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    “Wow! A fast-paced, science fiction delight with fabulous action, a seamless world, and the most unique characters I’ve read in a long time.”


    Elana Johnson, Author of the Possession Series.


    “Nikita-like post-apocalyptic novel with a heroine that would give Katniss a run for her money.”


    Alina @ Unfazeable.com


    “Psionics is wicked cool and I wish a meteor would give me some super-secret powers. The logistics of the abilities are many, and normally would have been a nightmare to follow. Hanna handles it with enough subtle description laced through the opening chapters that you’re able to grasp their powers naturally.”


    Heather @ Aussie Owned and Read


    “A seriously great sci-fi. Dark, edgy and complex. I thoroughly enjoyed this book. It’s a gripping read because of the author’s tense voice; the characters are well defined, believable and likeable, despite all of their flaws; the story flows well; and the ending leaves you on edge to read more. If you like sci-fi, you will love this book.”


    Kate Foster – Author of Winell Road
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    “Why is he different?”


    He hears the sounds and tries to give them meaning. His eyes are heavy and unwieldy, but when he manages to open them, an array of colors assault his mind.


    “Domino.” The word is so soft, almost reverent. He looks in the direction of the speaker and, after much concentration, defines a greying man with a kind smile. Not sure why it’s kind, but he knows it is.


    “Domino.” He attempts to mimic the word, but the sound that escapes his own mouth is harsh and metallic and he cringes in response.


    The man chuckles and moves forward, placing fingers gently against his throat. A slight hum of warmth enters his system, and he blinks and tries again.


    “Domino.”


    “Much better.” The man claps his hands together, tears dripping from one eye. “I am Mathur.”


    The domino cocks his head to the side, still trying to puzzle out his strange surroundings and his innate understanding of everything around him. “I am Domino?” The sound feels different in his mouth now he knows it relates to him.


    Mathur nods. “You are my Dom. And I think, this time, you worked.”


    “Worked?”


    A woman over at a desk chuckles, her tone melodic compared to the man’s. Silver weaves its way deftly through her hair, defined in a plait down her back. It makes her seem older than she seems. “We’ve been trying to make you for a long time.” Her tone is almost wistful, and Dom frowns.


    “Why?”


    Mathur blinks at him, and for a few moments, no one has an answer. “Because we believed we could.”


    “Belief?” Dom closes his eyes for a few moments, running the concept over in his mind. A mind that, while his, feels both foreign and new, older and knowing. “Because you wanted to prove yourselves right?”


    For a minute, Mathur just looks at him, a strange red hue momentarily shadowing his face. “Maybe because we could is not always the best reason, eh?” He smiles kindly, but there’s something else Dom doesn’t understand behind those eyes. Something distinctly sad.


    Mathur turns and gestures to the woman. “This is Garr.”


    Dom inclines his head and tries to move, but finds restraints in place. “Am I not supposed to move?”


    “Ah, yes.” Mathur hurries to his side, the smile back in place, and unbuckles the thick straps. “I did not expect you to wake so soon.”


    Dom thinks he likes Mathur’s smile. It seems to put people at ease, but his own face doesn’t seem to want to stretch in the right way and he knows, without looking, that his mimicry of it has failed.


    “Am I alone?” he asks, unsure of where the question comes from.


    “For now.” And he believes the man because, after all, why would he create only one domino and then leave it all alone?
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    Dom stands next to Bastian, trying to battle the strange tide of emotion in him. The tide he hadn’t even known he had.


    “Can you walk now?” he asks, after his friend breathes easier.


    Bastian shakes his head, and even that motion appears uncertain. The gangly teen breathes rapidly, his pupils dilated, and the confident smirk that usually underlies every word he speaks is gone. “No, not yet. Let me sit a while.” The words are gasped, and his face is pale. Awakening will do that.


    “Did it work?” Dom asks.


    “I think we’d have visitors if it hadn’t.” The human boy grins weakly. “Thanks again. I thought the Shine would work, but...”


    “It dulls the powers, not the awakening moment.” Dom shrugs. “You needed a shield.”


    Bastian watches him for a moment, so long that it makes Dom glare back at him.


    “Mathur left you alone.”


    Dom swallows his surprise and shrugs awkwardly. “Technically.”


    [image: break.jpg]


    Dom blinks at his surroundings, at Sai’s piercingly pale eyes caught in that one moment during the elevator’s suspension. Memories and thoughts come crashing back to him in a second, and he reacts, trying to pull her out in time. But he doesn’t make it, and the pain that floods her system is tangible to him.


    Even with her healing ability trying to staunch the flow of blood and seal the wounds, trying to save her life is almost impossible. He has the energy, the power, but not the experience. This was his fault, but it was also their fault. All those people who thought they knew what it was Mathur and Garr had achieved. The people who’d screwed with his head. A cold sliver of anger weaves its way through his mind.


    Sai feels so light in his arms with most of her legs gone. Her pale face is clammy, and her dark hair sticks to her skin. Still, she looks up at him, vaguely aware, recognition in her eyes. No judgment. Not yet.


    So he holds her and talks to her and exerts more of his power to make sure she survives.


    Because if there’s one thing she’s taught him, it’s that he doesn’t want to be alone.
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    A faint beeping permeates her consciousness. Sai tries to ask it to stop because thinking is so difficult, but the words won’t form. Her heavy eyelids fight the desire to wake fully. Fog shrouds her mind and she knows instinctively that something is very wrong, but what it is escapes her.


    She pushes against the murk shrouding her brain. One moment of clarity hits her before the pain takes over and she loses consciousness again.


    When the haze begins to lift, Sai finds herself waking differently. The beeps, though still irritating, are easier to define as infirmary machinery, and she focuses instead on the whispered voices barely audible over the backdrop of sound.


    “How are her vitals?” Mathur’s voice sounds weary.


    “Steady.” The answer is curt and clipped, and though familiar to Sai, she can’t quite place it.


    “Then the fusion worked?” Dom’s voice is clear in her memory, but beleaguered by an inflection uncharacteristic to him.


    “It worked.”


    Sai breathes deeply, calming herself, trying to tone down the images dancing in her head. The fear of small places, crushed by too many people, plays in her mind over and over. Machines keep their staccato beat to the movie in her brain. They become more erratic, causing alerts to echo through the room, but she doesn’t pay them attention.


    Sai finally succeeds in opening her eyes. The room is blindingly white, and she blinks several times to focus through the pain. Every part of her hurts, but her legs most of all. They’re like fire and ice clashing on her skin. As if she can feel every sinew, every nerve...


    “Sai?” Dom leans over her, his smooth brow furrowed.


    “Dom?” she croaks out, squinting just a little. “Dom, did I...” It’s more of an effort to speak than she realized. “Did I hurt people again?” she asks, surprised to feel a tear running down her cheek.


    “No.” Dom swallows visibly and averts his eyes. “You saved people.”


    “Then why...” She struggles to sit up and gasps in pain.


    The audible snap as they waited for the doors to close. The split second decision to phase-push the others out. Dom suddenly there, apologizing. The look in his eyes.


    And the pain. So much pain.


    She averts her eyes, anger and bewilderment at war in her mind, and clenches her fists.


    The beeping of the machines around her is the only sound in the room.


    The pain in her legs makes sense now, and she’s loathe to peek and see they’re no longer there. Phantom pain—when a part of the body is gone but the brain still remembers it—is something she’s heard of, but never truly believed existed.


    “Damn.” Her whisper is scratchy, her throat still too dry, but she pushes the words out anyway. “It was you, Dom?” Her voice cracks on his name and the tears flow.


    “Sai, I...” Dom’s shoulders sag.


    She turns her head away, tears streaming down her face to soak in the pillow. She can hear footsteps leave the room. How could he not deny it? How did he dare be there?


    But didn’t he also save you? a tiny voice whispers in the back of her mind. And she knows that’s right, too. Confusion doesn’t even begin to describe the pain in her chest and the thoughts in her head.


    Her ability to help the Exiled is gone. There will be no redemption now. Her parents were right. She’s useless.


    The door swooshes closed, and she mentally checks for privacy only to realize Dom is the only one who left.


    Her chest constricts, and she opens her eyes to stare at the tented ceiling.


    “Talk to us.” Mathur’s accent is as lulling as ever. Tempting, even.


    But Sai just shakes her head, feeling for once like the child she never had the chance to be: vulnerable, alone, and scared.


    Mason moves around to the other side, flanking her. “Sai, will you listen to what we have to say? There are things you need to understand.”


    She nods.


    “I’ll keep it brief. Dom’s trigger was set incorrectly. In his haste, Bastian emphasized the trigger on your appearance and not your name. It was only when Dom saw you that his trigger unlocked. Although he was supposed to kill you, he truly did save you.”


    “Saved me?” Sai almost spits the words out. “I’ll be useless for the rest of my life.” Her face crumbles, and the tears pour out despite her best efforts. “Just let me sleep.”


    Mason sighs and shrugs. “You have to listen to Mathur first.”


    She rolls her head back over and locates the old man. He feels like the father she never had. “What?” The word comes out sullenly instead of with the combative force she’d intended, but there’s no energy left to draw on.


    Mathur smiles gently at her. “You will be okay, Sai.”


    She blinks a few times, wondering if he’s finally gone senile. “I distinctly remember the pain. No legs is no mobility.”


    “But Sai—” and he pulls up his trouser leg to reveal the iridescent metal of his prosthetic limb “—you have legs now.”


    Sai blinks at him and tries to level herself up to look at her own body, but everything hurts and her arms give way.


    “Careful. You have been out of it for a while. You are going to need to regain some of your strength before we work on anything else.” Mathur pushes her back down and pats her head. “Even if you lost everything, Sai, you would still be the same person. Nothing will ever change how much you have helped everyone.”


    Tears threaten to take over again, but Sai gulps them back. “This will work?” she asks, suspicion warring with fear and hope.


    Mathur chuckles. “If you get rest and do not let yourself get too worked up? Definitely. You will be capable of more than you imagine. But you must promise me this one thing.”


    “What?” Sai asks warily.


    “Recognize what Mason said is true. Dom had no real choice in the matter until he saw you and triggered himself. If it was anyone’s fault, it was mine. I left that failsafe there and made the reset possible.”


    “I’ll try.” With the confusion and anger inside her, it’s the best she can offer.


    “It is enough for now. I simply ask that you do try.” Mathur moves to the door. “Sleep a bit. You need your rest.”


    His request is easier said than done. All Sai sees as she lies there staring at the ceiling is the elevator the second before it falls. On repeat.
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    Sai moves her head from side to side and stretches the muscles in her neck. It’s late. She’s not sure what time, but that ethereal glow that surrounds most of the Mobiles during the day is gone. Her room is dimly lit, but she thinks that’s probably for the best, considering she’s about to try and uncover her legs.


    It shouldn’t be so scary, but they’re no longer flesh, the adrium attached to her in ways she can’t even begin to fathom. Remembering Dom, his limbs are smooth and supple, but they’re all the part of one complete construct. Even picturing the memory smarts a little.


    “I’m not going to know if I don’t look,” she murmurs softly, trying to lend herself courage she doesn’t feel. Before she can stop herself, she throws off the sheet, thinking to catch it before it tumbles to the ground. It hits the floor instead, and all she can do is stare at her legs. That is, what were once her legs...


    Her whole left leg is adrium from the hip down, the iridescent black material connected to her pale skin, sparkling in the dim light of the room one second and blending with the sheets the next. It’s disconcerting.


    Her right hip appears to still be intact, so the material begins about a fifth of the way down her thigh, completing the leg from there. Sai’s lip trembles and she’s tempted to throw back her head and scream or laugh so loud that it hurts, but she doesn’t. Adrium is supposed to be a camouflage material, apparently capable of taking on the texture and appearance of anything it’s directed to. Dom does it all the time.


    “Is human flesh the same?” she whispers out loud, willing her legs to appear like the rest of her. And for a brief moment, they solidify in appearance and seem perfect and normal. A wave of dizziness hits her, and she fights passing out.


    “Maybe this won’t be so bad after all,” she mutters. It’s a little cool in the room without the discarded sheet. Sai watches her feet and tries to wiggle the toes, but the response she gets is sluggish and unreliable. She sighs and collapses back down onto the bed. It’s not too cold, and losing the sheet is her own fault. Her scalp itches, and she has to fight the urge to raise her hand to the mass of soft stubble covering it like a broad headband. It’ll grow back in the end. Everything does, even her legs it would seem. Sort of.


    For the first time since waking up, Sai thinks that maybe she was lucky. Again. Not everyone gets to have a second chance, and it seems she’s got a third.


    She breathes in the clean, sterile scent, the undertones of faint lemon disturbing in their familiarity—for both her own and Johnson’s memories. The words comfort her as she breathes them back out.


    “I will not be broken. I will not fail. I will succeed.”
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    On her third day of rehabilitation, Mathur walks through the door to her room and eyes the machine, which is no longer beeping. He blinks once and turns to look at her. “Did I say you could take the monitors off?”


    Sai shakes her head.


    “Put them back on then.”


    Sai shakes her head.


    Mathur sighs. “I need the data to make sure the legs are taking. You realize we had to operate on your brain too, correct? Normal human synapses will burn out far too quickly, so we reinforced them. You are still in danger. Wear the monitors.”


    For a moment Sai wants to rebel, but she acquiesces and snaps the tiny monitors back in place on the four small pads around her skull scar just in time for Dom to walk through the door.


    “What’s he doing here?” Sai keeps her voice as even as possible, despite the well of anger and fear that tries to rise up and out of her throat.


    “He is helping me make sure the adrium is taking and not about to overrun your system. Dom was born this way. He knows how everything should function.” Mathur fiddles with the monitor next to her bed before turning back to her. “Today, I want to see if you can stand up with some assistance.”


    Moving her toes is easier than the first time she tried it. Their responsiveness is more immediate. Straightening and bending her knees while sitting is difficult. Trying to stand up, even with Dom’s arm for assistance, is far harder than anything Sai has ever done.


    Her legs support her for about three seconds before her brain blanks out on how the body is supposed to hold itself up. Something that was involuntary before now requires exact execution.


    When Sai falls to the floor for the sixth time, she bats their hands away as they try to help her up. “This is ridiculous. We don’t have time for this. I need to help the people we rescued. You said they’re not dealing well with the changes.” It’s hard to keep the tears out of her eyes, and she’s pretty sure that even tone has vanished from her voice. “I can’t make them wait on my relearning the motor skills of a one-year-old.”


    Dom crouches down to her level. His gorgeous silver-flecked eyes appear hollow, their usual warmth gone, relegated somewhere else. “Stop wallowing. I won’t be here soon, so you won’t need to throw a tantrum every time I’m near. Focus. You have to focus. If anyone can do this, it’s you.”


    Sai recoils a little. His words feel like a slap. Part of her wants to hug him, like the hugs she got when he accompanied her on those horrible GNW missions, but the other part of her wants to run and put as much distance between them as she can manage because the line of trust they had is shattered.


    “I’m not your responsibility anymore,” Sai snaps. Using mainly upper body strength, she levers herself up over the bed and wills her legs to obey, focusing completely on how they should be when standing. There’s a slight buzz and a click in her head and suddenly she is standing, with just a hand on the bed to steady her.


