dare use my abilities to pry further under the covers of what she was allowing us to see. I never saw or felt Thanos present. Orthos didn’t even ask about him — which seemed a little surprising, considering Thanos was his son.
The others were polite but kept their distance. Their names continued to elude me, and I started to wonder if my intuition was keeping them at arm’s length.
By the third morning, I was ready to shake things up. Orthos didn’t seem in any hurry, and he had yet to formulate a plan.
When everyone got up for breakfast, I feigned an upset stomach and loudly told Orthos I would see him later; I probably just needed to move my bowels. The experimentals near us made no attempt to hide their disgust over my statement, and I had to cover my mouth to keep from smiling. It was too easy to rile them.
Eventually, everyone left for breakfast and daily training. I went into the bathroom and shut myself in a stall.
Then, I left my body and made my way around the building. On our various tours, Eneece had very carefully steered us from three distinct rooms, and I wanted to know what was in them.
The first was a training room, complete with a variety of instruments of torture. My stomach clenched, just seeing the things I knew were meant to inflict pain and suffering; thinking those idiots welcomed such treatment only made it clench even more. There weren’t any people in the room, but there were some papers lying around. I glanced through them but found little of interest.
I moved to the next room. This one was like the room I’d been held captive in. It contained a cot and a table. It was lived in, but either the occupant wasn’t around, or whenever the occupant left, nobody had bothered to clean up. A dirty nightshirt was at the foot of the cot, and the blankets were rumpled, as if someone had made the bed, and then taken a nap on top of it. A scraped-clean plate and utensils sat on the table, with a half-empty glass of milk. There was nothing of value there, either.
I imagined moving on to the last room. It was farther from the others, and breakfast was probably wrapping up, so if I was going to avoid being detected, I needed to make it fast. I moved through the door. When I got inside, the first thing I noticed was it was bolted from the inside.
The second thing I noticed was I wasn’t alone. A man was sitting at a desk, in front of a very old computer. I’d never seen one so old that still worked. He didn’t seem to notice my energy in the room, so I approached and looked over his shoulder. The image on the screen was a map of the United States. I recognized it from using Silver’s old tablet. There were strange symbols over the maps; blue, curved lines with semi-circles against one edge were bulging across the country.
The man noted some things on a pad of paper and closed the map view, revealing a chart, displaying columns of numbers. He ran his finger along one row of numbers and noted something else on his pad of paper.
I wondered if he had abilities. If not, he wouldn’t notice me prying in his thoughts. I moved to stand behind him and tentatively reached into his brain. He continued to seem unaware of me, and I pushed further so that I could see his thoughts, which seemed abstract and irrational at first, but then I realized he was doing math. He was adding up a bunch of numbers and dividing them to come up with an average over several different data sets. With each data set, the number went down a little bit. It seemed a strange activity — he could have just gotten the computer to do that — but then, he flipped the monitor screen back to the map, and the numbers made sense.
They were temperatures. He was tracking the average temperature at various locations and noting the downward trend. I willed him to pay attention to the California coast. What was the temperature like there? It was in the mid-20s, far colder than any weather I could remember in the village. The people were surely suffering. Some of the older people may have already died.
He flipped the display again, only this time, the screen wasn’t just displaying data. It had input controls. The man slid one of the controls along an axis, moving it from 45 to 42. Then, he selected a time period of two weeks from a list.
It hit me — the computer was controlling the weather change.
I bit back my excitement. I didn’t want to give the guy any reason to suspect he wasn’t alone, but before I left his thoughts, I wanted to know how he felt about the weather change.
I imagined asking him whether he thought it was a good idea or not.
It’s not my idea to have, he thought. Just following orders.
Maybe he felt guilty? It was hard to tell. I prodded one more time. This time, I imagined him thinking about all the people outside of the city who would die, just so the city could have a clear path to the power plant’s fuel source.
He firmly tamped down this idea, refusing to acknowledge it in any way.
So, he did feel bad about it. Maybe there were some people in the building who weren’t total jerks, after all.
I needed to know how to turn it off and when I could come back and find the computer unattended. I looked around the room for a posted schedule, or something that would show whether someone would be coming to replace the guy, or what he’d been directed to do when he came in today, but there was nothing on the bulletin board by the door or anywhere on the walls. There were a few sheets of paper on the desk, but none of them were weather-related.
Then, I got an idea.
I imagined Eneece coming in. She strode in with confidence and stopped in front of the desk. “Hey,” her image said to the man. “There’s been a change of plans. We’ve got to back this weather change out; go back to the regular climate. Got it?”
He looked up at her. I could feel his confusion. He licked his lips. “Turn it off?” he finally asked.
“That’s not what I said, but yes, turn it off.”
The man pushed a few buttons. His thoughts were clouded with questions. I couldn’t get a read on what he was thinking. He turned to a panel behind him.
Even though I wasn’t physically there, I instinctively dodged out of his way.
He opened the panel. There were readouts and gauges on it, but what drew my attention were the two flat-screens with hand-shaped stickers on them, one on each side of the panel, too far apart for one person to reach both at the same time.
“You’ll need the other signature,” he said to Eneece’s image. He turned a key above one of the hand-shaped screens, and the screen lit up.
My mind raced. How could I get him to explain?
“Pardon?” Eneece said.
He gestured towards the other hand-screen. “You need Thanos.” He made an exasperated sound. “To turn it off. Eneece, have you been drinking?”
Thanos? That rotten bastard. He’d been one of the people who’d turned it on.
My hands clenched into fists. It took an immense effort not to kill this clown where he stood. I reminded myself he didn’t like the weather-change machine; he didn’t want innocent people to die. I forced my thoughts back to controlling the image of Eneece, who was in danger of disappearing.
“We don’t need that jerk. Just do the override,” Eneece said.
The man became hostile. “Look. I don’t know about any manual override. If you two have been keeping secrets about this stuff, then I think everyone else is gonna want to hear about it.” He stood from the chair and moved towards the door.
I couldn’t let him leave and stir up trouble.
Eneece’s image was in the way. I imagined her hands having force, and she thrust her hands out, palms first, and shoved him in the chest. “Nobody else needs to know about this,” she said. “Let’s just keep this between us.”
He swept a contemptuous look from her head to her feet, then back again. “Who do you think you are? We’re all in this together. You two think you’re so great. Well, you’re just another . . .”
I didn’t hear him finish. Someone was touching my physical form, and my mental self began to snap home. The apparition of Eneece I’d imagined dissolved as I was pulled from the room, straight through the wall.
“Nim.” It was Orthos. “Are you all right?” He had a hand on my shoulder and was shaking me.
Eneece stood behind him, looking down at me. Her eyebrows were knit together in an expression of either be suspicion or concern.
I chose to believe it was the latter.
I pushed his hand away and groaned, doubling over around my stomach. “I’m fine, it’s just – I think I need to go to the bathroom again.” The blankets were tangled around my legs, and I struggled to stand from the cot and hurry to the bathroom. Hopefully, they would think my clumsiness was because I didn’t feel well and not because I’d been up to something.
In the bathroom, I locked myself in a stall and went about using the toilet — just in case Eneece followed me — but the bathroom was quiet; it was only me. I hunched forward, perching my elbows on my thighs and holding my face in my hands.
Thanos was working with them. This was all some elaborate trick — but for what?
I needed to test how far the fences were. Was I an unwitting prisoner there? Could I leave? What about Orthos? Was he in on it? Did he share the same goals? What were the goals?
There was a tapping near the bathroom door. “Nim? I brought you a tonic. It always helps me when the food here gets to me.” It was Eneece. I could see her feet under the stall door.
“Uh, thanks,” I said. I unrolled some toilet paper to prepare to exit the stall, but she continued.
“I’m going to leave it just over here, on the sink. You take your time.”
I moaned just a little to give my routine some authenticity, but it was too over-the-top. I sensed her prodding into my body, scanning for the problem. Not knowing what else to do, I did something someone who has seen starvation would never do, unless it was necessary: I jammed my fingers into my throat and forced myself to vomit. Since I hadn’t gone to breakfast, there wasn’t much to come up, but something did, and it splattered all over the floor.
Eneece’s feet jumped, and then skittered away from the splash zone. “Yeah, I’m going to just go get a mop. I’ll leave this here, okay?” I heard the glass clatter to the counter, and her footsteps quickly retreated.
Smiling, I wiped my mouth with the wad of toilet paper I’d collected, then threw it into the toilet, flushed it, and carefully stepped over the mess and out of the stall. The glass on the counter contained a thick, dark-green liquid. It did not look appetizing at all. I washed my hands and picked up the glass to sniff it. Even though I had been feeling fine before I gagged myself, the smell of it made me want to vomit for real this time.
An older woman pushing a mop bucket by the handle rounded the corner and saw me sniffing the liquid. She wore a grey jumpsuit; the name badge on her left breast read, “Ingrid”. I should have known the likes of the experimentals wouldn’t clean up their own messes. “If you want to feel better, I wouldn’t recommend that,” she said. She pointed at me, her finger twisted from hard work and arthritis. She pushed the bucket over to the stall and clucked her tongue at the mess. “It’s a shame when food goes to waste.”
“Yes,” I said out loud. “It is.”
She gave me a sharp look at the sound of my smooth voice. “You’re not one of them.”
I shook my head.
She moved closer to me, tipping her head towards mine, as if she meant to whisper, but she still only spoke in my head. “They’ve got bad intentions here. Leave while you can.”
Thrilled to meet someone I might be able to trust, I stuck my hand out to her. “My name is Nimisila,” I said. “They call me Nim.”
Her eyes widened, and she gasped. “You’re the one they’ve been looking for. You’ve got to leave.” She turned me towards the door and pushed. “Get your shoes on and get out of here.”
“They already know I’m here,” I said, turning back to face her. “They think … I think … it’s hard to explain. They’re holding me here, but they think I don’t know that. They think I believe they only wanted Thanos.”
If possible, her eyes widened more, and she clutched at a cross, hanging from her neck. “Don’t say that devil’s name,” she said. “He’s worse than all the others combined.”
“I need your help,” I said. “They killed the mayor. They’re going to try and take over the city. They’re changing the weather to kill off everyone else — innocent people.”
“What can I do?” she asked. Color drained from her face. She released the cross, and instead latched a bony hand on my arm.
“I don’t know yet. Do you live here? In the building?”
“No, I have an apartment not far from here.”
“Can you take me there? When you’re done working today?”
“Of course, but how will you get out? They’ll see you.”
“I’ll meet you on the street. In front of the town hall. When you leave.”
“My shift is over at six,” she said.
“I’ll be there,” I said. “At six.”




Chapter 14

It wasn’t easy to convince Orthos to let me leave by myself, but I made up a sob story — complete with real tears — and he relented. I told him I needed to go and see the home where I’d grown up; I’d been there with Thanos, and it had stirred up a lot of feelings that needed closure. Plus, I argued they could have stashed Thanos there. I watched him carefully when I mentioned that possible theory. If he knew where they’d taken Thanos, he didn’t give any outward sign he did.
At 5:30, I again pretended my stomach was hurting. Everyone left me in the dormitory, as they had at breakfast, and I had no trouble slipping out of the building. That gave me a little bit of pause. If they were working with Thanos, then they knew who I was, right? Orthos was probably in on it, too. So, why was it so easy to leave?
It didn’t take me long to figure out why. It was because someone trailed me. A young girl, maybe 15 years old, emerged from the rear of the experimental headquarters, not more than a minute after I left through the front doors. I kept my pace slow. She was even slower. The street was crowded this time of day, as many people were heading home for dinner. I slipped into a large crowd and ducked into the lobby of an apartment building behind one of the true occupants. I bent over and pretended to fix my shoelaces.
From the corner of my eye, I saw the girl walk by. She didn’t look into the building lobby, thankfully. Her gaze was locked ahead of her, sweeping the crowd for me.
I stood up and studied the hall. The lighting at the end of the hall suggested an out-of-sight window or door. I went down the hall and found the back door, with stairs leading down to a park-like setting behind the building. I went out and sat on a bench. I was still too early to meet the cleaning lady, and I didn’t want to sit out on the street, where the girl would have surely realized she’d lost me by now.
Someone had hung some clothing out to dry on their balcony, and I mentally pulled it towards me. They floated to the ground. One item was a silken scarf, with beautiful roses painted on it. There was also a bright pink shirt to match. I tied the scarf around my head to camouflage my hair and put the shirt on over my experimental training shirt. I felt like a giant pink flower — but it wasn’t what the girl would be looking for.
It was nearly time to meet the cleaning woman, so I moved behind the buildings, parallel to the street, until I came to the building across from the town hall. There was a bakery in the building, so I went in and stood in line, pretending to study the contents of the display case but really keeping an eye out for the cleaning woman.
I caught sight of her just as I got to the front of the line. “So sorry,” I said. “I just remembered I have some at home already.” I shrugged and gave a sheepish grin, while backing out of the store.
The clerk was already moving on to the next person.
I ran across the street and intercepted the cleaning woman. She was walking by City Hall at a fast clip. I walked beside her. “You came,” I said.
“Yes. Well. I can’t bring you home. You could put my family in danger.”
“I have abilities,” I said. “No harm will come to anyone.” I put a steadying hand on her arm. “I promise.”
“You must think I’m an old fool,” she said. She patted my hand. “I know you can’t make that promise.”
“People will die,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. She turned a corner so quickly that I tripped over my feet trying to keep up. “People will die whether I help you or not.”
“If that’s true, then what do you have to fear?”
She looked at me. Her eyes were watery and faded. Sad. “That’s why I’m bringing you home.”
I relaxed. She was going to help me. For now.
◆◆◆
 
Her apartment was small and cramped. It had one bedroom, with a cot large enough for one person, and the living space had only a table and chairs, and one solitary reclining chair near the window. A stack of books sat on a tiny side table next to the chair.
There were pictures on the wall, and I studied them. They showed two children: a boy and a girl, in various stages of youth. The girl had long, thick braids flying around her in every photo. The boy was gawky and had a space between his two front teeth in younger photos. As he aged, he became handsome.
“Ingrid,” I said, looking around. “You live here alone?”
“Yes, now I do,” she said.
“But . . . then who would you be protecting by not bringing me here?”
“They don’t have to be here for you to be a danger to them.”
I nodded, though I didn’t understand what she meant.
She bustled around, getting something for dinner. “Would you like something to eat? Some stew?”
I was starving, having skipped all my meals that day, but it was clear Ingrid needed every morsel of food that came her way. “I’m fine, thank you,” I said.
But she still brought two bowls of stew to the table. “Sit. Eat.”
Obediently, I sat and ate what she’d presented. It was much better than anything else I’d had to eat at the headquarters. “This is delicious,” I said.
She smiled. “Now, what is it you need my help with?”
I set down my spoon. “I need to stop them. They’re changing the weather again. I have friends and family out there, outside the city. They’ll die soon, if I don’t turn it off.”
Her face clouded over. “I don’t know anything about the machine. I know there is one. I know it caused immense damage hundreds of years ago, but that’s it. I don’t know how I could be of any help to you.” She picked up her bowl and took it to the sink.
“It’s just … there’s nobody I can trust,” I said.
A niggling feeling told me I was being foolish to trust even her, but she’d already warned me off. Besides, she had a low-paying job and could speak with a normal voice; it was likely her children — or grandchildren? — didn’t have a chip. She knew what it was to be without power.
She returned to the table, took my empty bowl, and washed it in the sink. “I’ll do whatever I can to help, if you think I can. I don’t want anybody to get hurt.”
“I know where the computer that controls the weather change is, but I can’t shut it down without both Thanos and Eneece. The shutdown is linked to their palmprints.”
With the dishes done, and the kitchen tidied, she returned to sit across from me. “That certainly sounds like it will be a challenge. The two of them fight like cats and dogs.”
“I was hoping you’d have an idea where Thanos is.”
“He’s at headquarters. Like you.”
“But he’s never in the dormitory or at meals. Today, I checked rooms they haven’t shown me, and he wasn’t in any of them, either.”
“I’ve seen him. Him and his father.”
So, Orthos was in on it. I’d have to be careful. 
I thought back to when I’d ditched the girl following me. I’d made a mistake coming here. Now, I understood what Ingrid had meant about it being dangerous for her family; if they found out I was here with her, and she was telling me things, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill her, or the people she cared about.
“I’ve got to go,” I said.
She put a hand out to stop me. “You be careful.”
“Thanks, Ingrid. I will.”
I left her apartment building and wandered out to the street. I didn’t see anyone I recognized; neither the girl from earlier, nor anyone else I’d seen around headquarters. I needed a place to hide, while I figured out what to do.
I turned towards my old neighborhood and began walking in that direction. I was only a few blocks from my old street when it occurred to me that even if Thanos wasn’t at the house, it would still be watched.
I turned away and headed instead towards the slums. Thanos and Orthos acted as if the people living in the slums weren’t even human. They’d never think to look for me there.
When I got near the slums, I hid amongst some old, broken appliances and projected my mental self to scout for a place to sleep. It was starting to get dark. Already, people were clustered around several barrels, lit with smoky fires. The weather change hadn’t impacted the city much, but even a few degrees was a lot to people without access to real shelter.
I moved among the rickety, thrown-together structures. Most were made from old metal or cardboard — a few were nothing more than a blanket, thrown over a string and suspended between two poles — but they were all occupied.
I was beginning to think I’d made a mistake, when I encountered a woman who was ill, alone in the shelter she’d made from the siding of a house. She was huddled beneath a clump of dirty blankets. Her cheeks were sallow, and her eyes were yellow.
Hoping the owner would forgive me, I used my abilities to grab a chunk of bread, and a mug of thin-looking soup. I took them to the woman and spoon-fed them to her. She didn’t protest, but she wasn’t turning cartwheels, either. When the food was gone, I watched as she slid into a fitful sleep.