    “What the...” Sudden drowsiness threatens to send her crashing to the ground again. Dom scoops a hand under her elbow and guides her to sit on the bed instead of revisiting the floor.


    “Focus long enough for it to learn. There will be trial and error, but adrium isn’t stupid. It’ll learn if you let it. With some intelligence to guide it.” Dom shrugs and rolls his shoulders.


    Sai snatches her elbow back from him. His face blanks over, expressionless.


    “I wish I could take this back.” He gestures helplessly at her legs, gaze lingering momentarily, and pauses as he looks back up at her. “I really am sorry, Sai.”


    She can hear the sincerity in his voice, but doesn’t feel the emptiness until he’s already gone. “Damn legs,” she mutters, pretending the cold in the room isn’t the sudden loss she feels at Dom leaving.


    “That they are.” Mathur lays a hand on her shoulder. “But we will have you up and phasing in no time.” He glances at her pale face. “Or at least, in a few weeks. You do realize your own healing can help speed the process up a bit, right?”


    Exhausted and wondering why she didn’t think of healing herself first, she clings to his words instead. “Do we have a few weeks?”


    “Of course, little one,” Mathur says, his face crinkling into that fond smile he wears so well. His expression softens as he watches her maneuver herself back into bed, much more independently than the previous days. “We just won a victory, after all.”
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    Sai glares at her legs as she dangles them over the side of the bed. It’s taken a few days, but her reflexes are getting better, even though some things are still sluggish. Like deliberately swinging her legs back and forth. The reaction time is always a little off from what she wants.


    She sighs and wiggles her toes, happy with their response. Her mobility is severely limited, and it irks her. They need her in this fight, for what she has the power to do, and the longer it takes her to adapt, the less time they have to prepare. She doesn’t blame Mathur for making himself scarce the last few days because her temper may be a wee bit erratic, but it might have been nice to have someone to talk things over with.


    Even now the floor is impossibly far away, but the more she stands, the less it will exhaust her.


    With a grimace, she lowers her shiny new feet gently to the ground and barely notices the now-familiar click in her head as her legs shift to support her. They not only look smooth, but feel it in her head. Yet at the same time, it’s a totally alien sensation. Sai admires them for a second, steadying her breath, and then she moves, slowly walking to the bed on the other side of the room. It’s only a few steps, but it drains her energy and it’s all she can do to cling to the bed and stay upright, careful to avoid any buttons or levers that might lower it accidentally.


    “I told you she wouldn’t take this lying down.” Iria’s bright voice suffuses the room, and Sai groans at the pun.


    “Really?” she mutters. She maneuvers her way around to leverage herself onto the bed but stops short. Iria isn’t the only one in the room. Sai checks her shield and frowns. Perhaps she’s just out of practice. A couple of weeks in a comatose state will do that.


    “Hey, Sai.” Aishke smiles briefly and looks down at the floor, while Marlena, in a crisp white uniform, walks toward her.


    “Remember me?” she asks, blonde curls bobbing gently as she moves.


    Sai nods and tries not to be envious of those curls. Curls should be illegal.


    Marlena’s eyes soften as her smile reaches them. “Time for me to patch you up.” She busies herself with the small monitor in her hands, and as she waves it around Sai’s head and chest, the numbers on the screen scroll from white to red, setting off a low rate of beeps that seem to berate Sai with their intensity.


    The nurse frowns. “You’re exerting yourself too much. It shouldn’t be taking you this much energy to adjust to the grafts. I’ll go get Jeffries.”


    Sai instinctively reaches out a hand, grabbing Marlena. “Jeffries? What does he have to do with this?”


    Marlena blinks, her brow scrunching in confusion. “Jeffries operated on you. With Mathur’s help. He took the life-saving patch-up Dom did the rest of the way.”


    “Jeffries.” Sai crosses her arms. “You’re trying to tell me he helped me live?”


    “Yes.” Marlena shakes her head. “Why on earth wouldn’t he?”


    “Long story there!” Iria pipes up, slapping the nurse on the shoulder. “You go get him if you need. I’ll help Sai walk a bit. Can’t have her down for too long now, can we?”


    For once, Sai is grateful for Iria’s exuberance. It replaces the severe lack of her own. With Marlena gone, she breathes easier. “Was she joking? Did he really fix me?”


    Iria shrugs and sits on a chair, her wide and ready grin gone. “He did what needed to be done. And don’t worry, I don’t think he sabotaged you.”


    “Tell that to my legs.” Sai glares at them again for good measure.


    Aishke walks toward her but stops off to the side. “They’re pretty.”


    “Really?” Sai raises an eyebrow. “You think they’re pretty?


    Aishke nods. “Yeah, they’re shiny. And you’ll never have to worry about lazering the hair.”


    “Good girl, Aishke!” Iria laughs, but it sounds more forced than Sai remembers. “Find the bright side. Literally.”


    Sai laughs despite her obstinate mood. It feels good to talk to friends she didn’t realize she’d missed until now. Though she knows they won’t be able to do anything if the tenuous connection to her legs fails, Aishke and Iria still make a show of helping her walk around the room slowly.


    The more she walks, the easier it is for Sai to understand the movements she needs to encourage for her legs to function and use up as little of her energy as possible.


    “Good to see you up and about.”


    Jeffries voice startles Sai, and her legs lock up. She almost topples over, but Iria and Aishke anchor her.


    Sai glances over at the doctor, trying to glean his true intentions. “Sure. Yeah. Need to get back on my feet.”


    He nods and gestures to the bed. “Marlena mentioned you’re exhausting too quickly. Let me take a look.”


    Sai’s cheeks suddenly flush hot. Even though she now knows he’s seen pretty much all there is to see of her, she doesn’t want to be awake when he inspects her legs.


    “I’m fine, really.” She holds up her hands to wave him away as she leans against the bed.


    Jeffries raises an eyebrow. “Really? You don’t seem fine. If you don’t take care of these fusion points, your cells will deteriorate. And if you don’t get control of your impulses and instructions, the synaptic functions we reinforced will fry out and you won’t have very much to say ever again.”


    Sai gulps and runs through his words in her head, before maneuvering herself back onto the bed.


    “Much better,” he says as he helps get her legs up on the end and pushes her to lie down.


    It’s comforting not to be left alone with the man who hated her at first sight when she came over to the Exiled. She glances at Iria and the faint crease in her brow. At Aishke and the stubborn set of her jaw. Her friends have been worried, taking on who knows what sort of responsibilities while Sai was out. The guilt threatens to crush her chest, and Sai turns her attention back to Jeffries. He makes a few noises in the back of his throat as he examines the fusion joints. She has to fight the urge to scream at him, at the world.


    Soon though, he’s done and straightens. “You’re tougher than you look. Has Mathur or Dom showed you how to adapt your own healing to the fusion spots?”


    Sai shakes her head.


    “I’ll get Mathur to come visit you then.” He jots some notes down on the reader at the side of her bed. “You have a long way to go, but your body is adapting better than I’d hoped.”


    “Hoped?” Sai can’t stop herself from asking. Did he actually want her to survive?


    Jeffries eyes her for a long moment before speaking. “I misjudged you, and you proved me wrong. Of course I hoped you’d adapt well, but I haven’t completed a procedure as complex as this before. I had no way of knowing for certain.”


    Sai blinks at him, his words an echo of similar ones from Bastian that seem so long ago now. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t thank me yet. You’ve got a long road. When you’re back to your tenacious self, you can thank me. But right now, I’d say we’re even.” He nods briefly and walks out the door before Sai can say another word.


    “That’s a pleasant surprise,” Iria says, her dark hair swinging as she walks over to the bed. Her bounce is gone, and Sai frowns at her.


    “Something you need to tell me?” she asks, irritated by the quiver in her voice that shows up on the last word.


    Iria’s dark eyes rake over Sai without meeting her gaze. She tugs at a loose strand of hair and opens her mouth for a moment before shaking her head. “Not right now. Now, we should walk some more.”


    The look of insistence Iria levels at her is so strong it lends a bronze overtone to her dark skin. Taken a little aback, Sai forces her own laugh. “Of course we should. The more I practice, the sooner it’ll click, right?
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    The next morning, a knock at her door rips Sai out of her sleep. She sits upright, blinking as the lights activate when Dom walks into the room. There’s a cold rush of air that follows on his heels and reaches her before he does. Sai pulls the blanket tight around her and notices even her legs have a chill to them.


    She scowls, pushing the monitor wires on her head out of the way. “Why are you here at this hour?”


    He watches her, his face expressionless. “Jeffries told me to go over the healing with you.”


    “I’m sure he told you to do it in the middle of the night,” she snaps, her breath coming quicker, her head spinning slightly.


    “It’s early morning, and I leave shortly. You can’t leave the hospital wing until you know how. Now or after I get back?”


    That catches her attention, and Sai shrugs, her sudden anger washing away. There’s this cold feeling in the pit of her stomach every time she sees him now. “Now would probably be better.”


    Dom almost smiles, but the expression freezes a fraction of the way there and Sai feels that same pang of emptiness at the lack of his emotions. “This won’t take long.”


    Sai catches herself feeling disappointed and scowls again. “Just tell me what to do.”


    He shakes his head. “It’s easier to show you...if you’ll let me.” The last few words are spoken so softly she strains to hear them, and for a moment she wants to scream that they—especially they—should not have this awkwardness. But they do. So, she just nods, and he takes her hands in his cool, smooth ones.


    Though she’s tried to delve in to see just what makes adrium the compound that it is, not knowing where to start usually stops her before she can. But Dom knows exactly where to begin and how to guide her.


    He begins with her legs, where the joints fuse with her skin—where the Adrium becomes a part of her body, latching onto her flesh and suffusing the connection with tendrils of life.


    “Never give it too much. Never push it to be more than is necessary,” he cautions in a low voice that seems to echo through her mind. “Just the right balance.” He demonstrates a slow flow of her healing ability, encouraging it through the lines of connection, giving her legs a renewed energy. It trickles through the veins, connecting at the top and disappearing into the expanse that is now her lower body, leaving a trail of electricity that buzzes gently in her head, like the hum she’s heard so often before from Dom.


    He follows the line of adrium up the rest of its connectors through her body. It weaves into small deposits along her spine, where she can feel the slight itch of what was once an incision. Then the power spirals up to her skull, where the shaved remnants of her hair surround the sealed cap. The reinforced synaptic connections to her brain are far more complex than Sai anticipated. They’re delicate, thin strands weaving through her sulci and are reinforced intrinsically with the strength of the alien metal. She can feel the sweat beading her brow as she learns from his deft examples.


    Dom’s presence in her head has a subtle difference she can’t place. It’s something she’s never noticed in him before, a sort of void that winks in and out, like it’s trying not to be seen. As soon as she thinks it, though, he draws her attention away, pushing her gently to allow the power to flow through and heal, strengthen, and complete the tender links between adrium and synaptic connections. Something else tugs at her, something darker, like the determination that wells up when she’s feeling overwhelmed. Except this has a seductive pull that sends ominous chills down her spine. She backs off, unsure.


    “Can I handle it?” She can feel him nod, though her eyes are closed.


    “You can handle most anything, Sai.” He guides her awareness through all of it again. Encouraging her, teaching her. “Help it heal, help it fuse, but do not feed it.”


    “Feed it?” She can hear the tremor in her voice.


    “That darkness, that subtle beckoning you feel?”


    She nods.


    Dom pauses, a slight hesitance evident where his fingers press on her own. “Adrium is a parasite. It feeds off electricity—in this case, the electricity in your body. If you’re not careful, if you’re not wary, it will slowly take you over. Always remember that.”


    Sai shudders as he says the words, suddenly feeling like maybe it’d be better not to have these legs. “Just how dangerous is it?” She opens her eyes as his hands fall from hers.


    He shrugs. “It’s a parasite. It leeches off its host. You don’t share your whole presence, your whole being with it, so you should be okay. But it’s hungry, and it wants to survive. Sometimes your instincts might not be your own.”


    Dom looks sad for a moment, but then the blank expression reappears and he steps away from the bed. “I have to go.”


    But Sai doesn’t want him to, not yet, not with the parasite in her, not before they’ve sorted themselves out. “Where are you going?”


    He glances at her, the colors in his eyes whirring for a few moments. “I have to go to Central. There are things I need to take care of.”


    “You seem...different.” Because he does, and not just from her accident. There’s something off about him now.


    Dom shrugs. “Not different, just not damaged.”


    “You won’t rainbow anymore?” Sai asks, relieved at the prospect.


    “Not like that.” He half-smiles and heads to the door, then pauses without looking back. “Do you think, maybe one day, you’ll forgive me?”


    The tone in his voice wrenches at her, and tears well in her eyes. He’s waiting, poised at the door for an answer. “Definitely. One day.” It’s all she can choke out.


    His shoulders relax, and he murmurs a quiet “thank you” as he exits the room.


    Even though the sun isn’t up yet, Sai can’t sleep, and she stares at the door for a long time. One day can’t come soon enough.
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    The salad from Joe’s tastes fresh, with a slightly salty grit underlying the tomatoes, cucumbers, and lettuce. The green leaves shine rebelliously against the mostly white and light grey surroundings, and the red of the tomatoes pops like artificial blood against the backdrop. Both are almost a distraction from the fact that Sai’s still in the infirmary. But it does taste better than anything she’s had since she woke.


    “So,” she asks as she munches her food, “how did they rearrange the Mobile to fit in the larger hospital wings?”


    Iria shrugs and chases her food around the plate with her fork. “You know, Mathur. A bit of tweaking here, a bit of tweaking there, a few families moved around, a few shoved onto another Mobile, and—voila! Enough hospital space for about seventy-five people.”


    Sai raises her eyebrows, her mouth too full of food to speak.


    Iria barely manages to keep a straight face, but the smile still doesn’t make it to her rather apathetic eyes. “There’s another section over on the opposite side. Takes up half as much space and houses the criticals.”


    Sai straightens up and blinks. “How many people did we lose?”


    “More than anticipated.” Iria’s words are soft, tinged with sadness, and her usual brightness is dulled.


    Sai puts down her fork and reaches across to put her hand on Iria’s, balancing precariously on the edge of her bed, the sudden weight of her legs nagging at the back of her mind. “Iria. What’s wrong?”


    “Wrong?” She focuses on her food and laughs. The sound crackles a little, like splintering glass, frail and insubstantial. “Nothing’s wrong with me.”


    Sai chooses not to speak and instead just sits back with her hands on her lap, one eyebrow raised, waiting for Iria to look up. It doesn’t take long.


    “What?” she says, a rare scow marring her face.


    “You’re not being yourself. Talk to me. Please? Maybe I can help.”


    Iria barks out a harsh laugh this time, filled with self-derision. “That’s your problem, Sai. You always help. Even when you shouldn’t. You put everyone in front of you, and we almost got you killed...” She pauses, sighing so deeply her chest rises and falls in an exaggerated manner. “I almost got you killed.”


    “Is that it?” Sai asks, unable to keep the incredulousness from her tone. “That’s what you’re so upset about?”


    Iria blinks at her, mouth open in a half-pout, obviously not expecting that reaction.


    Sai presses on, her tone low and guarded, because she knows it’s still a fragile topic and breaking down isn’t going to help Iria right now. “I was going to check that call either way. With or without you, I would have had someone in that slot. Your being there did nothing to make this—” she gestures at her legs “—happen.”


    “But I...” She takes a deep breath and fixes Sai with a determined stare. “I insisted on coming with you. I should have been able to protect you with my shields. I—”


    “Protect me from what? A plummeting elevator?” Sai watches Iria, “Not possible. Your shields can’t hold out against that sort of gravitational pull. You weren’t distracting. I was just too tired. Frankly, I should have sent someone else.”


    Iria’s tone is stubborn. “But you couldn’t have.”


    Sai shrugs and sets her jaw. “I could have done a lot of things. I could have demanded a more detailed scan or scanned it in more detail myself before getting in the elevator. I was tired, on a bit of a high from the adrenaline, and to be honest? I was feeling a little over-confident. Please don’t blame yourself.”


    And there it was. Clear as day in front of her. Regardless how much she might like to blame Dom or the GNW for causing the reset or Bastian for stupidly keying the trigger to her face and not just her name or... The list could go on, but it all boiled down to her own decision. If she hadn’t gone in the first place, if they’d just gotten out instead and set a plan in motion to scan the other location, if she’d even just gone through Johnson’s memories in more detail—then none of it would have happened. Now she just needed to convince herself of it, and maybe Iria, too.


    Iria opens her mouth a couple more times and then settles back against the wall, stabbing the barely touched food on her plate. “Fine. But I wanted to protect you. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”


    “I know.” Sai leans back in her chair, her own food suddenly not as appetizing. “I thought there’d be more criticals.”


    Iria raises an eyebrow. “You don’t have any idea how long you were out, do you?”


    Sai suddenly feels a little lightheaded. “A while...”


    “You were out for weeks, Sai.” Iria crosses her arms and glares mildly, but the twitch at the corner of her lips puts Sai at ease. Maybe the talk did them both some good.


    “We weren’t supposed to lose anyone.” They’d lost Trikel and that still stung, despite not knowing her for long. “I should have known we were starting a war.”


    “Sai!” Iria focuses on her, brow pinched. “We didn’t start the war—we’re finishing it. They started this when they first began testing that damned drug. You know it, I know it, everyone who isn’t controlled by the GNW propaganda net knows it.” She pauses for a second, eyes serious again. “You know how it works. The suggestion that everything is fine, like a dull haze, holding their emotions at bay, encouraging them to accept events passively because everything is okay.”


    Sai shivers, suddenly cold. “I can’t even imagine that loss of faculty, that loss of controlling what I’m allowed to feel...”


    “Exactly.” Iria smiles, regaining some of her usual cheery composure. “Now cut it out before you ruin my lunch.”


    Despite herself, Sai grins. “Fine, fine, think only of your stomach. You should. It’s gotten a little rounder than I remember.”


    “What! How?” Iria splutters indignantly, her food forgotten momentarily.
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    Mid-step, her leg’s weight multiplies impossibly, dragging her off-balance, sending her stumbling for the safety of the rail against the wall. Sai ignores the gasp that escapes Aishke, effectively pretending the other girl isn’t in the room with her. Not like she’s been much help anyway, but at least they’ve both seen each other at their most vulnerable. It’s quid pro quo.


    Sai’s head pounds, and she relaxes for a moment despite the tightness banding her chest, shifting her leg back into place to properly support her. Focusing on the joining points, triggering the synaptic connections back down through her spine, she feels the whirr and the click, and the leg is once again a part of her body.


    Sweat beads her brow, causing small rivulets to cascade down her face and cling to her eyebrows. Her breath comes in ragged gasps, recovering from the sheer pressure caused when her legs won’t sync up with her brain. Despite the click, Sai’s head doesn’t quit, and none of the healing techniques Dom showed her seem to be working. The blinding pain makes the bright room far too white, and she clenches her eyes to try and shut out the offending glare. But it stabs against her the backs of her eyes for several seconds more.


    “Sai?” Aishke’s tone is timid, but there’s something else there. A small but strong hand grips under Sai’s elbow, lending support and perhaps a little commiseration. “We should get you back to your bed.”


    All good intentions, always good intentions. But the constant need to rest has gone on far too long. It’s been a damn week since she woke up! Sai sucks air in with exasperation and counts to five. “No. I’m sick of going back to bed. I can’t take a bed around the Mobiles with me, and I certainly can’t get done what needs to be done while sitting in one.”


    “But you need...” Aishke pauses, and if I Sai didn’t know better, she’d think the other girl was counting to ten. When she speaks again, her voice is harder. “You need to rest. You’ve been doing this for two hours already.”


    Sai blinks her eyes open, instantly regrets it, and shuts them again. She rests the side of her face against the cool, plastic-like fabric of the wall. “Two hours already?”


    “Mathur told me that if the weight started to wear on you, you’d pushed yourself too far.” Aishke’s voice is closer now, and a light tug on Sai’s arm yields an unwilling groan. “Come on. Sit down. You did better today than yesterday. And you’ll do better again tomorrow.”


    “Fine.” Sai lets herself be led away from the wall, her new limbs stiff and sending back pain impulses to her brain. Maybe she did overdo it a little bit, but it’s the only way she’ll get back out there, back into the thick of things. She crawls into bed with Aishke’s help, and a soft whimper escapes her as she settles in and her legs whirr down. Relaxation hits them, and they have a sort of sleep mode, where she’s not consciously using them but they’re ready to go.


    “You should rest now. Marlena will be in shortly.”


    “Can you dim the lights, Ash? They’re killing my head.” The words sound slurred, even to Sai’s ears.


    Aishke’s chuckle is soft and warm. “Done. Rest up. Everyone wants you well again, but no one wants you to break in the process.”


    Sai keeps her eyes closed and listens as the footsteps recede. Positivity wasn’t going to work. Success was so far from possible because she’d already failed. “I’m already broken.” She tastes the statement on her tongue, like the tears she refuses to shed.


    The words echo in the room with an odd finality.
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    “Go to a meeting, they said. It’ll be good for your legs, they said.” Sai mutters the words like a mantra under her breath, trying not to focus on the shaky connection all the other stimuli are causing in her implants.


    The meeting room is packed. Crowds are too confining, and Sai breathes deeply to calm herself as she moves slowly toward the back of the room, more tired than usual, unused to the exhaustion.


    Someone puts a hand on her shoulder, and she resists the urge to bat it away.


    It doesn’t take long for Kayde’s voice to put her at ease. “Take Trikel’s old spot. She liked you.”


    Sai smiles at the blonde and blinks away the tears pricking at the backs of her eyes. “I forgot.”


    Kayde looks at her for a second and pats her shoulder once before retracting the hand. “You’ve had a lot on your mind.”


    “How many people do you think they can squish in here?” Sai mutters, concentrating on her breathing, on moving fluidly, on maintaining a sense of equilibrium as she sits down. She leans her steel cane against the table leg. It might not be strong enough to help her if both legs give out, but if only one does, she can use it for balance while she resets the connection.


    Kayde winks, her bright blue eyes sparkling, and shifts her seat a bit closer. “Sorry. I’d rather be close to one person than penned in by many.”


    Sai shrugs uneasily. She knows Kayde, so it’s easier to have her this close than most other people in the room, but it’s still almost too much right now. The proximity brings back shades of Nimue, and for a moment Sai feels a stab of regret at leaving her friend behind. She makes a mental note to ask Dom to keep an eye out for her.


    “It’s okay. I need to give myself a bit of rest. Feeling a bit worn out.” Her joints are on fire, so much that she can feel the intricate meeting points swelling slightly in protest. But no one needs to know that—not anyone in here, anyway—and she sends a brief touch of healing through them.


    Kayde’s eyes narrow. “Is this your first day out?”


    Sai attempts to avoid her eyes, but Kayde bends down to be at the same level. “Yes. Technically.”


    “Then just stay in your seat and don’t stress. You’re not superhuman.”


    Sai can feel the heat rise to her cheeks, and she knows her friend is right. “I wasn’t planning on moving.”


    “Good.” Kayde eyes her for a second, lips pursed. “You’re adapting?”


    “Yes. No. I can walk.” Sai laughs uncomfortably. “They’re legs, and they’re still heavy.”


    “You’ll get used to them.”


    “Yeah, I’ll adapt.” She grins and keeps her voice low. “It’ll take a while, but hopefully I can be as close to proficient as I was with my own.” The room is filling fast, and Sai can’t help but fidget.


    “Dom helping you?” Kayde’s voice has this lulling quality to it that makes Sai want to tell her all her secrets.


    Sai looks down at her hands to avoid the pull of eye contact. “Sort of.” He’s not exactly a subject she feels comfortable discussing right now. Regardless of how much her head knows it wasn’t his fault, her heart still hurts, still resents. “Marlena, Mathur, and Iria are helping. Aishke, too. Even Jeffries wants me to live.” She straightens her shoulders. “How’s the Ebony coming?”


    Kayde grins. “Fantastic. Especially since you guys got me the pure source, not to mention an engineer who’s practically been chained to work with it his entire career. Thank you.”


    Sai puzzles through her memory, scattered as that night seems. “I didn’t catch his name.”


    “Petri.” Kayde glances around the room. The frown on her face darkens her bright blue eyes momentarily. “Seems we’re still waiting on Mason and Mathur. Petri can’t stop talking about you, either. In fact, after about a week, he couldn’t seem to stop talking at all. Really doesn’t seem to care if people answer, either.”


    The tension in Sai’s shoulders eases up, and the pain in her neck recedes as the conversation progresses. “I know a lot of nice people that can be a bit annoying at times.” She gestures to Mathur as he walks into the room.


    Kayde visibly chokes on laughter, her brown hair bobbing with the motion. “Pay attention or you’ll get us in trouble!”


    Mason scans the room, closing the door behind him. His tall figure is cut so similar to his brother’s, right down to the wave of dark hair that tries to obscure his piercing eyes. “Great to see you all here,” he mutters, shuffling through a few small readers on the table before glancing back up.


    “Well, we did it. We’ve shorted the GNW, not only of the Shine supplies they use to perform psionic extraction, but also of the prototype formulae from which they derive all of their inventory. They’ll need to recruit more viable test subjects and try to maintain the thought suggestion grid on whatever reserves they’ve managed to maintain.” He pauses and smiles grimly. “Well done.”


    A light round of applause travels around the room, but Sai doesn’t join in. She doesn’t feel like they’ve won a victory because she knows with certainty that there’ll be retaliation. They’d be stupid to think there wouldn’t. And Mason’s next words echo her own thoughts.


    “Keep in mind, the GNW will not take this lying down. They do have reserves, and while I’m not certain how long those will last, you can bet they’ll try to figure out a way to retrieve the pure source from us. While we may have won the fight, no one has won the war. We’re at a stand-off. I’m not sure how much longer it’ll last.” His shoulders drop, and just for a second, he mirrors the somewhat lost look Sai’s seen Bastian exhibit on occasion when he forgets to keep up his impassive facade. And just like Bastian, it’s gone after a very brief appearance.


    Silence falls in the room, everyone bent slightly forward, waiting for Mason to continue.


    “We still have a long way to go and potential confrontation to prepare for.” He glances at the last reader in front of him and runs a hand through his hair. “Sai will take Trikel’s old position once her grafts have adjusted. Mathur requires cooperation from all Mobiles and departments in order to coordinate the rehabilitation of the dominos. I’ll let him talk to you about that.”


    Sai bristles a little at the announcement. No one consulted her, but in a way, she’d been expecting it. Even if it is similar to before Trikel’s death, it feels strange. But her irritation is lessened as she watches Mason closely. He sits, cringing slightly, a brief glimmer of pain crosses his face. She focuses on him, as the rest of the room rustles in their seats to wait for Mathur. Mason has never shown a weakness, never appeared so tired before. It’s like he’s sick. She slots the idea away for later, barely able to pull her eyes off him and give the next speaker her attention.


    Mathur stands, the silver peppering in his hair more prominent than she recalls. Everyone’s gaze fixes on him. He doesn’t have Mason’s charisma, but he doesn’t need it. Everyone loves Mathur.


    “My notes are very brief. Dom is scouting Central for word of retaliation. With security already heightened, we cannot rely on Bastian to get the word out. Dom will run communications. I will need to talk to all research officers and those of you who’ve studied the Domino Project in detail with me. I’ll meet with you all in three hours back here.” He pauses and smiles. “Any questions?”


    No one seems to have any. Except for Sai, but hers aren’t questions she can ask him in the open. They are ones she needs to ask him alone.


    The meeting adjourns, and Sai bids an absent-minded farewell to Kayde before dashing out of the room after Mathur as fast as her aching joints will let her.


    [image: break.jpg]


    Mathur moves surprisingly swiftly for an older man. Her legs drag with each step, but she perseveres. Next time, she better remember that damned cane. The weight pulls at her head, and a slow headache starts throbbing in her temples just as her breath comes quick and short. Flashes of concrete walls mix in and out of the tent like drapings hanging from the ceiling. She pushes through with sheer force of will and grabs onto the door just before Mathur closes it behind him.


    Panting, she tries to focus, but her eyes swim in pools of vague black worms until she clenches them shut and counts to ten. Even then, the tiny wiggly things assault her eyelids, with flashes of pain and Dom, there and not.


    “Sai?” Mathur’s voice is soft, and she knows, even without seeing him, that his brow is crinkled in grandfatherly concern.


    But she takes yet another deep breath to steady herself, refuses to pay attention to the shaking in her legs, and just grips the frame of the door tighter before opening her eyes and looking directly at the old man. “Just what is Dom doing, Mathur?” Sai asks quietly.


    “I thought you did not care about my Dom,” he says, ushering her into the apartment.


    “It’s not like that...” She realized it when he helped her before he left, but the words are jumbled in her mind.


    “Then what is it like?” Mathur turns and gestures to his comfortable couch. “Tell me.”


    “It’s like...” She sighs, straightens her back as best she can, and tries not to let the relief of resting her heavy legs reflect in her face. She glares Mathur squarely in the eye. “The dynamic has changed. I can’t quite reconcile that he not only caused the accident, he saved me as well. I can’t pretend it didn’t happen.”


    She holds up her hand to forestall the logic she knows Mathur is going to use. “Dom knows these wipes can happen intermittently. He should have been more prepared than this.”


    “But it wasn’t a normal wipe, Sai. This time he collapsed.”


    She shakes her head impatiently. “I know. He strobed.”


    “That’s not what I mean, Sai.”


    She crosses her arms and leans back against the couch, fighting the fatigue that threatens to overwhelm her. “Then what?”


    “His communication channels were open for too long and influenced by things and thoughts he was never designed to try and absorb or relay. It shut his channels down, played havoc with his nervous system. Imagine you have no shields, if you will. Dozens of others constantly in your mind and the only way to stop it is to lose everything you have grown to be. Until a memory, a person, you triggered its return.”


    “Oh...” Sai doesn’t know what to say.


    “You have legs, Sai. You are still here to do what you need to do if you still want to do it.” Mathur’s tone is gentle, conciliatory even. “In the end, you will find your abilities increased.”


    “You say that like it makes everything better, like what happened was inconsequential because you’ve fixed the damage. I was tired. I shouldn’t have gone, but I did. And yet, it doesn’t take away what happened. I’m not a machine, and I’m not an experiment!” She can’t help the shouting, the immediate angry pit that forms in her stomach.


    Mathur blanches. “I do not think you an experiment, Sai. I am trying to show you that it is not perhaps as bad as you think.”