I snapped back into my body and then, under the cover of the dark sky, I made my way to her shelter.
She didn’t move when I entered, and I sat down beside her. I took a shaky breath, and then imagined scanning her body. Her liver was a problem; it was scarred and not functioning. I concentrated my thoughts on turning it a nice, healthy, deep red and wiping away the damage.
After a time, I couldn’t find anything else that seemed wrong, so I curled into a ball near her and went to sleep myself.
When I awoke in the morning, she was staring at me. “Am I dead yet?” she asked.
“No. Do you feel better? I fed you a curing broth last night.”
“I do feel better.” She sat up and smacked her lips together. “‘s a miracle. I could use a drink.”
So, that was it. She was an alcoholic.
“I need your help,” I said. “Do you live here by yourself?”
She laughed. Her voice didn’t sound as unused as most did. “Why? You want to rent a room?”
My cheeks heated. “I just wondered if I could sleep here. At night. I’ll get my own bedding; you don’t have to give me anything.”
She stopped laughing and turned her head so that she was looking at me with only her right eye. “It’ll cost ya.”
“How much?” I didn’t have anything to give her, but I’d figure something out. If nothing else, I could probably steal.
“Meals,” she said out loud. She turned her head and looked at me with her other eye. “I want three squares a day, and drinks. Good ones. None of that cheap, rotgut shit.”
“All right,” I said.
“It’s breakfast time.”
I nodded and left the shelter. It was a long way to get to any affluent neighborhoods from there, but it would have to be done. 
◆◆◆
 
That night, I started scouting for Thanos. I would have to find him by sight — he was veiling his essence from me again — but Ingrid had said she’d seen him in headquarters, so I if waited there in the right place, I would eventually come across him. I went back to headquarters and hid in a broom closet. I would project myself to find him, so I could avoid being caught if he noticed me. The weather change room seemed the best place to wait. An attendant was there, going over the numbers, just like before. I sat in the corner and watched. Nobody else came or went until around midnight, when someone came to switch places with the guy at the desk.
The new person wasn’t a particularly good worker. He’d brought a small gamebot –something I’d never seen up close – in his pocket. He pushed the computer on the desk aside and set it up. A holographic image projected above it, and he was soon lost in playing.
I decided to surprise him. I snapped back into my body and crept from the closet. Though it took a lot of effort, I was able to create an image of Eneece over myself and enter the weather room. “Hey,” I barked into his brain. “What are you doing?”
The guy jumped. “Um, just taking a break, Eneece.” He slammed a palm over the gamebot to turn it off, and then he jammed it back into his pocket.
I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll give you a break. Get out.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. He scrabbled around the desk and practically ran from the room.
Alone, I let the image of Eneece drop, and I opened the console door. The controls looked as they had before. I turned the key above one of the palm-prints, and then, imagining I was Thanos, I pressed my right palm to it.
A mechanical voice echoed into my head: “Electronic signature accepted.”
Holy crap.
I projected myself as Eneece. I glanced over at my body, still maintaining the image of Thanos with my hand against the console. I reached up to turn the key, but my hand waved through it, instead of grasping it. My ability wasn’t strong enough to give both images physical mass. Frustrated, I snapped back into my body and yanked my hand from the device. I turned and thrust my fingers through my hair, just as the door opened.
“Thanos, what are you doing?” Eneece poked her head in. She gave me an expectant look.
Right, I’d imagined myself to be Thanos. “Um, just testing the machine. You know. In case we need to shut it off.”
She laughed. “You know, you can’t do that by yourself.” In an insane stroke of luck, she approached and turned the key on the other pad. “Ready?” She hovered her palm over her device.
I nodded, and we pressed our palms into place.
The voice again said, “Electronic signature accepted.” Then, it was followed by: “Override procedure accessed. Do you wish to override the system?”
“Yes,” I said. I had to broadcast it, because I wasn’t sure how to talk directly to the computer alone.
Eneece turned her head, her eyes sharp. “What are you doing?” she asked out loud.
“I . . .” But words eluded me. What could I say to convince her?
She blinked, and then I felt her invading my head.
I pushed her out. “If I wanted you in there, I’d let you sense me,” I said. I hoped he hid from her, the same way he’d made a habit of hiding from me.
Her lip curled, revealing her teeth.
“Override processing,” the computer said.
She snapped her head back around to look at the console. “Help me turn it back on,” she said. She hovered her palm over the device.
I crossed my arms. “I’ve been thinking,” I said. “I don’t think I get enough out of our deal. I want more.”
She gave a snort of laughter. “You are some piece of work, you know that? What more could you possibly want?”
“All of it,” I said.
Her face turned pink, and her lips pressed into a thin line. “You’ll have full control of the city and the experimental program, and you get to keep the girl. What else is there?”
Keep the girl?
I took a deep breath. What else could I have? “I want you to beg,” I finally said.
She put her hands on her hips and stared at me. “I won’t beg,” she said.
I shrugged my shoulders and stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Fine, but I won’t turn it back on.”
“Then, I expect you to honor the deal. I did everything you asked.” She didn’t wait for me to respond. She started towards the door. It swung open before she reached it, and my stomach nearly jumped out of my mouth.
Thanos.
Eneece started, turned to look at me, and then back at him. I didn’t stop to think. I put my hand on the console, and I thought of lightning. A puff of air expelled from the electronics in a wave. Ozone singed my nose.
Without warning, I was flying. I thumped shoulder-first into the wall next to the door and crumpled to the floor.
“You.”
Thanos stood over me, his hands clenching and unclenching. “You left today. You aren’t supposed to be here.” He turned on Eneece. “How did she even know about this room?” He grabbed her by her upper arm and shook her.
Her head snapped back and forth. She gasped and brought her other hand to her mouth, then pulled it away bloody. She’d bit her tongue. “I didn’t do anything,” she said. She made a strange keening before she continued. “I never brought her in here. I did everything you asked.”
He pushed her against the wall. His face was so tense that he was baring his teeth, like a dog defending a garbage pile. “If you’d done everything you were supposed to do, the weather machine wouldn’t be fried right now.”
“It’s not her fault,” I said, finding my voice.
Eneece looked at me, like she’d forgotten I was there.
Thanos released her arm and gave her a final shove away from the wall, before turning to me. “Oh, it’s not, is it? Then, whose fault is it?”
“Yours. Your plan was terrible. Like I couldn’t tell right from the start you hated me?” I scrambled to a sit and used my legs to back away from him, until I met the wall. I used it as leverage to start standing, since my legs were shaking.
He kicked out his leg, sweeping mine out from under me.
My back slid down the wall, and my butt connected with the cement floor, hard. I grimaced.
“You’re pathetic,” he said. “You’re weak, easy to manipulate, naïve, and not even much to look at.”
“Then, why do you want to keep me?” I asked, jutting out my chin.
His face turned red, and he hauled back a leg to kick me again, but this time, I imagined a hard blow to the knee of his supporting leg. His knee doubled backwards, and he yelped out in pain before he hit the floor.
Eneece jumped between us. “Leave him alone,” she said.
Before I could ask why she would defend someone who was blackmailing her, Thanos reared up from the floor and pushed her out of the way. He stood on both legs firmly; he must’ve healed the one I’d broken. Somehow, he was still getting stronger. “You’re going to be sorry for that,” he said.
The forcefield bubble appeared around me. It lifted me from the floor and hovered to the ceiling. I scrambled around, trying to stand up, but then he started to shrink it. I pushed with all the force I could muster — both physically and mentally — but the walls kept confining me to a smaller and smaller space. My arm got trapped in an awkward position, and I felt the strain on the bones of my forearm as they were further restricted.
I screamed as they snapped like twigs.
I looked down at Thanos, as if I were in a dream. I felt outside of my body; maybe I was.
As suddenly as the bubble had appeared, it disappeared. I dropped, almost hitting the floor. I managed to catch myself just in time. I cradled my dangling arm like a baby.
He came at me, his face contorted into a snarl. He postured over me, forcing me to lean backwards. “That’s just the beginning of your punishment. Nobody treats me like that. Nobody.”
A tendril of anger unfurled deep in my gut.
“Least of all, an idiot like you,” he continued. “You think you’re so hot, just because you were the first to have a real breakthrough? You think you’re the best this place ever had to offer? Think again.” He jerked his thumb at his chest. “I’m the best this place ever had to offer. Me.”
“Yeah?” I argued. “But I’m not from this place. I never even set foot in this building before she brought me here, and I don’t think I have to remind you what happened to the place that made me. I’ll do the same here, if I have to.”
“You couldn’t if you tried,” he snorted. “You just don’t get it. I’m better than you. I’m smarter, faster, bigger, stronger, and . . .” He lifted his leg and pointed at his knee. “. . .more resilient. You’re nothing but a desperate kid without a chip. Scraping for scraps, just like your stupid parents.”
The anger started to build.
“What’s going on here?” We all turned towards the door. Orthos. He shook his head and rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “I swear, Thanos. The only thing you were required to do was stay away from her.”