    “We have war approaching. I can barely walk for longer than ten minutes at a time, let alone phase. I’ll be useless—and taking over Trikel’s spot like this? It’s insulting.”


    “You need to be encouraging the cells to merge with your healing abilities. Did Dom not show you that?”


    Sai shrugs sullenly, all the anger dissipating and leaving frustration in its place. “Yeah...he did.” She buries her head in her hands. “This all feels so foreign, and my legs are so much heavier than they were. It’s hard to move myself. So much more difficult to trigger them.”


    Mathur smiles kindly. “They will ease up as soon as everything clicks.”


    “It takes forever for things to click. There’s so much I have to relearn, and we just don’t have time.”


    “You have to make time, Sai. You will just have to make time.”


    She mulls her thoughts over in her head and plucks out the one worrying her. “Something isn’t right, and I’m not sure what it is. We’ve overlooked something.”


    “Premonition, child?” Mathur raises an eyebrow.


    “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I just know that I wanted to understand what Dom is doing...because I’m worried, regardless of whether or not I can show him that right now. He’s not...” She thinks back to the touch of his cool skin against hers, the presence of his mind, and the other thing in the back coaxing her to look away. “He’s not himself.”


    He watches her for a moment, head cocked slightly to the side. “He is Domino.”


    “I know that!” she snaps and shakes her head immediately. “Sorry. I know that. I just don’t know how... Everything is so complicated now.” She shrugs and gives up trying to explain the thoughts in her head that not even she can piece together.


    Mathur’s smile fades, a frown taking its place. “That is something I understand all too well. So be it, then.” He stands and walks to his bookcase, humming a tune under his breath. When he returns, he reaches toward her. “Hold out your hand, palm up.”


    Sai does, only to have Mathur drop a beautiful sphere of adrium right into her hand. It’s heavy and cold but immediately starts to adapt as soon as it touches her skin—flowing from a smooth black to a strange mimicry of her Asian skin tones as it sends small jolts of static down her arm. “I don’t get it...”


    “That is the nature of adrium. To adapt for its own survival, to protect itself and anything attached to it that it needs for survival. With me so far?”


    Not entirely sure whether or not she was, Sai nods anyway. “I think so?”


    Mathur chuckles. “It will be clear soon. I will endeavor to make it so. Your legs are made up of adrium fused and combined with your own DNA, adapted to your blood type and synaptic patterns, which are then reinforced further by adrium tendrils in order to give you a beautiful working relationship. You, my dear, were simple by comparison.”


    “Oh.” It suddenly dawns on Sai just how much more effort, how much more science went into the creation of Dom.


    “Exactly.” Mathur smiles and pats her head in his fatherly way. “Adrium has many sentient properties, but it will never be sentient all by itself. We fused too much machine with it during the Damascus arm of the project. The metal lost its ability to morph and properly assess situations. Without the majority of human components, there was no conscience, only a machine-driven, survival-obsessed parasite.”


    Sai gulps, suppressing a shudder. “Then how does Dom work?”


    “Dom was created from scratch. Human, specifically psionic DNA, interwoven with a skeletal structure based on the human one. He thinks and has the potential to feel, and this gives him the ability to develop judgment and make decisions in rational thought.” Mathur’s tone is affectionate, and his eyes crinkle happily as he speaks. “He is nothing like the Damascus. Which means he also does not have the communication channel the Damascus do, and by forcing one into him after I left to communicate with the others, they effectively set Dom’s development on permanent hold.”


    Sai leans forward. “They broke him?”


    “Briefly. Luckily he is fixed now, and after a few weeks with me, he has discovered true impulses and abilities that were overshadowed before.”


    “So he’s on a discovery mission?” Sai guesses, still not exactly understanding everything.


    Mathur chuckles again, but this time it doesn’t sound as happy. “No, he is on an ‘I can do anything’ mission. It involves pushing himself to new limits, stretching himself to discover what he’d forgotten and perhaps what he never knew. And all the while getting us the information we require.”


    “You’re making him fulfill the assassin role?” Sai crosses her arms and scowls at Mathur.


    “Never. It was never my intention to create an assassin. Those were directives from above. I am giving him the chance to discover exactly what he can do.”


    “Pfft. Lousy excuse and bad facade to put on it, Mathur. A spade is a spade after all.”


    “Is it really, Sai? In all my theorizing, I can only tell you what should technically be possible with those legs of yours. Will you, once you have regained complete and satisfactory control, want me to prevent you from finding out the new possibilities it opens up for you?”


    “If you put it that way,” she says grudgingly, rubbing her arms and not liking where multiple trains of thought are leading her.


    “And I do.” Mathur’s expression turns grim. “Dom is not a robot. He is not some science experiment. He is a living, breathing, sentient being. If you can find it in your heart to forgive him for something that was definitely out of his control at the time, I think we might be able to keep him the way he is without him reverting to the assassin he was intended to be.”


    “He wants to revert to his originally intended role?” Sai asks, barely wanting to know the answer.


    “I am not sure. He mentioned something about discovering his roots and returning to his true purpose because it was easier, but...” Mathur shrugs. “He has grown in ways I did not know he could, and some of that is due to his very short acquaintance with you.”


    “Why me?”


    “Did you ever once look at him and think of him as a thing?”


    Sai shakes her head.


    “Why?”


    She blinks. “He never struck me as anyone other than Dom. He’s got more humanity in him than many people I’ve met.”


    “Most people see him as something to be feared, as something not human and therefore less than they are. You saw him and became his friend. You deferred to him. You treated him as your equal. When he saw the way you regarded him when you realized he had been used as the instrument to injure you? I think it broke some of the emotional connections inside him.” Mathur waits as the information sinks in. “If you can find the friend you once knew, the person you once cared for, I think his chances might be very good.”


    “Do I have time?” Sai asks hesitantly, knowing, despite everything, that she needs it for more than just forgiveness.


    “We always have time, Sai. Just sometimes it does not wait for us.”
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    Far from Central, the dusk air outside of the Mobile domes is slightly caustic. Too long out in it, with the sun still in the sky and no filter, and it’ll slowly burn a human’s airways. It’s why the cities are in Domes, why travel outside is limited to nighttime unless in a transport, and why the cities in what used to be North America have become so dependent on the GNW. Luckily for Dom, the adrium suffused in his system allows for its own form of filtration. He can come and go at any time, only seen when he so wishes.


    He pauses and finds a foothold on a relatively barren hill. The rusted remains of a wind turbine crumble into the sand near him as his foot disturbs its resting place. Wisps of stubborn dead grass cling to the ground, the roots long petrified. With a thought, he adjusts his eyes to watch Mobile Alpha move softly, barely noticeable clouds of red sand puffing to each side, settling in its wake. His eyes gently buzz back to their usual scan setting, giving him a film over his eyes to let him see heat signatures and cold pockets, along with his regular sight.


    Looking down, his body blends slightly with the mound of earth he’s standing on, taking on a vague red hue in response to his lack of focused instructions. He has business of his own—his own slice of revenge, his redemption for what they made him inflict on the other dominos.


    For what the GNW made him do to Sai.


    His chest heaves as he takes a diving leap off the hill, landing with a rolling thud that shakes the ground around him, sending small lizards running, some of the only inhabitants out here. Adrium is heavy and even deadly if he doesn’t keep himself in check. Without the concurrent restrictions placed on him by the engineering department of the GNW, restrictions he hadn’t even realized he had until Sai’s accident broke him free of them, he had to focus on the parasite so much more. In such tiny ways, small things, little signs that it was eating at him. In the stray thoughts that crept in when he wasn’t concentrating on something in particular; in that convincing sly voice that whispered of the need for more energy, more electricity; and in the way it made him doubt which voices were his own and which belonged to the parasite.


    It was hard enough to rein in his resentment toward Mathur, regardless of how much of a father figure the man was. Taking technology he didn’t quite understand and twisting it in the wrong ways. The other dominos were so screwed up by those who had assumed too much, who had attempted to keep them under control and devoid of their own sentience until it had damaged all of them in ways he hadn’t realized were even possible.


    Sai.


    Before she’d remembered his part in the accident, before her eyes had held so much pain, he’d thought things would be okay. So many small things went wrong to bring them to this. The greed of the GNW almost makes him wish he had no human DNA.


    He focuses above the noise in his ears, beyond himself and through the surroundings. Cicadas chirp, mostly unaffected by the atmospheric changes of the last couple of centuries. Hardy and vibrant, their little lives are some of the only ones the GNW haven’t brainwashed into apathy.


    The cracks in the ground turn into tiny black abysses with the setting of the sun. Rainfall is usually channeled into the reservoirs and sent through a myriad of underground service centers to keep the cities hydrated. It leaves the grounds outside the protective domes starving for water, cracked and brittle and dangerous. His breath catches in his throat as the anger boils to the surface again. This dark abscess of emotion that wells up and tries to take him over when he least expects it...even about the most mundane things. There has to be a way to keep the parasite at bay, a way without the GNW’s resets and controls.


    And then there’s the inner quiet without the static of the other dominos.


    Music pulses in his ears through tiny inserts Kayde gave him. They keep the silence at bay a little. All those voices gone, reduced to nothing by the severance of the link in his head. The link no one else was ever supposed to have access to. He turns the sound louder to drown out the loneliness he didn’t realize would be so cold.


    The city looms above him, huge and dark, foreboding in its sheer size. He smiles again and makes his way to the end of town and an old set of living quarters—partially abandoned by those who’d come into fortune, but still good enough for those who were down and out or those with the illegal jobs.


    Dom halts before entering, shifting through the phases of adrium adaption, making subtle adjustments to his surroundings—the bleak concrete walls, the red traces in the sand as it spreads across and into the cement floor. He flexes his fingers in front of his face, slowly willing their shape to change, to morph into sharp implements, rounded, and back into fingers again. The response times are more sluggish than he’s used to, but as long as he continues practicing as he moves through the city, his abilities should be back at peak performance by the time he truly needs them. It’s easier to practice in the dank part of town where no one looks twice at things they don’t understand.


    This is where Sai grew up. Before her gift took away everything she’d ever known, Sai had been one of them—living on the outskirts of society, picking through garbage for a meal, and begging anyone who might be able to toss her a credit. The area hasn’t changed much in the last five years. Children still scrounge around garbage cans, their little urchin eyes wide and smeared with dirt as they gasp in glee at a half-eaten piece of bread. None of them see him, not with camouflage in full swing. He watches for a while as they huddle in groups around hastily built fires to get some warmth. Odds are their parents can’t afford heat in the buildings, or else they’re too drugged out to care.


    For a while, he wants to soak up this darker side of humanity, to see if there is anything from that side of him that might help him figure out this strange new tug in his brain, this darker whispering that doesn’t form words. Everything has an easier way out, a more sinister tinge than he recalls from his sealed memories. Revenge was never his thing, but right now it’s all he can concentrate on. Maybe sating it is all he needs to do. Perhaps the act of fulfilling this strange compulsion will end it.


    Everything is putrid, even the structure he eventually settles on. People passing by don’t acknowledge each other, in too much of a hurry to get their next fix or try to earn a meal. There are no marks to target down here. No one worth anything visits this place.


    The building is adequate, with a few scattered one-bedroom apartments free of habitation, as long as you don’t count the rats. He keeps cautiously out of the way of the children as he makes his way through the halls. Children crouching next to the rats, feeding them scraps and petting their heads. Cheap pets. Easy to feed and free to obtain and most of them would give a cat or dog a run for their money.


    Dom finally chooses a room and settles in, the tiny ear buds making the bass resonate in his head while he thinks of who and when and where.
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    The next day dawns in all its murky gloom, and Dom turns the music down a notch. Eventually, he’ll have to wean off things for noise, to fill that gap.


    Concentrating on the shadows, he blends his body to them, wills the adrium to conform. If he maintains that focus, he should be able to pass through the city virtually unseen, even while jogging slowly. It takes a few false starts to acclimate to the chill in the city, so different to the outside world where the adrium seems more at home.


    Concrete walls begin to crumble less the further he moves toward the center. The dirt affixed to every pore of the buildings in the poorer sections is far less visible, as if someone remembers to half-heartedly blast the grime off every few years. If you peer close you can see where it was blasted back, overlaid with more, then cleaned again. Eerie patterns, reminiscent of cave paintings.


    Central looms above him, its windows bigger than the living quarters at the peak of the other buildings close to it. Large and luminous, looking out as if watching the whole city. It rises towers above, precisely in the center of the city. Perhaps not the most original reason to call it Central.


    Dom watches the people coming in and out of the building with one swipe of their wrist, and he frowns. They pass in bulk, a few of them here and there, rarely a straggler by themselves. The night shift’s leaving to let new staff in. He knows everything about the building from the inside, but he’s never had to gain access covertly before.


    Watching the people and their fluid movements, Dom waits. Nothing is easier than blending with shadows—it’s like they want to be used, twisted and bloated to accommodate anyone willing to traverse them. Timing is everything.


    He knows he can’t go through the main doors. Even if the cameras don’t see him, the sensor will register something and the alarms will go off. Not being seen is always an advantage, except when it’s not. He slips around to the alley and waits until no one is due to pass. Going in through the sewers isn’t his first choice, but it’ll work best.


    There are a plethora of tunnels crossing under Central and the rest of the city, from the time when it was still Kansas City, back before the Great Disasters of the twenty-second century. Some of the catacombs are falling apart, rubble barring the ways from the earthquake tremors that have long since stilled. At least he doesn’t have to go that far in today.


    He bends down swiftly, fingers morphing into knife-like sharpness, and jimmies dirt-caked seals on the grates. Once loose, he raises the huge set of metal bars that would otherwise take several men and drops himself down, closing it behind him with a louder than he intended clang.


    For a few moments he waits, crouched low, taking on the dark hues of dirt and grime that litter the bottom of the sewer entrance. Perhaps the noise was only loud to his current hypersensitivity.


    Thoughts nag at him from all different corners of his brain. Most questioning what he plans to do to those who caused this, who hurt not only the dominos, but caused Sai’s situation as well. But one of those thoughts rings louder than the others, beckoning him, encouraging him, cajoling him.


    He likes that avenue best. There’s a sinuous strength, a righteousness about evening the score, about standing up for himself with the strength Mathur gave him. A need to reach out and take that energy from where it is wasted. That...electricity.


    So many dominos affected by the ignorant actions of people who presumed. Davis, Selwyn... If it weren’t for them, Dom wouldn’t have had the communication channel forced into being. The rainbow strobing would never have happened, and Sai would still be whole. She’d still look at him with all that trust from their shared missions, that friendly way no one else but Bastian did.


    Dom clenches his fists, bricking them hard for a moment before relaxing. He resets his body to default. The gunmetal grey shimmer surrounds him, his sleek surface back to its more androgynous form. But even as he moves, it leaks back to his own preference, to himself. He lets it, clinging to the parts of him that are still whole as he traverses the tricky twists and turns beneath the building.


    Maybe Mathur made him too human. Maybe he should be the alien he’s supposed to be—the alien at least half of his makeup wants him to be. With no light in the tunnels, the adrium compensates, gently glowing to light his way even though he adjusts his vision once again. The glow is a balm and lulls him into a sense of security in himself and what he’s about to undertake.


    After winding his way for a while, he pauses at the entrance to the underground labs they raided, hand poised by the door as he reaches out with his mind to quiet the silly psionic alarm. An odd choice, given what the lab is supposed to conceal.


    He breathes in that strangely filtered air, with all its suggestive properties floating around, and places his hand on the door to open it. Peace suffuses him, and a calm washes through his mind. Regardless of right or wrong, there is no going back now. He steps into the corridor, and makes his way up through Central.


    [image: break.jpg]


    Dom sits in the corner of the room, spying on the board of directors. Bastian bites his lip, in that sort of habit he gets when trying to figure something out. For just a moment, a jolt of recognition almost pulls Dom out of his thoughts, but the shadows tug him under and he joins them, comfortable.


    Davis is easy to spot in the room, slightly overweight with a pot belly that belies far too much indulgence in alcohol. His greasy hair is speckled with silver, and his eyes wander the room, lingering with a disdain that’s almost tangible on every person in it.


    Deign taps her foot, and the anger is palpable as she speaks. “Not one of you has yet to bring me a reason for this embarrassment. It’s been far too long in the coming.” She stands, her hands on her hips, her height used to full advantage. She looks thinner than Dom remembers. Perhaps the stress is getting to her. As it should.


    She scowls and it projects. Her tactile empathy only applies to what others feel, not what she’s feeling. And the anger that’s bubbling over into the room from her makes being in it uncomfortable. Davis and Sever squirm. Even Harlow fixes a stray strand of hair behind her ear, eyes never leaving the flickering glow of her implants.


    Deign shifts her weight, and her eyes focus on each person in the room in turn. “Perhaps we can see about replacing some of you.” It’s not a request; it’s a simple statement. Even Dom can feel the tension in the room rise.


    Davis clears his throat, and when he speaks, his voice is as oily as his hair. “I can look into the locators on the dominos and see if we can track them down via those?”


    Deign turns at the sound of his voice, an eyebrow raised as she takes two short steps closer and leans her fists against the table. “Are you asking me or telling me?”


    To his credit, Davis manages not to squirm. “I can do it. In the uproar over the laboratories, it’s been difficult to locate the tracking devices.”


    Selwyn interjects seamlessly. “We have managed to locate the tracking file again and should have it activated by the end of the day.”


    Deign glares at them both, her wave of displeasure wafting through the room. “See to it that you do.”


    A margin of panic tries to assert itself into Dom’s mind—that the Exiled need to know about the trackers, that there could be danger coming their way—but he bats it aside. There are more matters overriding urges that, and he moves smoothly out of the room, ignoring the rest of the conversation as the door opens to let Davis out.


    The man waddles toward the bathrooms. As he turns into the small hall that precedes the toilets, Dom reaches out and grabs him around the throat, his own body still mostly blended into the surroundings.


    Davis splutters and kicks feebly as Dom studies him. His mind feels awfully blank, and yet somehow eager. There’s a gentle compulsion to twist his wrist and just do it, do it. He could. It’d be so easy—so much energy in there for the taking, just like with Sai, except harmful, not helping.


    “Why?” Davis manages to splutter out.


    “Why?” Dom tastes the word on his own tongue, foreign for a moment. “People like you make people like me disposable. And people like me resent that.”


    The words wash over him, through him in a delighted sort of realization that gives him a greedy shiver up his spine. Would that the world were empty of this kind. His fingers clench around the man’s neck harder. He watches with a strange detachment as Davis flounders, as his face turns interesting shades of reds and purples and blues. Finally, having enough, he twists his hand and snaps the man’s neck.


    Life force ebbs immediately, and Dom dives into the electrical energy without a second thought. There’s power in it, heightened senses, and he flings the big man easily against the bathroom tiles.


    “Damn it,” he mutters, heady with an electrical rush. Hunting is almost fun, but killing was anti-climactic. A wave of nausea threatens to overwhelm him, and words he can’t define clamor at the back of his skull, trying to make themselves heard. A sickening realization that he just gave in all too willingly, all too easily.


    He shuts all the voices down with a thought and a shield, leaving himself in silence again. Alone.
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    Bastian runs his fingers through his hair before letting his head collapse on outstretched arms on his desk. A harsh day, and only one of many since the infiltration.


    With no Dom around to confide in, to talk to and bounce some of his zanier ideas off, Bastian is left to his own devices, his own thoughts. His own sense of Shine regulation to dull his power levels in order to avoid Zach and Deign’s potential vigilance is starting to wear on him. He’s balanced precariously, and the sour metallic taste never fully leaves his mouth.


    Crisis mode means even his trips to Garr are risky. He can’t risk the board finding out about him, not now. Mason’s smack to his face had been almost too convincing, so no blame lay at Bastian’s feet, but the council was in uproar and venturing out on his own had been mostly cut.


    The lack of privacy was dangerous. Right now, appearing any stronger than they’d always assumed would be a death sentence.


    He could do with Dom to watch his back and provide his usual unintentionally acerbic observations. They’d been companions since Bastian’s teenage years. It was hard to let go of his friend, even if it was for the best.


    There’s a soft knock on his large entrance doors. Stifling a groan, Bastian motions the mechanism with his hand and mumbles “Come in” into the sleeves of his ever-present jacket.


    He can’t hear footsteps and looks up to see an open door with no one standing in it. Immediately alert and a little embarrassed that he opened it before being on his guard, he murmurs under his breath. “Damned kids, playing pranks. I swear I was never allowed to be this annoying.”


    He rises slowly and walks to the door as if to peek out into the broad hallway and see if there’s someone lurking nearby. Once the door is closed, he turns to face the room, retightening the wards. He pulls at the brick-like structure, stuffing the slight cracks with as much mind mortar as he can. Nothing seems to have forced its way through. Even in his tired and Shined-up state, he would have noticed a disruption to his wards. There’s no ripple in the air to give away anything, no hint of psionics gently fluttering against his perception shields, and no sound whatsoever.


    But something is there.


    The most telling sign is the lack of hostility. Even the most professional assassin still has thoughts of the act or of the greed for the money they’ll get at the end. If he concentrates really hard, Bastian can pinpoint pretty much anyone based on their thoughts alone, regardless of how professional they profess to be.


    “Dom?” he whispers into the room, hoping against hope that he didn’t just give himself away with that three-letter name.


    The change isn’t sudden; adrium doesn’t work like that. But gradually, Dom’s natural colors come into view, the underlying hum music to Bastian’s ears.


    He gasps involuntarily at the sight of his friend. Despite the fact that Dom is a hybrid creation and should technically always appear the same, Dom has changed. His jawline is harder, more pronounced, with none of the casual lines it formed over the last few months working as Sai’s partner. There’s a hardness about him, a ripple-free form that lends a sense of danger to the languid way he moves.


    “Dom,” Bastian says, this time not a question. “You seem...different.”


    Dom locks eyes with him for a second, silver flickering through a myriad of colors. “Mathur helped me fix myself.” He shrugs, but the easy roll of his shoulders make the very human movement look eerie and alien. Dom takes a half-seat, resting on the edge of Bastian’s desk. “You obviously heard.”


    Of course Bastian heard, and Dom is right not to phrase it as a question. Bastian knows everything there is to know about his role in Sai’s injury, only he’d hoped his friend would help her with recovery, too. After all, everyone knew Sai had been injured. Even the GNW spun it in their favor.


    It is with great sadness we report the loss of one of our own. Do not venture where we have deemed it unsafe. The GNW wishes you to be content and protected.


    Bastian hesitates before testing the waters, unsure how this new Dom, this darker version of his friend, will react. “How is she?”


    This time the adrium edges of his form sharpen when he shrugs, as a brief wave of irritation passes over his otherwise blank expression. “I haven’t seen her for a few days. I took my time getting here, sorting my head out.”


    “Sorting your head out?” This doesn’t sound like Dom, not the Dom Bastian grew up with. Something is very wrong.


    Dom shakes his head, as if trying to dislodge something. “I don’t think she welcomes me near her for the moment. It’s probably for the best. I almost killed her.”


    There’s a metallic clang to his voice, soft and sad, like a darkly toning bell. Bastian watches him, entirely aware of the strong attachment Sai and Dom have for one another. “I’m sure she just needs a bit of time. You have plenty of it. She’ll come around.”


    “Perhaps.” His tone is doubtful, but the dark bell is gone—at least for the moment. “I’ll be around here for another week or so. I can come and go easier than anyone else, and I can make sure I take care of a few things along the way. If even you can’t see me when I focus on camouflage, I doubt anyone else has a hope.”


    Bastian laughs, but also cringes a little at the thought. “My perceptions might be a little duller than usual.”


    For the first time since arriving, Dom actually meets his eyes unflinchingly. “Since when?”


    “I have to dose myself almost constantly.” The words sound strange in his head, and Bastian hesitates, watching Dom for a sign of reaction, but his friend only blinks once before speaking.


    “Be careful with it. I won’t always be within reach.” He leaves the rest of the statement empty, but they both know what he means and Bastian shivers slightly. Without Dom close, there is no hope of escape if he’s found out. Living with danger just got more tangible.


    “It’s probably not a good idea for you to hang around,”


    Dom raises an eyebrow in an almost perfect mimicry of Bastian’s own. “It’s not a risk. I’m the perfect assassin. No one can see me, no one can hear me, and no one can sense my brand of psionics.”


    When Bastian opens his mouth to speak, Dom holds up a hand. “It also makes it easier for you to contact us. No reaching out and being caught by the net, no accidental overdoses from overdoing it.” He grins, and the lighting in Bastian’s office lends a sinister gleam to Dom’s eyes. “I can get in and out without being observed, pick up information or deliver it. I’m fast. No one will see me coming.”


    There’s a lull as Bastian assesses his friend’s new poise, this strange distance even though he’s right in front of him. “So can I ask what business you’re here for?”


    “Of course.” Dom grins—the one expression he can never totally nail down—but offers up nothing else.


    “You’re being pedantic, Dom.” Bastian is surprised to find himself irritated at his friend or perhaps at the changes in him.


    “No. I’m just granting you the permission to ask me that question.” There’s a playful hint to Dom’s voice in direct juxtaposition to his expression.


    It hits Bastian with the sheer force that only a hundred percent certainty can, and the picture fills in. It’s dark and dramatic and nothing like the Dom he’s used to. “You killed Davis, didn’t you?”


    “Just a little.” Dom cocks his head to the side. “You have guests approaching. There’s no time for me to exit. I’ll hide by the workout mats.”


    Dom moves to the corner, deftly melding with the shadows until there is no trace left of him. A knock follows shortly afterward. Bastian takes a deep breath, pushing the worry for his friend down and away to be analyzed later. For Dom to give into his original programming goes against everything his friend had become.


    A quick probe at the door lets him know that it’s not only Deign and Zach, but also a couple of other board members. Precisely what and who he didn’t want to deal with right now. He checks himself and his psionic levels, sits down at the desk, and hopes there’s still enough Shine in his system to be convincing.


    With a thought, he trips the psionic door mechanism. He only hopes Dom is as good at concealing himself as he seems to think he is.


    It takes an inhuman amount of control for Bastian to refrain from glancing over at the corner where Dom is hiding. Deign reaches the desk first, her expression taut as she avoids his eyes for the first few moments of her entrance. Zach saunters more than walks, a slight smirk tugging at the left side of his lips before he pulls up a chair next to Deign. Selwyn, catapulted into a leader position in the wake of Davis’s death, sits with Harlow off to one side. None of them say a word, and Bastian can feel his patience precariously balanced just this side of losing his temper.


    Harlow fidgets, tucking her dark brown hair behind her ears. Her eyes flicker through a spectrum of color as she blinks rapidly, looking at no one. The implants allow her to never leave the running of the system to anyone else. While she’s never been all that comfortable with her authority, her attention to detail and tireless dedication makes her the best. Not counting Kayde, of course.


    Bastian double-checks his patience before speaking. It’s in meager supply, and he doesn’t have the energy to dull his tone. “I’m tired. I’ve been testing half the day and in meetings the other half. If you’re here to regale me with how much work still needs to be done, then my only argument is: I can’t work if I’m dead.”


    Deign laughs, but the forced sound doesn’t relieve the tension. The others shift uncomfortably, and Bastian feels like he has a steel rod straight through his spine. People don’t visit his offices often. His reputation sees to that. So why are they here?


    “Can’t have you dying on me, Bast. I can’t do this without you.” Deign’s voice is tired and oddly vulnerable in front of the people who could technically strip her of her position if she let them live to do so. Her usually perfectly coifed dark hair has strands hanging loose—so uncharacteristic. She signs and locks gazes as she scans the room, a glimmer of steel in her eyes despite the apparent exhaustion. That wisp of helplessness barely conceals the ruthless woman he knows, the one who, with a single focused thought, can bring people to their knees.


    Deign clears her throat. “I’ve called us together because I trust you. Right now, we need trust the most.”


    Bastian keeps his face as neutral as possible while he cringes inwardly. Stoic or not, surprises aren’t his forte. He waits for her to continue, wondering if she’s perhaps ill. They don’t need a fight for succession right now. And trust? It’s not something he’s ever attributed to Deign before.


    “We have to do something drastic.” Deign’s tone changes, hardens, and her eyes flash with some of their habitual edge. The moment of vulnerability has passed, almost like it never existed. “With Davis gone, Selwyn is our foremost adrium and mechanical scientist. He informs me that the tracking beacons on the missing domino contingents will not function at all and that the original 12 never had the device installed.”


    While she pauses, Bastian raises an eyebrow in question, only to receive a nod from a rather pale Selwyn. No tracking ability. Lucky Dom. The silence lengthens, and he realizes they’re all clearly waiting for a response from him.


    “I’m not sure what you think I can do? I’m much better at running the training divisions.”


    Deign frowns, annoyance spreading to a crease in her forehead. “Davis is dead. Very dead.” She breathes in and scowls. The expression pinches her lips in a strange way, making it more sinister. “Dead. In the bathroom down the hall from our meeting room, Bastian.”


    He waits, knowing she’s not finished, but does grant her a nod, which she returns.


    “I have no idea what Markus was doing, but this lack of security needs to stop.” She pauses, locks eyes with each of them in turn before lowering her voice to almost a whisper. “We don’t know who it was or what they wanted, but they got around security, just like the Exiled did. They can do it again. They could kill us all in our sleep.”


    The words echo slightly through the huge room, the rustling of the last sentence paling the other inhabitants. Deign waves a hand at Zach and pinches her brow as her chest rises and falls more rapidly than it should. And suddenly Bastian realizes what’s wrong. It doesn’t matter how strong Deign is, how formidable she might be in any given situation, because if she’s asleep and her assailant is stealthy enough, the probability of her death becomes very real. He finds it hard to tear his eyes away from her, from this new side, this side of selfish self-preservation that, by default, extends to everyone else. It’s almost like she cares.


    Meanwhile, Zach stands, smirk on his face, and smoothes down his jacket. There’s an odd gleam to his eyes that Bastian can’t place except that it usually has to do with Zach thinking he has the upper hand. It immediately makes Bastian wary.


    “We think the only way we’re going to come out of this even close to where we entered it—in terms of resources and recourse—is to bring the Damascus out of stasis.”


    For a second, Bastian thinks he’s heard it wrong and wonders briefly if he and Dom could take all four of his guests out without anyone being the wiser. He blinks, but the others are just as shell-shocked. Only Deign, still pinching the bridge of her nose, and Zach, still smug in all his stupidity, don’t have their mouths open in terror.