Thanos actually seemed to shrink, before protesting in a high-pitched tone, “I did stay away from her. She . . .” He pointed at Eneece. “She let her get in here, and now, look — the weather machine is fried.”
We all turned to look at the weather machine console. A thin wisp of smoke was emanating from somewhere inside it.
Orthos closed his eyes and bowed his head.
“We’ll just—” Thanos started to say.
But, Orthos held up a silencing hand. “I guess this is up to me, after all. Always left to pick up the pieces.”
Thanos and Eneece exchanged a look. “He really didn’t do anything wrong,” Eneece said. “Nimisila tricked me into thinking she was Thanos. I had no idea she was even inside the building.”
“It’s fine,” Orthos assured her. “It will all be fine. I’ll figure out how to get this going forward again. You two . . . just get her somewhere secure, would you? We don’t need her messing up our plans.”
Eneece moved to grab my arm, but Thanos stopped her. “I’ll take care of her,” he said.
“That’s sick. You’re so transparent,” Eneece said, huffing towards the door.
An unpleasant feeling began to replace the anger.
“No,” Orthos argued. “You’ll take her to a holding cell together. She’ll be difficult to contain. We need her alive, so remember: Don’t hurt her. God, why couldn’t you two just execute the plan?”
The bubble appeared around me, and I fell into a sit inside it. My legs skittered around, trying to find a way to keep it from collapsing on me. After a moment, I realized it wasn’t changing in size, and I settled down.
The three of them were staring at me. Orthos and Thanos wore guarded expressions, but Eneece’s was clear. She was afraid. Terrified, even. Of me.
Stung by his father’s irritation, Thanos turned and stomped from the room.
I floated along in the bubble behind him, and Eneece followed the bubble.
They took me lower into the building via a stairwell. The door at the very bottom had a steel brace over it. Thanos lifted it telepathically, and it grinded open with a rusty creak. He pulled the door open, but there were no lights inside. The weak light from the stairwell bulb cast only a tiny triangle of visibility through the door, and there was nothing to see inside it, except concrete floors. The bubble contracted to fit through the doorway.
I held my breath, still cradling my broken arm.
“You can heal that, you know,” Thanos said without looking back at me. “I’ve seen you repair far worse.”
But I was too absorbed in understanding what was about to happen to me. The door slammed shut behind us. I tried to imagine the room bathed in light, but the bubble held my abilities in check. “You know I can’t heal it right now,” I said.
He laughed. “Oh, yeah.”
In the dark, I lost track of the bubble’s movement. I couldn’t sense motion in any direction. For all I knew, he’d shut the door, and we’d been standing in the same spot for ten minutes without moving.
“You’ll remember a place like this,” Thanos said.
The bubble popped, and my bottom splashed into a few inches of standing water. Somewhere nearby, I could hear water flowing.
“Perhaps it isn’t as confining as your training box,” he continued, “but there’s no way out. So, just relax and get the hang of it.”
This time, when I imagined the space lighting up, I was successful, but only for a moment.
I was inside a concrete box, at least twice as tall as me.
I lurched to my feet and splashed through the shallow water to the side. From the center of the box, I could take a single step in any direction. A pipe sticking out from the wall was pouring a steady stream of water into the box. The light snuffed out, and I pressed myself against the wall, fear clenching my throat tightly.
“Don’t worry,” Thanos continued. “You’ll be alone in the box. No rats or snakes or anything barbaric like that. It’s more of a sensory-deprivation chamber, but it also dampens your ability. This is how I got to be as strong as I am, and we’ll see what it does to you.”
There was a scraping, followed by silence. He was gone.
“Thanos? Thanos!” I curled my good hand into a fist and pounded it against the wall, but I couldn’t hear anything except the water. I retreated into a corner and slid to the floor. Already, the water felt higher than it was before.
I concentrated on my surroundings. What was this? What was Thanos trying to accomplish? He couldn’t want me to be as strong as he was, or stronger. Then, what did he get out of putting me in there?
Eventually, the throbbing of my arm overtook my worries. I’d need to heal it, if I was going to figure out how to get out of the box. I imagined delving under the layers of skin in my arm to find the broken shards of bone, but nothing happened. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, let alone see within my own body.
Panic slithered up my limbs, and despite the pain it caused my broken arm, I pulled my knees up to my chest, until I was as small as I could make myself.
I screamed over and over, calling for my parents, Red, Thanos, Orthos, Tabby, Silver, anybody.
Nobody answered.
The water continued to rise. Now, it was over my belly button.
I thought back to the story Abigayle had told me, about how Silver had been born in a tank of water. It gave me the idea the environment could be soothing, if I’d just relax and let it.
Even though the water had now risen to my ribs, I forced myself away from the wall. I stretched out my legs as far as they could go and leaned back into the water. With my uninjured hand, I pinched my nose and held my breath. My feet dragged along the bottom, but remarkably, my torso floated.
Encouraged, I dropped my arm to my side and concentrated on breathing steadily. The water splashed from the pipe, causing small waves to sometimes splash my face. I didn’t like that sensation, and I wished the water would stop.
My eyes were closed, but after a time, I started to think I could see color. A pale pink, then a swirl of purple and blue. It slashed across my vision in jagged ridges, then softened into tiny bursts of color, almost like dandelion fluff.
The water stopped.
Startled, I tried to sit up. My feet couldn’t touch the bottom, and my head bumped against the ceiling. I paddled to where I thought the pipe was and felt for it.
It hadn’t stopped; it was just underwater now, and I couldn’t hear it splashing.
Panic welled up in me. He was torturing me. He knew they’d brought me to the brink of drowning countless times.
I kicked my feet harder, trying to keep my head above the water. That wouldn’t work for long, though. The water was only inches from the ceiling. I used the pipe to hold me up with my good arm, while I scrunched my nose and mouth as far up into the corner of the box as I could. The pocket of air I could reach was nearly gone. I tilted my head back, smashing my nose against the ceiling.
Calm down.
I took a deep breath. Then, another. I needed to get as much oxygen into my blood as I could, before the water reached the top. The water would drain out, wouldn’t it? Orthos had said he couldn’t kill me.
The water covered my nose. I duckbilled my lips above the water and sucked in as much air as I could, just as it reached the top. The pipe suddenly stilled; the water wasn’t flowing anymore. I counted to 30. My lungs were starting to burn. I released a thin stream of bubbles. Then, I gagged, as more air released, and my body tried to draw air in. I fought against it, coughing out bursts of air, until my entire body was screaming for oxygen.
Deep under my feet, I heard — or maybe felt — a strange click, followed by a rush of water. It was draining. The box was draining. I wasn’t going to die. I wasn’t going to drown. It seemed an eternity before there was enough space for me to inhale. Air never felt so sweet.
When I had headspace again, I released the pipe and returned to floating on my back. It seemed the easiest and least-exhausting option, and I’d enjoyed the color show; it was something to take my mind off being confined inside a box.
My heart slowed, and my adrenaline seemed to flow away. In a little while, the colors returned. Then, there were images: a flash of my mother’s face; a view of the ocean; Red, working on our hut. I relaxed further.
I could have been dreaming because the images gave way to scenes. The escape from the experimental lab went through my head. The terrible anger and rage I’d felt was far away, something I knew but didn’t feel. Instead, I felt the fear of my victims, their terror and pain as I indiscriminately mowed them down.
Then, the scene changed. I was in the woods, near home, facing Thanos. He leered at me, his face up close to mine. “They didn’t tell us you were pretty,” he said.
Anger appeared, surging inside me, but it was as if I were only observing that anger. I was separate from it, untouched.
He faded away from me, and instead, Gayle was there. She smiled, then reached out and smoothed her hand over my cheek. “You’re only human,” she said, “and you’re doing the best you can. This is uncharted territory. We’re evolving, and you were the key to that evolution. You’ve got to be the map now, too. You’ve got to mold this into change for good.”
“But I don’t know how,” I said.
“You’ll know what to do. Trust yourself. Trust your abilities and where they lead you.” She smiled and wrapped me in her arms.
I felt safe and warm and loved, though the feeling was still distant.
Then, I started to feel cold. Physically cold.
There was an odd sucking sound, and I opened my eyes. Though I couldn’t see anything, I knew what had changed immediately. The water had drained from the box, and I was lying on the bottom. I started to shiver, and I curled on my side in a ball, trying to bring warmth to myself.
It had been a long time since the last time I’d had thoughts of Gayle. She’d needed my protection, and I’d failed. Tears ran down my face. Sobs came unbidden, and I cried until I was exhausted. Even though I was still shivering from the damp, I was so tired that I couldn’t resist sleep when it came.
Sometime later, I woke to splashing again. The box was refilling. I sat up, and even though I couldn’t see, I tried to look around. There was still no discernable source of light. Again, I tried to imagine light — I thought of the moon on a dark evening, then the sun on a bright morning — but nothing happened.
Frustrated, I flopped back onto my back, slopping water against the sides of the box. It splashed back against me. Already, the water was nearly deep enough for me to float in. That had relaxed me before, and since the vision of the colors had been somewhat comforting, I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. The colors came faster this time and were more intense. I drank in the sight and eagerly waited for more. The colors turned to images, and the moon and sun I’d imagined only moments before appeared and paraded across my field of sight.
My gaze dropped to the horizon, and there was Tabby. “We’re coming,” she said. “I know you think we let them take you, but we didn’t. We couldn’t fight them here — not when so many of us are old and weak — but we’re coming to help you. We’ll be there soon.”
“How soon?” I asked. “I’ve been gone for at least a month now. I miss you.”
“Very soon. Maybe even today.”
I studied her for a moment. Her features were flat and placid, and she was wearing unfamiliar clothing.
“Silver would’ve been proud of you,” she said, breaking the silence. “I was wrong to blame you for his death. He knew what he was doing, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to fight.”
“I shouldn’t have let him come,” I said.
“He was stubborn. Like you.”
“Who stayed behind? To care for the . . .” I didn’t want to say old people. It seemed disrespectful.
“Nobody. Everyone still of sound mind agreed the strongest had to come. If humanity is going to survive, we have to win. They understood they might not survive.”
A prickle of doubt began to form around the edges of my thoughts. “All the young people came? Even Red?”
“Red is leading the way. It was he who brought everyone together to discuss it. It was he who convinced the few people who didn’t agree.”
Now, the doubt expanded. Where was this vision coming from, exactly? Even though Tabby was still in front of me, and she continued to talk, my thoughts drifted away from her.
I turned my focus to the day I’d killed the mayor. What had happened, really? I’d entered the mayor’s mind, and she’d been present, but why had she acted so strange? Though her mental image had been calm, her physical body had been shaking. Was it from fear? Anger?
Strength. She’d been fighting to regain control of her body from Thanos. Of course. I didn’t know the mayor personally, but she was a leader. No leader worth their place would stand aside and let Thanos do what he wanted. She’d tried to fight back, but he was inside her head, making her behave the way he wanted. I remembered how she kept looking off to the side, as if she could see something I couldn’t.
Thanos. He’d blocked me from being able to sense him that day, even though we were supposedly working together. He’d intentionally made her bait me, knowing I couldn’t control my anger.
Another vision flashed into my head. It was Orthos, just after he’d come to the mayor’s office. “She made you angry?” The sentence exploded in my head. He knew because he’d encouraged Thanos to do it. I hadn’t killed the mayor; Thanos had baited me and disrupted my projection, and Orthos hadn’t been thoughtful or worried. It had all been his idea.
With a start, I opened my eyes. My nose was touching the top of the box. In a moment, I’d have to endure the lack of oxygen. I started drawing in deep breaths. Stay calm, I told myself. You know the box will drain. They don’t want you dead.
But why not? Something told me the only way to find out was to let them think I’d drowned. Obviously, someone was monitoring me — probably Thanos, since he’d managed to project thoughts into my head. I didn’t know of anyone else in the experimental program who had that ability.
The water again closed over me, cutting off my breath. I wanted to inhale the water — It was the only way to force Thanos to open the box — but I wasn’t ready yet. Something told me I still had more thinking to do.
Why didn’t they want me dead? They were afraid of me, but they needed me. For what?
My lungs ached, and I waited. The drain wasn’t opening. I pushed my hands against the ceiling, trying to break it free. I needed air. I was going to inhale, but I didn’t. Just at my breaking point, the drain clicked and glugged, and the water began to recede. I used the pipe to push my face up against the top of the box and dragged in a draught of air. The air burned my lungs and throat, but I couldn’t get enough. I gulped it in, until the fear receded.
Why the box? Why did it cycle the water?
I ticked off the things I knew for sure: Thanos and Eneece were working together. Eneece was doing something for Thanos because he was holding something over her. Also, maybe because she wasn’t as powerful as him. Orthos may or may not be in charge, and he might have orchestrated the plan. They needed me alive for something, and they wanted the weather change to go forward.
I paddled around the box, waiting for an epiphany. Nothing came to mind. I submitted again to floating on my back with my eyes closed.
Wait a second. My arm. It wasn’t broken anymore. I ran my hand over the spot where I knew the break was. I tried to imagine seeing inside my own body and touching the bone. I strained to the edges of my consciousness, and just when I’d given up and pulled back, I saw a brief glimpse.
My arm was fine.
I flexed my fingers and made a fist. It didn’t hurt. At all.
Had Thanos healed me? When did I last remember my arm hurting? It was while I was inside the box — that I knew for sure — but time didn’t feel like it was passing in the dark. I had no idea how long the box took to fill or drain, and I didn’t know how long I’d slept while it was empty. I wasn’t hungry, so I couldn’t have been inside for more than a day.
I relaxed into the water again. When I rested my head back to float, I could hear the water gurgling out of the drain. I concentrated on the sound. I needed to figure out what the purpose of the box was. 




Chapter 15

The water filled and receded until I lost track of how many times it happened. It became routine, a marking of time. I didn’t get any closer to understanding why I was in the box, but my focus became sharper each time the box cycled, so much so that I was able to summon light. The inside of the box had a series of wires along the walls. They were embedded flush in a series of parallel lines down the side of the concrete. When I summoned the light, I could feel a humming sensation coming from the wires. I touched the wire closest to me. At first, it didn’t feel like anything, but then the humming grew louder, the light got brighter, and I felt suddenly fatigued. The light became so bright that I crossed my arm over my eyes, breaking my contact with the wire. The humming stopped, and when I pulled my arm away, the box was darker than before, since I wasn’t used to the darkness.
I floated around the tank, afraid to summon my ability again. Something about the wires made me uncomfortable. I stayed in the middle of the tank and waited. They’d have to take me out of the box eventually. For food, if nothing else, right? By now, days had passed, but an inventory of my bodily functions found I didn’t have to go to the bathroom, and I wasn’t even the slightest bit hungry. Odd.
The next time the box drained, I felt around on the floor until I found the drain. The wires seemed to be radiating from the drain in the center. I scratched with my fingernails and found the delicate wire. A piece of it frayed from the drain housing, and I picked at it until there was enough length for me to pinch it between my pointer finger and thumb. Then, I pulled. The wire zipped up from the floor until it hit the wall, then I easily yanked it from the wall to a point just above my reach. I went back to the drain and repeated it with another wire, then three more, before the water began to refill and got too deep for me to reach the drain. When I was floating near the top, I yanked the wires all the way up the wall. They twined together at the ceiling and ran to a small hole. I spent the next four water cycles pulling all the wires free, until I had them all out of their position. I held them and wrapped them around the back of my hand twice for leverage. Then, I braced my feet against the wall and pulled.
They didn’t budge at all.
I waited for the water to go down a few inches so that my body wouldn’t be so buoyant, and I could use my weight to my advantage. I pulled again, straining this time. The wires tightened over my hand, crushing it painfully. It was clear I wasn’t going to get the wires pulled free. Instead, I concentrated on forcing a thin sliver of air to slice through the wires at the mouth of the hole. The wires snapped, and I tumbled into the water, the wires snagging around me.
I tried to summon the light. This time, it came with little effort. The box was as bright as a summer day. The tattered wires swirled around in the water and tangled up with each other. I imagined them tying into a neat bow and brought it to myself. The wires weren’t humming, and when I touched them, I didn’t feel anything.
Was that how they’d been suppressing my ability? I frowned. I’d been controlled by nothing but a bunch of wires? I let the wires drop from my grasp, and they drifted towards the bottom of the box. I kicked at them as they floated by my feet. It made me angry. I’d been held here by wires and my own inability to figure it out. Why wasn’t I using my head?
I pursed my lips. I wasn’t going to let Thanos do whatever it was he wanted to do. He wasn’t going to get to decide what happened outside the city or anywhere else, and neither was Orthos.
The anger continued to build, and I let it. I was going to get out of the box, and I was going to stop Thanos, and Orthos, and whoever else stepped up to be slimy in their place. I opened my mouth and let my anger out, roaring for Thanos to come and get me.
He didn’t, but I knew he wouldn’t — and it made me angrier, which is what I wanted.
My hands were clenched, and the muscles in my neck strained with rage. I thought if I could have seen myself, my eyes would have been shooting red flames, and if I could hear myself, my voice could have shattered glass.
Even though the box was draining, I could hear water moving. Something was rumbling, something big. I could feel the vibrations in my bones, and it was uncomfortable, and the indignity of that slight discomfort put me over the edge.
Something inside of me exploded, and the box was gone.
I fell downward until I was standing in what felt like a warehouse. Bits of wet concrete surrounded me, and the water pooled and ran down a nearby drain.
I turned to look around me. There were other boxes, one on either side of me. I took a step directly away from them and was horrified to see dozens of boxes, lined up in a row.
“What is this?” I whispered. I was panting heavily, still hyped up from the adrenaline that had allowed me to free myself from the box. I heard footsteps, and I floated into the air, moved in the opposite direction, and ducked behind a box, half a dozen away from the one I’d occupied.
“Hey.” Someone broadcast their thoughts into the air. “Box Seven is a bust-out. We’ve got an escape.”