    “You have to be fucking kidding me.” Harlow’s tones are velvet and dangerous. She rarely raises her voice, but has that mothering tone where everyone listens. Her scowl matches her words, and the anger is palpable, even to Bastian, who is no empath.


    Then he remembers. She lost both parents in the Damascus uprising. Orphaned as a child, like so many during that time. Kids could hide places the Damascus couldn’t crawl into.


    Harlow stands when Deign doesn’t respond and takes a step toward the other woman, visibly shaking. “You can’t let them out. Have you forgotten what they did last time?” That deadly cold tone, calculating. Sometimes Bastian thinks her talents were misplaced.


    The others interject at the same time.


    “The pulse might not work this time.”


    “You can’t seriously think we can control them!”


    Deign snaps out of it, drawing herself to her full height, and levels a glare at them all. They quiet down, but Bastian’s very thin patience is gone.


    “You realize you’ll be sending your own people to death just because you’re scared of a few Exiled and a bit of research?”


    “A bit of research? They came in and crushed Davis’s neck. Snapped it and left him in our bathroom. Right next to the meeting room. That’s not scared—I’m being practical!”


    Harlow shakes her head, planting her feet firmly as she crosses her arms. “You’re being paranoid.”


    For a moment Deign hesitates, but her lips firm into a hard line and she nods. “I know. But I have to be. This city, what’s left of our great country, rests on me, and it’s something we have to try.”


    “Our great country?” Harlow barks the laugh out, practically spitting on the ground. “You know Austrasia and Eussia will send delegations if they hear of this.”


    “They’d do exactly the same thing if they had an uprising!” Deign snaps the words, closes her eyes briefly, and continues with her usual calm. “As long as we feed the Damascus their directive before we take them out of stasis, then they will operate under those orders until they have fulfilled them.”


    “They did that last time.” Harlow’s tone is bitter, frigid.


    Deign turns to her, a softer expression on her face than Bastian thought possible. He doesn’t miss the involuntary reach of her hand for Harlow’s that she snatches back before anyone else can notice. “We make sure we have the pulse machine ready to fire before we turn them on. I’m not stupid. I don’t want to lose innocent lives. But if we don’t do this...”


    Harlow won’t meet her eyes, so Deign stops for a second and turns away. She rolls her shoulders and looks at each of them in turn. “This is the only way we can get the source back and eliminate this threat to our way of life, to the world we’ve built for our people.”


    “The world we’ve built?” Selwyn chokes out the words. “I wasn’t around when the Damascus were activated. I don’t know how to do this. Davis is gone!”


    “We know that!” Zach’s glare could level a building, and Selwyn squirms in his seat, eyes darting around the office as if seeking a way out.


    Deign claps her hands, and everyone focuses on her. Thoughts race through Bastian’s head like wildfire, jumping onto different tangents and dismissing them almost as soon as he devises them. This isn’t going to work. This can never be good.


    “This can’t work, Deign.” He says the words softly, gently.


    She sighs and rubs the back of her hand over her eyes, suddenly seeming much older than her years. “Our legacy, this company, the United Conglomerate—they depend on us to keep them safe. They depend on us for this carefree lifestyle. We can’t take it away.”


    It’s all Bastian can do not to scream at her, to yell that they’ve taken away enough already—people’s choices, their free will. That mental suggestion, convincing people it’s better to be content than to remember the bad, isn’t a carefree anything. But he breathes deeply instead, and Harlow steps forward to stand right in front of Deign.


    “Are you sure, completely sure, you can guarantee the safety of our cities once their directives are completed?”


    The moment’s hesitation Deign gives is enough to set the scowl back on Harlow’s face. “I can’t be one hundred percent certain. But as long as we keep the pulse device handy, we have a good chance.”


    “That isn’t good enough.” Harlow’s shoulders slump, and she lowers herself gracelessly into her seat, eyes drifting to focus on the advertisements playing outside Bastian’s windows.


    “You know we can’t trust them, Deign,” he says.


    She nods. “I know. I... We don’t have any other options, Bastian. None. Not a single person has another viable solution. I have to protect my people and everything our families fought to build after the disasters.”


    There she is—the young lady who took over, the idealistic girl, tainted by a way of life that’s led them all here. As much as he wants to, he knows she won’t hear the argument he should make. She’ll never understand that giving the people their minds back, that giving them control to react in positive or negative ways could be a good thing. Taking Shine off the streets has never occurred to her, either.


    “If that’s what you believe,” he says instead of what he so desperately wants to, because despite everything the Exiled have accomplished, he needs to be in the position he’s in.


    “It is.”


    “I’ll second it,” Zach says, his voice not loud and grating for once. Perhaps the gravity of the situation weighs even on him. “If you propose it.”


    She nods and turns to Bastian, a glimmer of hope in the twitch of her mouth.


    “I’ll third it,” he says as pleasantly as he can.


    Deign breathes in so deeply it’s audible and glances at Harlow, who still won’t look at her. He’d forgotten how close they were as children.


    “Then it’s settled,” she says, shifting back into business mode. She smoothes her hair behind her ears and reaches forward to shake Bastian’s hand deftly. “I’ll see you all tomorrow.”
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    Bastian waits at his desk until they leave. Dom makes no noise as he reverts back to his visible form. “We have to stop this.”


    “You think? Maybe if we could rewind time and not kill Davis—oh, wait...” Bastian wishes he could force out the chuckle because the feeling in his throat threatens to gag him, and he’s never been this angry at his friend before. “She wants to release the first stage of the Domino Project, Dom. Because of you. This is so bad.” He sinks his head into his hands and, for just a moment, wishes he’d run away with Sai and given up this whole cloak-and-dagger, double-agent business.


    “Because of me?” There’s concern in Dom’s voice. The first real sign of emotion Bastian’s seen in his friend since he arrived. It sparks a hope that the humanity Dom gained from his friendships with Sai and Bastian is still in there somewhere, but it’s brief and overcome by other thoughts.


    Bastian stops to look at his friend. “You know your history, Dom, I know you do. And you know what you did. Why aren’t you reacting to this?” He watches for any sort of sign that Dom is troubled by the news, that he’s ready to act. Except there’s nothing—no urgency, no real comprehension. The worry in the pit of Bastian’s stomach intensifies.


    Dom blinks, and a strangely hued ripple passes through him. “They’re just robots. Surely she isn’t lying when she says they’ll pre-fix them?”


    Resisting the urge to throw his hands up in the air, Bastian counts backward from ten in his head. “Deign isn’t a robotics specialist. You killed the most senior one we had yesterday, for whatever reason.” He holds a hand up as Dom moves to speak. “Deign is speaking from her gut. Her misguided, familially indoctrinated gut. She thinks what she is doing will protect us. Bad things with the best of intentions are still bad things.”


    The silence that falls between them isn’t as comfortable as usual. Hesitance wars with uncertainty, even if it’s only in Bastian’s mind. But Dom eventually leans forward, his eyes blazingly silver in the darkness of the room. “If the Damascus are enabled, won’t the Hounds reunite with them?” Worry frays the edge of those words, a sure sign not all of Dom is lost.


    Yet Bastian could kick himself. How could he have forgotten about the Hounds? “Once enabled, the signal they share will reactivate. I’m not sure how the handlers will be viewed, but Hounds won’t care about handlers if they have Damascus near. I need you to get to Mathur. You need to tell my brother, too.”


    Dom takes a step back. “Now?”


    “Yes, now!” Bastian snaps and forces himself to take a breath.


    His friend doesn’t move, and there’s a strange hesitation in his stance. “Is this really my fault?” The words sound oddly human, vulnerable.


    Bastian glances at his friend with a sigh. “No. Not entirely. Deign wants the source back. You just made her fast-forward the inevitable.”


    Dom nods, his form shifting back to solid and smooth.


    Bastian looks up at the ceiling before meeting his friend’s eyes again. “Go back, make your peace, give them this information. It’s important—no, imperative. You can take out Selwyn next time you visit.”


    “How did you know?” Dom raises an eyebrow, some of his old self reflected in the half-crooked attempt at a smile.


    “Because he’s as big a douche as Davis ever was, and you owe them both a world of pain. For yourself and the others. I mean, what’s one more death when the Damascus are being released?” Even as he says the words, he knows with a clarity that there’s more than revenge behind Dom’s new motivations, but right now he has to hope his friend can handle himself for a while.


    Dom nods. “I will.” He heads toward the door, leaking himself gradually back into camouflage as he moves. “By the way, Bastian, the answer is yes.”


    “Yes?” Bastian isn’t quite sure what his eerily disembodied friend is getting at.


    “Yes, we could have taken all four out without a struggle. Though it’s probably better we didn’t.” Then his face pops out of view and the only evidence of his presence is the opening and closing of the heavy door.


    Bastian sits in his chair, hammering at his own shields and hoping against hope that his bond with Dom is the only reason his friend heard his thoughts.
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    “I said bend your knees, not your waist, Sai.” Doctor Jeffries throws his hands up in exasperation. “You’d think you’d never had legs before.”


    Sai scowls up at him through sweaty black hair. “The ones I had didn’t require instructions.”


    Jeffries shakes his head and crosses his arms, impatience rolling off him in waves. “Honestly, girl. I’ve rehabilitated dozens of people with prosthetic limbs. You’re the first person I’ve come across who seems angry to have grafts.”


    “Grafts are vastly different from prosthetics.” Sai pushes herself up straight and glares at the doctor. “It’s the not having my actual legs. I was a tad attached to them.”


    Jeffries shrugs. “Fine, then. Wallow about how you had your legs taken from you in such an unfair manner, never learn to use the perfectly good replacements you have, and be displeased for the rest of your life. You’re not acting like a leader, anyway.”


    Sai blinks and fights back a scowl. He’s right, and that’s probably what’s wrong. He’s completely right about everything. There are hundreds of people who’d give their left eyes to get the opportunity given to her. She swallows the retorts clamoring in the back of her throat.


    “Squats, right?” she asks. Jeffries nods and watches her.


    She never thought squats were that hard. Just bend your knees and sort of do it. But the adrium requires very specific visualization. It wants all of the tiny motions that go into the large one. Angle of the back, specific muscle contraction, levels of tension to get the body to balance into the exercise—all of it is required to trigger the click she needs to set the movement to memory. After what seems like an eternity, the adrium snaps into place and stores the motions. The weight immediately lightens, and her body reacts more like what she’s used to.


    “There.” Jeffries smiles brightly. “Now you should have a much easier time with your legs. If you have any questions, send for me, but I want you to try at least thirty more squats. Keep that memory fresh and alive. Make sure it’s sealed in.”


    Sai nods, not quite trusting herself to speak. The irrational part of her brain wants to scream at him because it’s not an easy thing to do. It’s nothing short of excruciating. Her shirt sticks to her body, and her hair coats the nape of her neck. She twists the soaked strands back up into a hurried ponytail to give herself some relief and starts counting.


    Around twenty-eight, the room spins a couple of times. The exertion is more noticeable in her head than her body. “Just. Two. More.” The words are hard to get out, even with the breaths she has to take, but the last two squats come easier than anticipated and she flops to the ground, hoping to never have to get up again.


    “Nice form.”


    Startled, Sai turns around to see Kayde standing at the door and frowns. “Don’t you have work to do?” she says before realizing quite how sharp the words come out.


    Kayde raises an eyebrow. “Why, yes, thank you for asking, I do, but I thought I’d come and check on you while you were still content with being a petulant child.”


    Sai laughs, her stomach clenching a little at Kayde’s accuracy. “I guess I deserve that.” She pushes herself up, groaning in the process. “Knew I shouldn’t have sat down in the first place.” She stretches her aching arms. “Any other reason you’re here, or did you just come to mock my pain and battered ego?” She makes sure there’s a smile on her lips. Lately, everything she says comes out the wrong way.


    “Oh, yes.” For a moment, Kayde seems slightly confused and a sight blush tints her cheeks. “Sorry. Mathur wanted me to let you know there’s an emergency meeting in three hours. News out of Central, apparently big enough that we’re waiting for Mason to come and brief us on it.”


    “Okay, so a meeting, then?” A little alarmed, Sai frowns again. “It seems frivolous to interrupt your work like that, just to tell me this.” Her words trail off, and she grabs her towel to combat some of the sweat running down her back, suddenly feeling a little chilly.


    “I was on a break. Not even the most evil of scientists can manage to slave away and play with chemical enhancements all day without some type of non-contaminated food source.” Kayde grins at her, and the gesture makes Sai feel slightly stupid about being paranoid.


    Just as the silence begins to drag on, Kayde laughs softly. “I’ll leave you to it. See you at eighteen hundred hours in the main meeting room.” She tips a non-existent hat and exits the training room.


    Sai watches her leave and shrugs to herself. “Couldn’t they have just let me know later? It’s not even lunchtime...” She takes a deep breath and stops herself from complaining more. Jeffries had a point. Time to stop being such an ungrateful little brat and start acting like the fearless leader she’s supposed to be.


    Or something like that.


    Sai’s footfalls leave a slight echo that emphasizes the emptiness as she takes the corridors toward the apartment she still shares with Aishke. What with people being sent to other Mobiles and the hospital wing being created here, this Mobile was turning into a headquarters. They’d even designated it Mobile Alpha as more troops arrived. Sai missed the family feel it had when she’d first gotten there.


    The door to their quarters is slightly ajar and music leaks out into the corridor. Sai shakes her head and wonders if Aishke will ever understand a need for security. Just because they’re on a Mobile, in the middle of the North American wasteland, doesn’t mean everyone around them is friendly.


    She opens the door to find Aishke lounging on her back, singing tunelessly along with the music and stuffing her mouth with something that looks a lot like wavy rubber tubes.


    “What are you doing?” Sai asks.


    Aishke jumps to her feet, a slight blush spreading across her cheeks. “Sorry,” she says as she rushes over to turn the volume of the music down, still munching on whatever it is that’s dangling out of her mouth.


    “What are you eating?” A red strip hangs from Aishke’s teeth, giving Sai strange visions of entrails.


    “Oh!” Aishke gulps it down and dives for the packet on the coffee table. “They’re something that Iria calls raspberry licorice. Tastes amazing, Sai!”


    Sai raises an eyebrow and pushes the packet away from her face when Aishke holds it out to her. “I think I’m fine with my digestive system intact, thanks. That doesn’t look appetizing at all. I thought you were eating intestines.”


    “Intestines?” Aishke pulls a face, and they both laugh. She seems so different since Sai woke up, like she’s coming out of her shell, bit by bit.


    “You’re doing well, then, Ash?” Sai asks, her tone a little more serious than she originally intended. “I mean, you’re adapting well to being here?


    Ash nods her head up and down vigorously. “While you were sleeping, Mason spent some time with me. I haven’t seen him in years, you know... I missed him.” There’s a wistful tone to her voice and she giggles. “He’s more like a big brother now, though. He never really felt like my dad, but Mom... Well...”


    Just as quickly, the shadow crosses her face and Sai can see the girl fight with her memories and barely win.


    “You know, if you need to, you can talk to me, Ash.” Sai reaches out and pets the girl’s hand briefly, just enough to reassure her and not enough to scare her.


    “I know.” Aishke raises her chin, blue eyes wide. “There’s something I need to show you. Something that scares me, that I can’t show to anyone else.”