Immediately, an alarm began blaring, and flashing emergency lights swirled around, bouncing off other concrete boxes. The effect was somewhat disorienting.
I forced myself to look away and focus on what else was going on. People were running nearby. A cranking sound was coming from either end of the room. I peeked out from around the box and saw it was an overhead door, lowering to a closed position.
“Box Seven is an Alpha threat level. This is not a drill. There’s been an escape from Box Seven. Alpha threat level,” a female voice announced.
Heavy footsteps began running around the room. I thought they were looking for me, so I hid in the shadows of the rafters, but they weren’t. Everyone in the room was hastily filing out through the one door, which was open only enough for them to roll underneath it. One by one, they dropped to the ground and rolled on their sides out of the room. As soon as the last person cleared the door, the cranking sound resumed, and the door closed completely with a heavy boom. It was followed by the sound of bolts sliding home, locking me in.
I was alone. Or was I? Were there others in the other boxes?
I floated down to the closest box and imagined the lid sliding aside.
A woman floated inside, barely dressed in tattered clothing. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was slack. She appeared to be sleeping.
“Hey,” I said. “Are you okay?”
The humming stopped, but she didn’t open her eyes.
“What is this place?” I wondered aloud, turning to the next box and sliding the lid open on it.
Another woman floated there. She also appeared to be asleep, though she had no clothes to speak of. She was close enough to the edge of the box for me to touch her, and I pressed a finger into her shoulder.
“Hey,” I said again.
The wires stopped humming in her box, too, but her eyes flew open.
I wished they hadn’t. Her eyes looked like they were bathed in milk. I could barely see her irises through the haze.
She blinked.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
She turned her head towards me, though she couldn’t possibly have seen me.
“What is this?” I asked. “Why are you in here?”
She blinked. The water in her tank was receding, and she had room to stand. She reached up towards me.
I tried switching to telepathic communication. “Can you understand me? Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she replied. “I can understand you.”
“What are you doing here? Why are you in this box?”
“I don’t know.” She tried to take several steps, but her movement was ineffectual. Instead, it sent waist-high water sloshing around the tank. It buffeted her to one side. “Help me out?”
I mentally lifted her from the tank and set her on her feet beside me, but she couldn’t stand on her own. She stumbled towards me, and I propped her against the box with my shoulder, wrapping an arm around her waist. Her skin felt slimy against my hand, and I pushed back a feeling of revulsion, reminding myself she’d probably been put in the box against her will, just as I had.
“You’re shivering,” I said. “We need to find you some clothes.” I glanced around, but all that seemed to be in the warehouse were the cement boxes. I mentally slicked the water from her skin, and that helped some. I imagined a cushion of warmth around us.
“You just have to be difficult, don’t you?” a familiar voice asked from somewhere beyond the box.
Thanos.
He emerged from between the boxes, several boxes away. “I don’t get it. You had it so good inside the box. Nobody bothered you. Nobody was hurting you or anyone you loved. Now, we’re going to have to get nasty about it.”
“What are these things?” I asked him. “Are there people in all these boxes?”
“They’re not people. Not anymore. They’ve got a higher purpose now.” He leaned against a box and trailed a finger over the rough cement exterior. “You could’ve been the best of all of them, but now I’ve got to punish you.”
The woman shrank from his voice and whimpered.
“This one.” He pushed away from the wall and pointed at her as he walked towards us. “She was pretty good. She provided enough power for nearly a square mile. Decent. Exactly what we’re looking for, but if we could’ve gotten you up and running? Man.” He was right in front of us, and he tapped a pointer finger on my collarbone. “You could’ve powered the whole city. All by yourself.”
I scowled and pushed his hand away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He tipped his head towards the box we were leaning against. “Alternate fuel. I have it figured out. Turns out, telepathic energy is four or five times more powerful than the energy we can produce at the plant.”
My knees felt weak. Things were starting to click into place, and I didn’t like it. “The mayor—” I started to say.
He interrupted. “The mayor didn’t like our plan. You see why I had to take over, right? It was just common sense. She wanted to keep throwing people at mining and returning with fuel. I’d rather use the resources that are already here and sucking the city dry anyway. It’s a win-win.”
My scowl deepened. “Then, why the weather change? People outside the city aren’t of any use to you.”
“They’re only useful to me if they come here. I went around visiting all the known settlements within a thousand miles of here. If I can get them to come to the city, then I can train them. They’ll power the city, and decent people won’t have to lift a finger.”
“Decent?”
He shrugged. “The slums will only provide for so long, and anyway, most of those people are too broken to survive the training. They wouldn’t last.”
Beside me, the woman stirred. “People won’t stand for that kind of treatment,” she said.
“People will do whatever I want. You know what the well-off people want now? They want to have their chips removed, and they want to be trained. They understand that’s the next step in our evolution. They understand it will be a turning point for humanity. All your filthy kind can see is how hard it is to achieve.” His upper lip curled, baring his teeth. “You’re all just lazy. You could have what I have, if you’d stop wallowing in the gutters.”
She staggered away from me, swinging her arms wildly at him.
He laughed and stepped to the side. She tumbled to the floor. The impact made a gruesome, splattering sound. I moved to help her up, but he stepped between us. He poked a finger at me. “You understand the hard work, and you’ve achieved more than any of your kind, but I still don’t like you.” He punctuated his last words with increasingly hard pokes to my breastbone.
“You can’t just stick people in these boxes and use them like this,” I argued. “She’s right. People won’t stand for it.” I gasped as he flicked his hand to my throat, closing his fingers around it. He squeezed hard enough to cause discomfort but not hard enough to cut off my air.
“You’re going to get back in the box,” he said, “and you’re going to do what scum like you were meant to do. You’re going to serve the privileged. Got it?”
I wrenched away from his hold, rubbing at my throat. “You’ll never get me back in one of those boxes, and I won’t let you put other people in them, either.”
A burst of air pushed against me, flattening me against the side of the box next to us. I grunted as I lost my breath, but I couldn’t let him get the upper hand. I imagined the lid of the box sliding free and tumbling onto him. It didn’t fall; it hovered above him, and then disintegrated into dust. The dust whirled into a tiny funnel cloud, and he whipped it toward me. I deflected it and returned with a razor-sharp blade of air that he easily pushed aside. I floated off the floor and dropped high-pressured blows on him. I tore chunks from the ceiling; girders, cement, and duct work fell and picked up speed as I pushed them down. Thanos didn’t even have to take a step out of the way. He turned his head to the side, and the debris tumbled away like autumn leaves, falling from a tree and collecting in a windblown corner. The hole in the ceiling revealed another floor. I darted up through the opening and looked down.
I needed to gain an advantage over Thanos, but there was only one thing I knew he wanted.
Me.
If I he thought I were dead, would that leave him vulnerable?
I kept watch on him while I mentally scanned the room for something that I could use, but it was just another room with tables and chairs scattered around. There wasn’t much to work with. It seemed like it would be a good idea to keep up the barrage against him, so I began throwing the furniture down through the hole.
Behind me, I heard the door open. I glanced over my shoulder.
Great. Orthos.
I jumped to the opposite side of the room, putting the hole between us.
He slithered into the room, but he wasn’t alone.




Chapter 16

Orthos pushed my mother into the hole. Instinctively, I stepped forward and mentally grabbed her, holding her in midair. My father grabbed Orthos’ arm, and they began grappling with each other.  “Don’t worry about me,” my father said between grunts. “Take care of your mother.”
“Are you all right?” I asked her. “Did he hurt you?”
“No, I’m fine,” she said out loud, but then she continued in my head, “We’ve got to stop them, Nim. They’re planning to use people like batteries to power the city against their will.”
“I know,” I answered, “but I’m not powerful enough to stop Thanos. I threw this entire floor at him, and he batted it aside, like a cat playing with its food.” I gestured towards the hole.
She smiled and put a hand on my cheek. “I know you can do it. You’re smarter than him, and you’ve got something he’ll never have — love in your heart.” Her eyes welled with tears, and she hugged me to her. “I’m sorry we pushed you into partnering with him. We thought it was the right thing to do.”
“It’s okay, Mom. Everybody believed their lies. You couldn’t have known.”
“Red’s here,” she said. “He arrived about a week ago. I got to spend some time with him. He seems like a nice boy.”
“Red?”
“Yes. He and a few others from your settlement; they came to help. Your dad and I thought it best for them to hide. Orthos doesn’t know they’re here.”
There was a crash as my dad and Orthos fell against the wall, still fighting. My dad pummeled Orthos in the stomach. Orthos countered by headbutting my dad in the groin.
Mom released me and jerked a head towards the two men. “I’ve got to go help your father. You get down there and put a stop to this.”
“I don’t want to kill him, Mom.”
She shook her head. “I know, and you shouldn’t — unless you have to. You’ll know it — in your gut, in your heart — if you have to.” She kissed me on the forehead. “I love you. Now, go. Get me over there and go.” She pointed towards the two men, still fighting with each other. I propelled her over to them, and just before I went back through the hole in the floor, I saw her deliver a right hook to Orthos’ jaw that sent blood spraying from his face.
Thanos was pacing back and forth. When he saw me drop to the floor, he stopped, and his face darkened. “How did you do it?”
“Do what?” I asked.
“You got out of the box. You shouldn’t have been able to get out of the box.”
“I don’t even know how the box works, Thanos.”
“The box is designed to absorb the energy from your ability. That’s why it feels like you can’t use it in the box. It’s not that you aren’t using it; it shunts the manifestation of what you’re doing away when the energy is absorbed.” He punctuated his last words by chopping the air with one hand, then pounding the side of his fist into his open palm.
I shrugged. “I don’t know how I got out.”
“I couldn’t get out. It’s how my abilities got so strong. I spent a year struggling against one of these.” He kicked at the corner of the nearest box. “I was never able to escape.”
“You wanted to escape? I thought you volunteered for their torture.”
“They still had the same objective,” he said. He turned at me as he said it. His face was contorted with what I took to be rage at first, but it dissolved into something more like embarrassment. “I was supposed to escape from the box, but I couldn’t.”
At the far end of the room, I heard one of the doors roll up, and then back down. Eneece appeared around the last box. She approached us slowly with her hands out, like she was trying to retrieve the last loaf of bread in the house from a dog who’d stolen it. “Why is she out of the box?” Eneece asked. She cast an accusatory glare at Thanos.
“She escaped,” Thanos said.
Eneece looked as if I’d slapped her. “She did?” she said out loud.
“I did,” I said.
She looked at me. “Nobody’s ever escaped before,” she said. Her eyes swept up and down my body. An expression bordering on respect briefly crossed her features.
“I don’t know how she did it,” Thanos said, “but she’s going to tell us. Isn’t she?” He pushed me backwards with his mind, shoving me against the nearest box. He approached me, and with each step, I felt a zing of pain run up my spine. He ran a finger down my cheek. “I hear your parents made it here,” he said.
“They aren’t part of this.”
“But they are. Why do you think Orthos trained them? All those people he ‘saved’ from death in the city?” He made a tsk sound with his tongue. “They thought they were escaping certain death, and they did. We couldn’t believe our luck when they begged him to teach them what you’d learned. Now, they’ll be the first group to provide enough power for the whole city.”
“What’s wrong with you? They’re human beings.”
He slapped me across the cheek with his open palm. “You think you are — you would believe that — but you’re not. You, and your family, and all the people who can’t figure out how to make their own damn way — you’re just something I’d scrape off my boot.”
My cheek stung, and tears popped into my eyes. I blinked them back, but one escaped.
“Oh, Nimisila,” he said. He used his thumb to wipe the tear away. Someone watching might have thought it was a tender gesture, but I knew it was supposed to make me feel small.
I batted his hand away. “You’re not going to get away with this,” I said.
“Yeah? Who’s gonna stop me?”
“Me.” A wave of anger had been building up, and I let it go.
Thanos flew across the room and crashed into the opposite wall. He stuck to the wall for a moment, and then he fell to the floor. There was a dent in the wall, and even from where I stood, I could see dust and debris settling. I screamed and rushed towards him. I’d meant to run, but the anger propelled me, and I found myself roaring through the air.
The woman from the tank yelped and rolled out of my way as I came near her.
“You think you can do anything you want?” I accused him. “You think you can just play with people’s lives? How about if I just do what I want?” I pulled my arm back, and my feet hit the ground. I bent to one knee to accommodate my momentum, and then brought my fist down onto his back.
It thudded against his body, and I felt the sickening crunch of something inside him breaking. He let out a muffled, “Oof,” but he didn’t move.
“Face me like a man,” I demanded. I kicked him in the shoulder, turning him over. His face was covered in the blood coming out of his nose. His eyes were closed.
I hauled my foot back, then boosted my physical strength with my mental strength and kicked him in the side. He shot halfway across the room, landing on his side, and then flopping onto his back.
“Stop!” I heard Orthos calling from above us. “Don’t hurt him!”
Orthos. He was the mastermind behind all this. He’d sacrificed his own son to get this far.
It suddenly became clear I hated him even more than I hated Thanos.
I grabbed a hold of him and ripped him towards me, not minding I’d pulled him through a section of the floor. He fell to the ground in front of me. He was even bloodier than Thanos, who moaned and rolled back and forth on his back, like a turtle stuck on its shell.
“Shut up,” I said. Then, I turned to Orthos. “You don’t know what you’ve created. You think you can just use people like this? No.” I stomped my foot, like I used to when I was a toddler. It gave me a moment’s pause; I immediately wished I could take the gesture back.
“You don’t have any creativity,” Orthos said. He spat out some blood — and maybe a tooth — towards my foot, but it fell short. “There are always going to be humans around to use for power. We can’t depend on any other fuel.”
“No,” I said. “Humanity is still on the brink of extinction, and even if we were overpopulating the Earth, using people against their will isn’t right. You can’t do this.”
“You’re a fool, and you’re going to ruin the city. We’re trying to save lives here.”
“By sacrificing less fortunate people to a life of underwater electricity generation?”
He didn’t answer. He glared at me, his eyes defiant and shining with hatred.
I wanted to wipe that look off his face. Before I could talk myself out of it, I kicked him in the teeth. I felt a crunch, and his head snapped back.
“Stop,” someone said from beside me. I turned to find Eneece there. “You don’t need to hurt them anymore. Just put them in one of the tanks.”
Thanos’ eyes widened. “No. Don’t put me in there.”
“It’s perfect,” Eneece said. “They can’t escape. They can’t hurt anyone else, and they’ll provide power for the city.”
“Are any of them empty?” I asked.
“Hers is,” Eneece said, pointing to the woman I’d extracted.
“But how will they survive in there?” I asked. “They have to eat, and, you know, go to the bathroom.”
She turned and tipped her head at me. “You were in there for three weeks. Did you notice a need to do those things?”
“No.”
She nodded. “Time has no meaning when you have nothing to mark it with, and as for biological needs, the water in the boxes is sort of symbiotic. It penetrates your skin and delivers nutrients, while also carrying away waste. You never need to eat or go to the bathroom.”
“But how can you survive, floating in water?” I remembered how wrinkled and misshapen my hands and feet would look after a long stint in the box I’d been trained in. I glanced down at my hands now. They didn’t seem wrinkled at all.
“That’s why the tank drains. It moves in cycles so that you’ll have time to dry off and rest. The wet cycle is when you produce most of the power you’ll generate.”
I looked down at Orthos and Thanos. Orthos was staring at me with utter contempt, his sneer and his missing teeth distorting his mouth into a grim, bloody line.
Thanos, however, looked pathetic. “Please, Nimisila.” He switched to his voice. “Please, don’t put me in the box.”
“You put me in the box,” I said.
“I know.” He started to cry. A giant tear rolled down his cheek, leaving a trail in the blood on his face. “I didn’t want to put you in the box. That’s just how it went. You learned too much, and I couldn’t save you once you had that knowledge.”
I glanced at Eneece. “Is he telling the truth?”
“No,” she said, flat and emotionless. “Don’t believe a word he says.”
“No, I swear, Nim,” Thanos begged. “I swear. I’m telling the truth. I had no choice but to put you in the box.”
“Maybe you’ve left me with no choice but to put you in the box.”
“Enough!” Orthos lurched to his feet and grabbed me by the hair, yanking it back, hard.
I swung my arm out in defense, and my fist caught the side of his cheek, but it didn’t faze him.
He pulled at my hair again, steering me away from Thanos. “You’re not going to put either of us in the box, because I’m going to get rid of you. Like we should have done in the beginning.” He looked pointedly at Thanos, who lowered his eyes to the ground. “You think you’re something special, missy, and I’m sick of it. I’m not going to coddle you any longer.” He pulled my hair again, then pushed it forward to manipulate me.
I was shocked by his initial reaction, but I collected myself. I imagined a thin blade of air slicing through my hair to release myself. My head jerked forward, and I was free.
Orthos started screaming, and when I turned around to look, he was holding what was left of his hand out in horror. A torrent of blood was pumping out of it.
The rest of his hand was on the floor.
“You’re the one who isn’t getting any more coddling,” I said. I mentally picked him up and threw him into the vacant box, then slammed the lid shut.
“No!” Thanos shouted. His voice was getting hoarse. “No, you can’t do that! Don’t do this, Nimisila!”
I turned to look at him, and all hope of pity or mercy was gone. I mentally lifted him, as well. He kicked and clawed at the air. “Which box do I put him in?” I said to Eneece.
She ran to a box and began cranking a handle to release the lid.
“Is it empty?” I asked.
“No, no. Wait. I have to get them out.” She ran off to do so.
Unfortunately, Thanos chose that moment to start getting feisty. “I’m not going to go in there quietly,” he said. Then, my hold on him was broken. He dropped to the ground, landing catlike on his feet. He created a bubble around me.