    Ash’s tone cautions Sai. “Why does it scare you?”


    “Because it makes me a monster. It’s so easy, Sai. Do you think accidentally killing my mother turned me into a demon?” A couple of tears escape her eyes, and she wipes them away impatiently.


    “No, Ash. You get scared when you think you might hurt someone, which means you have a good heart. You fought alongside me in the facility and helped save all those people.”


    “Including Marlena...” Aishke smiles tightly. “I wish I could be as confident as she is.”


    “She knows what she has to do, she’s given herself a purpose. She’s a nurse, and now she actually gets to help people instead of harm them. It can take others forever to find their purpose. I know it took me a long time to figure it out once I got here.” She doesn’t add that she still hasn’t quite figured it out. The younger girl doesn’t need more to worry about.


    Ash raises her eyebrows. “Really? You? I find that a little hard to believe. You always know everything that needs doing and do it. You find ways to make people understand their abilities even when they never could before. You make what we can do make sense, which is why...” Her words taper off and she looks away.


    “Why what?” Sai prompts.


    “Which is why I need you to watch me, to see what I can do. To explain it to me, Sai.”


    “Show me, then.” Sai sits back and folds her arms. “It can’t be that bad. Certainly can’t be worse than anything I’ve ever done.” She spares a wry grin for the girl, regardless of how much the memory still hurts. The glimpses of the rubble, of the barely controlled blaze, of the acrid smell of smoke heightened by the burning tang of copper.


    Aishke draws in a deep breath. “I think I can kill people.”


    “We can all kill people, Ash,” Sai says gently.


    “Not like that. I mean...I can kill people with a thought. Barely a thought, even.” Aishke’s expression becomes panicked. “I think all I have to do is think about something and it happens. Like think about how their hearts would stop or the air wouldn’t get to their lungs or their bones breaking. If they have no shields and no psionic protection, I can reach in and...and do anything.” Aishke’s voice rises slightly with every word, her body shaking visibly. Her gaze darts around the room, before finally focusing on Sai.


    Sai takes a deep breath. “Why do you think this?”


    Aishke gulps and looks away, obviously gathering up enough courage. “When you got hurt, I felt it. Somehow I knew, and I panicked. I got so angry. There were captives still around us. We hadn’t exited the complex completely. One of them scowled at me and told me to stop bumping into him... and I thought it right then and there. I thought that I wanted him to die, and I imagined squeezing his heart until it stopped.”


    She takes another breath, tears streaming down her face. “My head hurt so bad, and he dropped to the ground and his eyes glazed over and blood came out of his mouth and nose. Mason checked him and said he was dead, that somehow his heart exploded.”


    Aishke moves forward and takes Sai’s hand. “I did it. I know I did it. How could I?” Her breaths are coming in heaving sobs now, and her words jumble until she’s a sobbing mess.


    Sai moves around the table and hugs her close, wracking her brains on how to give her the answer. She decides babbling is probably far better than silence. In Aishke’s current state, she’d probably take silence to mean Sai’s condemning her, and that’s just not going to work.


    “That’s why you’ve been so cheery. You’re scared and trying to hide it.” She pats Aishke’s hair, trying to soothe her. She waits a few seconds; sure her Aishke is still there somewhere. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”


    “It’s not okay...” Aishke buries her face in her arms on the table.


    “No, really, and do you know why?”


    Aishke shakes her head without looking up.


    “Because Bastian can do the exact same thing. Always has been able to and always will be able to. And did you ever think he was a monster?”


    Slowly, Aishke sits up and sniffs loudly. “No.”


    Sai ruffles her hair, making it even more untidy that it originally was. “We can make sure you know how to control it and use it only when absolutely necessary. Maybe we can even limit it and make it possible to just shock them.”


    “Do you really think that’s possible?” Hope shines in Aishke’s eyes.


    “I think anything is possible. And our first order of business after my meeting in a couple of hours will be to go down to Kai’s lab and see if anyone confiscated some rabid rabbits on our raid.”


    “A rabbit?” Aishke asks dubiously.


    “Yes, a rabbit.” Sai laughs, but doesn’t tell her about the potential to explode them into a goopy mess. She can find that out later. “Now let me nap in my own bed for the first time in an age. I feel like I got hit by a steamroller.”
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    The knock on her door pulls Sai abruptly from her sleep. She rolls out of bed, wary, and momentarily forgets her legs don’t quite work like they used to yet. The roll and resulting crouch land her firmly on her butt, and she grimaces before realizing she’s actually in her own apartment and the person poking her head around the door is Aishke, trying in vain to stifle laughter.


    “Just you remember who’s paying for your food.” With some effort, she pushes herself up and finds it a little easier than anticipated.


    Aishke gestures at her legs as Sai pulls clothes out of the closet. “You’re adapting well.”


    “This is called walking. I can’t run, kick, or jump yet, and phasing? That’s never going to happen if I don’t get my butt into gear, so... Adapting I may be. I wouldn’t call it well.”


    “Complainer,” Aishke quips with a shrug and walks into the lounge room, calling back over her shoulder. “Hurry up. You’ll be late unless you want to take your wheelchair.”


    Pulling a clean shirt over her head, Sai grabs a piece of bread on her way out of the apartment. “Haha, very funny. Make sure you get your studies finished. We have work to do when I get back.”


    She doesn’t wait for an answer, but pulls the door closed firmly behind her and heads to the meeting room, glad of her balance exercises. Her legs feel stronger than they did when she started her rehab just over two weeks ago. She curses herself for not rubbing oil into the joints before she left, but that can wait for tonight. Sleep was more important than a little irritated skin.


    This time the meeting room is refreshingly empty. Jeffries, Kayde, Iria, and Mason are already there. Mason seems more irritated than she’s ever seen him, and she frowns at him. “You okay?”


    He glances at her and manages a tight smile. “Good to see you up and about without your cane.”


    Sai glances down and belatedly realizes she left it behind. “Yeah, that was intentional.” She grins at him.


    He smiles, easing a little of the tension in his shoulders. “I’d say you should take your time, but that’s probably not a good idea.”


    Her first instinct is to scowl at him, perhaps snap something nasty. But it’s not his fault—it’s no one’s, not completely, not solely. Instead, she counts to three and nods. “Yeah. Time has a habit of running away from us.”


    Mason grins, but his lips barely curl and it seems forced. On closer inspection, the lines around his eyes are deeper, more like gouges than wrinkles.


    “Are you okay?” she asks him, suddenly needing to hear him say it, even if it’s not true. Just like Bastian, Mason has to be okay. Always.


    “Tired. Worried. But I’m okay.” His smile doesn’t reach the rest of him, but Sai can’t figure out why he’s lying, and he changes the subject too fast for her to pursue it. “I have a gut feeling this news isn’t going to be good. We’ll probably need your fighting strength sooner than later.”


    “You don’t know, then?” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Retaliation?”


    “I’m assuming.” Mason flicks his hair back out of his eyes. “I’m hoping that’s all it is, but Dom’s message only said he had news from the top and would be with us by eighteen hundred hours.”


    Mention of Dom makes Sai’s gut twinge in a weird, confused anger, but she shoves it down and focuses on the matter at hand. “Dom won’t be late. I don’t think he’s capable of it.”


    Mason nods and looks over at Mathur as the old man walks into the room. Sai sits herself between Iria and Kayde and waits along with the rest of the room for the stragglers. James is the last person to arrive but for Dom, who pretty much makes it into the room with one minute to spare.


    Or, she decides, perhaps he’d been there all along because his slow reveal of himself is anything but obvious. It takes about a minute for him to revert back to his original color tones. Sai has to stop herself from gasping at his appearance. There’s something off about it, like he’s still not quite himself. If he were closer to her, she’d reach out—or maybe she wouldn’t. Conflicting feelings sit like lead in her stomach.


    Dom nods at the room and declines the offered seat. His gaze briefly connects with everyone, but lingers just a second more on Sai before he looks away. Or, at least, that’s what she tells herself. Just like she tells herself she’s still angry at him for his role in her injuries, regardless that logic might dictate otherwise.


    “I need you all to listen carefully and try to be logical in how we approach this.” He glances at Mathur and Mason, who nod.


    “I’ve been scouting out Central and the actions of the GNW post-infiltration. Suffice it to say that anyone who is not myself or perhaps one of the other dominos will have no luck getting in to speak to Bastian. Which is what I was doing when Deign and Zach surprised him with a gathering of the board of directors.”


    “Which ones?” Mason asks curtly, reader in his hand, ready to notate.


    “Harlow and Selwyn.”


    Mason raises an eyebrow. “Not Davis? He’s always been a golden child.”


    Dom’s lips curl into a slight smirk that doesn’t suit his face. “Davis is nothing now. He’s deceased.”


    A collective soft gasp goes around the room, fading into a heavy silence that hangs over the room and threatens to suffocate Sai.


    Dom closes his eyes for a moment. “Deign has moved for the Damascus to be taken out of stasis.” He holds up a hand as Mathur stands up. “Please let me finish. We can’t afford for Bastian to reveal himself yet, so he has to go along with this. The plan is to program the Damascus in stasis with their directive before triggering them again. They’ll be programmed to eliminate the Exiled and retrieve the pure source.”


    “Well, that’s terrifying.” Kayde’s voice is soft, and she pushes her chair back, pulling her lab coat around her. There’s no quip from her, no cocky grin, just a furrow to her brow while her free hand tugs at her disarrayed blonde hair.


    “Oh no,” Sai says as the realization hits her. “The Hounds...”


    Dom nods. “When the Damascus are reactivated, the Hounds will fall back in line with their original coding. Bastian believes he can give us days, perhaps a week at most. As soon as we have a course of action sorted out for the Exiled, I’ll head back to Central to see if I can prevent anything from the inside.”


    Sai scans the room. No one speaks; they’re all far too busy deliberately not making eye contact. Kayde and Jeffries are as pale as the vampires of myth. Iria’s eyes brim with tears, and she gulps.


    Finally, Mason stands. “Does Bastian have any solutions?”


    “Nothing. It happened so fast.” Dom shrugs and angles his head from side to side in an eerie mimicry of cracking his neck.


    Mason takes an audible breath. The first words shake as he speaks, but he gains confidence the more he puts out there. “There’s little we can do. All we can do is arm ourselves with the knowledge we have from previous encounters and plan accordingly.”


    Mathur remains seated. His wrinkles suddenly appear heavy, like his age is weighing on him. “Direct psionic attacks will have little to no effect on them. The few human elements in the Damascus—they are long gone. So much that calling them part of the Domino Project is insulting. They have no compunctions, no consciences.”


    “Is there any hope of fighting their physical strength?” Mason pinches the bridge of his nose, aging before Sai’s eyes.


    “Perhaps with reinforced psionic attacks, but I cannot be sure.” Even Mathur’s voice is full of dejection, and he turns to face Dom. “I need your aid. Your siblings require that we adjust certain things. I will need your help, or we will have no chance.”


    Dom’s eyes flicker through a myriad of colors before settling on a paler than usual silver. He inclines his head toward his maker. “Done.”


    “Then we have to get to it!” Mathur claps his hands together, the energy in his words belying the apathy in his eyes. “Jeffries, designate another Mobile as a hospital—maybe Gamma.”


    “Gamma?” Mason raises an eyebrow.


    Mathur turns to him, his face somber. “I am sick of numbers. Iria, I need you to brief James and work with Sai to develop a type of martial psionics. Kayde, I need something to melt the crap out of those contraptions. Put Ebony on hold until you have something that will help us stay alive long enough to finish its development.”


    Kayde rolls her eyes, but there’s a determined upturn to her lips when she answers. “Aye, sir.”


    As the others begin to filter out, Mathur turns to Sai. “I need you to get back up to speed. Not in three weeks. We need you now.” He pauses and squeezes her forearm in what is probably supposed to be reassurance. “There is no more time to feel sorry for yourself.”
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    Sai sits in the meeting room once everyone leaves and studies her hands. She can stand, walk, sit, crouch, squat, and lie down. It’s more than most people who’ve lost their legs. But right now it’s not enough. She leans forward and rests her head on her hands.


    “I need you to get back up to speed. Not in three weeks. We need you now.”


    “There is no more time to feel sorry for yourself.”


    “I’ll get right on that, boss,” she mutters under her breath and squeezes her eyes shut. The thing is, she’s not entirely sure how to get right on that or stop feeling that sense of niggling doubt that plagues the back of her mind whenever she sets her body weight down. She feels just a hair’s breadth away from collapse, from discovering there’s no way she can keep this up. Surely she can’t expect them to always work the way she needs them to?


    Phasing saved the others, but ultimately, it failed her. She pushed herself too far, depleted her energy, and whether Dom had dropped an elevator on her or not didn’t matter. The fact was that the one person she’d trusted more than anyone else in the world had let her down: herself.


    “Is it really that bad?”


    Dom’s voice is so soft she thinks she’s hearing things at first. She looks up and scans the room, just barely locating him leaning against the wall. He’s not flickering, just slightly camouflaging with his surroundings.


    “Is what that bad?” And no matter how hard she tries, keeping the bitterness from her voice is difficult.


    “Is it really that bad to have non-human grafts?”


    There’s a genuine tinge of curiosity in his voice, almost like the old Dom, before GNW switched him off and rebooted him. For a second, Sai wants to smile and tell him it’s not all bad, but her self-recrimination stops her lie. Instead she wants to yell that it is too that bad, to stop saying it isn’t.


    She shrugs. He doesn’t deserve all her anger, even if he’s an easy target. “It’s different. Not bad-bad necessarily, but bad-inconvenient right now.”


    “I can make...” But Dom pauses, checks himself, and stops what he was going to say.


    “You can make?” Sai asks, curious despite herself, missing the easy camaraderie she’d had with him what seems like an age ago now.


    He glances down, solidifying back to the black type of body armor he always wore around her, the same features, the complete lack of iridescence. “I know all the tricks. I’ve had this body a very long time.” His words are soft, as if he’s not sure he can really speak to her without her yelling at him to shut up.


    Sai nods and feels a pang of guilt at his reaction, enough to make her want to go to him, to hug him, to rewind time and take away that day.


    “If you have questions... perhaps I can answer them?” He ventures the question with a soft gaze.


    The expression takes Sai aback. She’s so unused to him expressing himself in such human ways. “I...” It’s hard to talk to him. It was never difficult before, and it’s frustrating. She tries to modulate her tone, to soften it and reflect his own. “I’ll remember that.”


    He slides his chair back, standing stiffly. “I see.” They’re the last words he says before walking out of the room, activating his camouflage as he moves away from her.


    But he doesn’t, he doesn’t see at all, and Sai can’t bring herself to say that yet.
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    The weight of Sai’s legs starts to drag against her as she makes her way back to her apartment. Her brain is overtired and a little overwhelmed as she pushes through the door and grips its frame to help a sudden wave of dizziness. Aishke sits at the kitchen table, a big grin on her face, her lips parted slightly. But whatever she was going to say dies on her lips as she sees Sai.


    “Are you okay?” she asks, hurrying to help her sit down.


    “I’m fine, I’m fine.” Sai waves the younger girl away, slightly annoyed at allowing herself to wear out so easily. “I’m a little drained right now.”


    Aishke flops down on the couch, her shoulders drooping. “You want to sleep then?”