I screamed. The memory of the pain from the contracting bubble was fresh, and I didn’t want to repeat it, even if I could heal it afterward. A pulse of energy seemed to bound from my heart. The bubble popped, and I dropped back down to the floor.
He conjured up flames and threw them at me. They splashed through the air and around me like liquid, but I deflected them.
The debris from the corner swirled around me in a funnel, inching inward. I knew if it touched me, it would shred my skin and muscle right off my bones. I imagined a powerful downdraft that sucked the funnel to the floor and scattered the debris around me.
Thanos was starting to look panicked. “We’ve fought before,” he said. “You’re not strong enough to beat me.”
Eneece came dashing back to the box, pushing a rolling stepladder ahead of her. “Just a few more minutes,” she said.
Thanos generated bolts of electricity. He tried throwing some at me, and they hit the ground near my feet and created a resounding boom that rattled in my chest. They left a charred pit in the cement floor, but he didn’t stop there. He ran to me and grabbed me by the throat. I imagined the electricity conducting back to him, closing the circuit. He flew back from me, landing on his butt a good twelve feet away with a solid thump.
I glanced over at Eneece. She was helping an extremely wobbly man from the box. “Come on, Eneece. I need that box,” I said.
“I know, I know,” she answered. She turned back to the man and tried to help him along. He was naked, too, and I realized he’d probably been in the tank for so long that his clothing had disintegrated — that, or he’d stripped them off for comfort.
The woman had finally gotten to her feet. She caught my eye. “I’m going to distract him so that you can kill him. You’ll only get this one chance.”
I held up my hand to stop her, but it was too late. She ran screaming towards Thanos and jumped onto his back. She reached one hand around and jabbed it into his eye, while her other hand yanked at his hair like it was the reins on a horse. Thanos shrieked and tried to cover his eyes. The woman hopped off his back and jammed her heel down onto each of his insteps. Thanos howled and hobbled away from her, his hands still over his eyes.
“Now! Get him now!” she cried.
I hesitated. I didn’t want to kill him. I glanced up and saw my parents, looking down through the hole. They were embracing, my mother shielding her eyes from what she assumed was coming.
Dad gave the tiniest shake of his head.
I knew then that even if it saved every human being on the planet, I couldn’t kill Thanos.
At least, not now. Not like this.
He stumbled towards me, and I used the opportunity. I lifted him and threw him into the tank the man had vacated. I heard the splash, and I slammed the lid home, just as Thanos struggled to the surface. “No! Please, no!” he screamed.
Then, the cover was in place, and he was silent.




Chapter 17

Eneece stood up at the podium. She looked tall and proud, and I was happy to see she’d easily rallied the city’s support for her as mayor. Behind her and to the side, Ingrid was seated in a cushioned chair. Her white hair was coiffed elegantly, and she wore a nice, new dress. She beamed up at Eneece, who began to speak. “Thank you, everyone. Thank you for coming today,” she said. “It is with a sense of humility I accept the position of mayor of this great city. I know the demise of our previous mayor at the hands of a madman was shocking. I know people want to know why. Why would anyone do something so terrible? What would they have to gain? Power. Power is a terrible corruptor. People who want it will do anything for it, and those who have it will do anything to protect it.”
She stopped for a moment and gripped the podium. Beside me, Red took my hand and squeezed it. A flutter in my chest answered his gesture. I smiled at him, and he smiled back.
“The previous mayor made a mistake,” Eneece continued. “She knew the power plant was running out of fuel, and she knew where to get more fuel, but every team she sent to get it died in the process. She tried several more times to find a way to get the fuel, but nothing worked. A few experimentals recognized this as their chance to gain the power they thought they should have. They believed people with natural telepathic ability were the next level in our evolution. Maybe they are; I can’t say they aren’t. I can tell you I have been blessed with that ability, but I don’t think that makes me better than anybody else. These experimentals put a plan in motion to take advantage of our power crisis. They thought they had a solution to that crisis, and they did, but they allowed their pursuit of power to cloud their judgement. They put innocent lives outside the city at risk, and they proposed the use and abuse of people who couldn’t defend themselves. They felt the underprivileged among us were nothing more than resources to exploit, but that’s not true. Exploitation of anyone is never the answer.” She pointed over her shoulder towards the power plant, the backdrop scenery of her speech.
Then, she continued speaking. Out loud. With a perfectly smooth voice.
“I was one of those underprivileged people. I’m not proud to say I bent to the will of those who would wrestle power for their own. I did it only because he threatened my grandmother.” She turned and smiled at Ingrid.
Ingrid preened under the attention.
“She’s the only family member I still have,” Eneece explained, “and he knew I would do anything to keep him from hurting her. I’m sorry I let you down like that. I’m sorry my actions put others at risk, but when the opportunity came for someone to take back the power from Orthos and Thanos, I stepped in.”
Red squeezed my hand again. I was grateful for the distraction.
“I stopped the woman who saved us. I stopped her from killing Orthos and Thanos,” Eneece continued. “Let me be clear: I know she didn’t want to kill them. She only wanted to do what was right for everyone — what would save us all from their tyranny — but I thought of another way for her to save us, and she did. Nimisila, would you come up here, please?”
I felt my face grow hot. I hadn’t expected Eneece to mention me, let alone call me to stand up and face the people.
“You can do it,” Red whispered.
I nodded and stood, forcing my legs to carry me forward, even though they felt more like jellyfish tentacles. I went to stand beside Eneece.
She put an arm around my shoulders. “I want everyone to know this is Nimisila. She was one of the first experimentals. I’m sorry to say a ribbon of the exploitation of those who couldn’t fight back is woven throughout our city’s history. Nimisila didn’t volunteer to be experimented on. She was drafted against her will, confined, held prisoner, and tortured, but even though our city was responsible for doing that to her, when it came time to stand up for us, it was she who saved us. It was she who successfully confined Orthos and Thanos, so they couldn’t hurt us anymore. In fact, their confinement benefits us because they are now providing enough electricity with their abilities to power the entire city. Her personal sacrifices and her integrity in the face of evil are why I’ve chosen to nominate her to lead the new power program. She will be charged with setting up and executing the new program, as well as safely decommissioning the old plant. As part of her duties, she will also oversee the experimentals. I know a woman like she is will do a wonderful job for us. She will make the program safe, fair, and without bias against the background of the people she impacts.” She turned to me and held out her hand. “Nimisila, thank you for your service to the city and humanity. I humbly offer you this position and hope you will consider accepting my offer.”
It was a good thing my body knew what to do, because my brain seemed to be floating off among the crowd, watching myself, as I returned her handshake and gave a wobbly smile.
The crowd began clapping and cheering, many of them standing up.
I glanced towards Red. He was standing on his chair, whistling and yelling louder than anybody else, and my heart constricted.
Ingrid came over and stood in front of me, shielding me from the crowd. “What do you say, Nimisila? Will you help my granddaughter make a better world?”
“I . . . I think I need to think about it,” I said.
Ingrid smiled. “I know that look. You’re in love,” she said. She guided me away from the podium as Eneece continued her speech.
I nodded, glimpsing Red as he ducked through the crowd towards us. My cheeks felt warm again.
“With a pretty blush like that, it’s no wonder you’ve got an admirer,” Ingrid said. She grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me close for a conspiratorial whisper. “A woman like you is strong enough all on her own.”
“Thanks,” I said, “but if this experience has taught me anything, it’s to hang onto the ones you love.”
“It’s a good lesson to learn,” she said. She released my wrist. “Go on, then. He’s waiting for you.”
I broke away from her and caught sight of Red, bobbing through the crowd again, not far from us. Then, he was coming towards me, with nobody else in the way. I rushed to him, and his arms folded around me. I felt warm and safe there.
“I’m proud of you, Nim,” he said into my ear. “Are you going to take it?”
I backed up enough so I could look into his eyes. My heart melted. He was smiling; it was a genuine smile that lit up his whole face. The skin around his eyes was wrinkled, and I realized it was from smiling, laughing, and loving — and that’s what I wanted.
“No,” I said.
His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “No?”
“No. Let’s go home.”
“But what about all these people?”
I gestured towards Eneece. “They’re in good hands, and we have responsibilities elsewhere.”
“Like . . .?”
“Like the hut we’re building and filling with our family.”
His smile spread even wider. “You don’t want to stay here and make sure those two don’t escape?”
“They’re too dumb to escape,” I said. I didn’t mention I’d instructed Eneece to construct a second box around their boxes, with a second set of wires to absorb their energy, even if they managed to damage the first.
“What about your parents?”
“If they want to come, they can,” I said, “and nobody said we’d never come back for a visit.”
“Right.” His expression turned thoughtful. “You think we can trust her? Can she keep things moving in the right direction?”
“I don’t know,” I said, “but if we can’t have faith in humanity, what do we have?”
He smiled.
I smiled.
And we walked away.
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One Last Thing...

If you enjoyed this book—or even if you hated it—I’d be very grateful if you would post a short review on Amazon. I am an independent author trying to make a go of it, and your support really does make a huge and appreciated difference. I read all the reviews so that I can make my next book even better.
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