    Sai glances at the clock and realizes it’s not all that late. Then she remembers Aishke’s problem. “We should still have some time. Sorry—I had a bit of shocking news.”


    “About?” Aishke leans forward a grin on her face. “Did Kayde finally tell you she likes you?”


    “What?” Sai stops short, baffled. “How...? I don’t think so!” But a few things click and she groans, stretching out on the couch. “Damn it, why did you have to tell me that?”


    “I thought you knew.” Aishke grins impishly, proving that she definitely didn’t think Sai knew in the least.


    “Minx. I really didn’t need something else to think about, you know. I have far too much on my plate as it is.”


    “Dom?” This time Aishke looks serious.


    “Dom and Dom’s news of doomsday. Dom and Dom’s sudden Mister Sensitivity act. Dom and Dom’s perfection and...just Dom everything!” Sai grabs the pillow and pulls it over her face.


    “Dom had bad news then, I take it?”


    “Just the end of the Exiled as we know it. Pray to whatever you pray to.”


    “I’m not a big believer. There’s no god that would ever demand a child kill a parent to help her grow, even by accident.” Aishke’s eyes flash angrily. “Sorry. I’m just... Tell me?”


    “Deign wants to free the Damascus from stasis.”


    Aishke blinks. “What? The nightmare that used to get kids to behave? As in, if you don’t do what you’re told, the Damascus will come and get you?” She laughs until she realizes Sai isn’t laughing with her. “Wait, you’re serious?”


    Sai leverages herself back up and removes the pillow of comfort. “This nightmare is all too real.” She sighs and stretches, feeling marginally more comfortable with her body. “Come on, kiddo, are you ready to go find a rabid bunny to kill?”


    “I guess,” Aishke murmurs, slightly distracted.


    “Or would you prefer to go raid the vegetable garden?” Sai tests to see if she’s really listening.


    “Sure, just make sure it’s a fluffy one.”


    “Ash! Snap out of it.” Sai clicks her fingers in her student’s face. “Focus. We’re not about to die right now, and we need to get that ability of yours under control, okay?”


    Aishke nods and jumps off the couch.


    “Grab my cane out of my bedroom, and I’ll tell you a secret.”


    Ash grins and fetches it.


    “If it makes you feel better, Bastian was trying to figure out if I could do what he does when we discovered my ability to heal.”


    “Really?” Aishke asks as she closes the door behind her.


    “Really.” Sai laughs at the shock on Aishke’s face. “Now, do you think Kayde likes me enough to donate a few of those vampiric little bunny rabbits to a worthy cause?”
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    “She can what?” Mason asks incredulously. His tired eyes widen for a moment, but he doesn’t stand up.


    “Do exactly what Bastian can do, with none of his finesse.” Sai plops herself on the couch without being asked. The day has been longer than long. She shakes her head to clear the thought. Time to focus. “You remember that GNW member who died while you were exiting Central? The one whose heart exploded in his chest?”


    Mason nods slowly, and she knows, from his reaction and words, that he’s still hiding something. One of these days she’ll force it out of him.


    “Aishke was convinced she did it, so convinced that she’s been bottling her fear up and generally becoming a huge danger to the entire Mobile.” Sai shrugs. “I told her I’d test with her and see. So we went down to visit Kayde, steal a few rabids, and experiment. Needless to say...” She sighs and tries to ignore her itchy scalp.


    “I knew she had more force than most people, trained or untrained. I just never thought she’d be burdened with what Bastian can do. Is she strong enough...?” He pauses, like he wants to ask more or wants to grab Ash and run away. Maybe he wants both.


    “You’re asking me like I’ve seen everything, Mason. I just thought you’d like to know your step-kid can kill a man at ten paces. She’s got both the healing and the harming side. The scales just tip in favor of being a harmer.” Sai stands up, suddenly wanting to be anywhere else. “Let Mathur know for me? I’m not up to the trip. I’ll see if I can come up with something for her tomorrow. Failing that I’ll have Dom ask Bastian for tricks.”


    Sai closes the door behind her before Mason can utter another word. Sometimes the audacity of the people around her irritates her to the point of anger. Her age feels like a problem, even if it isn’t. Sometimes she doesn’t feel as young as she is, but in times past, these people would have taken care of her, sought to shelter her, and probably ignored almost every single word she said, pertinent or not.


    But right now? She was doing more work than she’d ever dreamed she’d have to and was responsible for more people than she felt she had any right or desire to be. Everyone just accepted it. Worse, everyone just expected it.


    She punches an outer wall as she walks past and listens to the faint echo that resounds throughout the structure. It didn’t deserve it, but there are times when hitting something is therapeutic and this is one of those weeks. Sai scowls, ignoring everything Bastian ever taught her about schooling her features and not giving away any of her insecurities. Screw everyone else.


    “You’re not having a good day.” Dom’s statement is full of that unnerving quiet he’s spoken with ever since her accident—or, she admits only grudgingly, probably since he broke free of the GNW-inflicted limitations to be more accurate.


    Sai whirls around and comes face to face with him, a lot closer than she’d thought from the sound of his voice. She steps back hurriedly and stumbles, only to have him catch her elbow to help her keep balance. She wants to wrench it out of his grasp for who knows what reason, but she draws in a deep breath and counts to five before speaking. “Thanks for that. And yes, it’s a bad day.”


    “Things are getting to you.”


    His eyes are different now, with silver flecks, and she feels even more vulnerable than she used to when he focuses on her. It’s like he can see straight through her to everything she keeps hidden. There are just things no one needs to know.


    “Yeah. Everything is getting to me. I’m too young for this. I have no clue what I’m doing. I’ve never had a clue.” Even though she speaks the words softly, they’ve never been truer. What on the damaged earth will she do against the Damascus?


    He regards her briefly, arms crossed, looking exactly the way he had on the day he first altered his form for her comfort. “They have no idea what they’re doing either, you know. As far as they’re concerned, you’re much better at this than they are. Than most people are, except maybe Bastian.”


    Sai blinks and lets herself slide to the ground against the wall, suddenly too tired to stand anymore. “Seriously? Why the hell would anyone think that?” The infiltration had been a fluke, a dangerous fluke with a crappy result, especially for her.


    “Really? You don’t understand why?” He sounds amused, and if he wasn’t made of a compound, she’d think there was a human sparkle in his eye.


    Sai looks up at him and for a second wishes it weren’t awkward, wishes they could just act the way they used to before a freaking building toppled onto her. But it’s not quite right yet; she’s not quite ready. If she was, Dom would comfort her, place a hand on her shoulder—be more like himself.


    “No,” she mumbles and tries to rub away the sudden chill on her arms. “I don’t understand anything.”


    “You’re the only one here who’s been through the psionic facility and survived. Not to mention the only one in one of the cities who realized that the GNW are...” Dom’s face scrunches for a moment, and a flash of something bright passes across his face so fast she isn’t sure it was really there. “...scumbags. And you managed to break free of their hold not only on you, but on everything you’ve been told. You know the truth. You know who created Shine, and you know how it’s used in the cities. You know how they train their students, and you also know how few of those students make it. More importantly, you know why.” He squats down and catches her gaze with his own, silver flecks no longer moving, a shade of their friendship, of him, of her Dom, back for a split second.


    “You know the harsh reality of everything the GNW is and everything it’s pretending to be. You can call their bluff, and you can help the people here aid you in it. They don’t have the benefit of years of research to back up their training. Everything they’ve learned without you is a result of their own stubbornness. You offer all the Exiled hope. Hope that we can use the GNW’s own tricks against them. Hope that the people who were tortured for the knowledge that trained you won’t have died in vain. But above all, hope that maybe, at some stage in the future, the Exiled can stop and build a city and a culture instead of always running away.”


    Sai gulps in air. His eyes are as mesmerizing as his words, and she laughs nervously, unsure what the strange flutter in her chest is for. “I’m not all that.”


    “No, you’re not,” Dom says as he pushes himself back up, his body subtly shifting to a black that seems to absorb some of the light. “Not yet, anyway. But you can be as long as you don’t sell yourself short. Trust in your training and what Bastian saw in you. Trust in yourself. You’ve got a lot more in you than any other person I’ve ever met.” He takes a long hard look at her, making her blush until she breaks eye contact. Dom lets out a small sigh as she turns her head.


    “I’m really sorry, Sai. I am so, so sorry.” It’s all he says in a soft, sad voice before walking away.


    “Damn it.” Sai stamps a foot on the ground and studies her hands. The next time she saw him, she’d have to say it was okay. Having him apologize like that was starting to hurt more than thinking he could have prevented the accident.
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    “Damn it!”


    Sai sits upright in bed and groans as the room spins. When it stops, she slips out and opens her door to find Aishke wrestling with some sort of long box with a shiny, silver rounded thing peeking out.


    “What the hell is that?”


    Aishke glances up, obviously frustrated. “I haven’t the faintest idea. I just wanted to open it. I mean, you were asleep and...”


    “Is it addressed to me?”


    “Well, yes!” Now Ash is exasperated, and the scowl on her face makes her brows furrow in a rather formidable way. “Of course it is, but it’s from Dom, so I thought you’d be okay if I opened it since all you want to do since the accident is glare daggers at him.”


    Sai walks over to look at the box and crouches down, her legs whirring in her head as they click and move. She peers inside and smiles. “It’s a punching bag.” There’s a note attached to the outside of it.


    Better this than Alpha.


    Sai laughs until tears run down her face. As funny as it is, it isn’t hilarious, but she can’t seem to stop. Overemotional and tired are two things that don’t sit well with her. One of these days she’ll have to get more sleep or less stress or both.


    Aishke taps her foot against the floor, hands on her hips. “What’s the joke?”


    “Nothing really. It’s just a good way to vent tension and maybe keep a bit of upper body strength since I’ve been focused so much on my legs lately.”


    Ash nods and busies herself in the kitchen. “Speaking of which, I overheard Jeffries and Mathur are going to be at your training this morning.” She walks back over and places a small bowl of porridge in front of Sai. “Eat up. You need energy.”


    “Great.” Sai leans back with the bowl, contemplating the punching bag in the center of their living room. Something about it belies the urgency outside of her apartment and makes it feel like, if everything were perfect, this would just be another day.


    “And then you have a group to train after lunch.”


    “Was relaxing while it lasted.” Sai sucks on her spoon and glances at her watch. There’s not much time left, but a shower won’t take her more than three minutes anyway. “Shower, get dressed, and I’ll be off to the training room. Want to come watch me get my ass thoroughly kicked?”


    Aishke shakes her head. “I have class first, and then I was going to pop in and see if Marlena wanted company over lunch.”


    Sai raises an eyebrow. “You two get along well?”


    “Kinda? I guess. She seems a little lonely, like I was, but more stubborn, kind of like you.” She grins.


    “Go get your stuff ready for school.”


    It’s quiet once Ash leaves—peaceful, even. The steam shower washes away some of the tiredness Sai still feels, but it always stings the joints of her legs. A little less now, though, maybe. Her sense of urgency isn’t kicking in, and it takes a lot of effort to tug on her clothes and gather the energy to leave the apartment.
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    “You want me to phase?” Sai crosses her arms and scowls, trying not to think on how often she’s been doing that lately. “You want me to phase before I can run, before I can jump. You want me to phase, just like that? Do you have any idea what’s involved with that?”


    “Actually...” Mathur smiles. “I know absolutely everything about phasing—technically.”


    “That’s just scientist talk for ‘I can’t do it myself but I know it theoretically works,’ right?”


    Jeffries stifles a laugh, and Sai glares at him, waiting for Mathur to answer.


    “Well, yes, but I am quite certain you can do it. Something very similar is how Dom moves so fast. Besides, I never said you were not going to learn to run and jump first. I would just prefer if you got them all out of the way sooner rather than later. Time is of the essence, and I have an entire wing of dominos to try and repair.”


    Sai shivers. The dominos are their only hope against the Damascus. Everyone knows it, but no one will say it. And with them malfunctioning...


    Mathur takes a step closer, as if he’s pretending Jeffries isn’t in the room. His kindly voice matches his smile, but his eyes are serious. “You can do this, Sai.”


    She nods and stretches her arms and new legs as well as she’s able. There’s no time to wallow, no time for self-recrimination, just time to sweat and scream.


    Jumping proves far easier than she expected. It’s like a crouch, but up in the air, springing with just the right leverage, using her new limbs to reach further. After a few falls and mis-timings, some bumps and bruises, Sai feels the now-familiar click in her mind, like a mechanism locking into place.


    As soon as that happens, it’s all so easy. With less effort, she can jump higher, and her balance is near perfect. She jumps on tables, chairs, the window ledge to the viewing room. She can’t help the delighted giggle that escapes her. For the first time since the accident, she feels a realm of possibilities, an inkling of hope.


    “Fantastic. Faster than I anticipated.” Mathur claps his hands together as Jeffries scribbles some notes down on his reader. “Next up: run. Jog around the room.”


    Sai smiles and takes a deep breath before deciding on a medium pace and setting out—only to fall flat on her face. She pushes herself up, a little bewildered at having landed without any cushioning at all. “What the...”


    “You cannot just start jogging, Sai. Your legs need to realize that they can be set down in that type of movement. Remember: wait for the click and take the next step.”


    “Wait for the click and take the next step,” Sai mutters under her breath, and she stands up again and brushes herself off. Trial and error eventually let her know that slow motion works best. Slower and gradually faster since the motion is different to that of normal walking. By the time she finally manages a slow jog, she’s sweating more than ever in her life—including training at the facility and likely even her final test.


    “Damn it,” she gasps as she stops and doubles over to stretch her back. Her watch tells her she still has about an hour of this punishment left.


    “That will do for now.” Mathur motions her over. “How are your energy reserves?”


    Sai blinks up at him. “What energy reserves?”


    Mathur chuckles and pats her on the back. “I like your sense of humor, Sai. Very well. Do you think you can try a slow phase?”


    She glares at him and shrugs her shoulders to loosen the muscles. In for a penny... “Slow phasing isn’t going to happen. I need to pick up speed with two or three leaping bounds and shift myself to phase. I’ll be lucky if I manage it once without killing myself in my current state. Despite your droll sense of humor, Mathur, I’m exhausted and really not in the mood to be pushed more than I damn well want to!”


    Sai cringes a little at the shock on Mathur’s face, realizing belatedly she was almost yelling. “Sorry,” she says, eyes downcast. “I’m just tired and worn out.”


    Jeffries steps forward, but Mathur places a hand on his chest, pausing him. The doctor frowns, but halts, crosses his arms, and waits.


    Mathur takes her hands in one of his and pats her on the head, like her father never did. “There might just be one time, Sai, where you’re exhausted and the only thing going to save you or others is your ability to shut down the pain and exhaustion and pull from your reserves for one last-ditch effort. It is a very real threat, especially with the Damascus about to beat down our door.”


    Sai snatches her hands out of his and fights back sudden tears. “I already tried it as a last-ditch effort, and it almost killed me.”


    Instead of backing off, instead of letting her be to wallow and regret, Mathur simply stares at her for a few moments and shrugs. “Then do you not think we should perfect it so you do not kill someone else next time?”


    She looks away, unable to fault the logic. No matter how hard she tries, blaming herself for not being strong enough to get away from cascading cement is high on her list. Even if she manages to forgive Dom to his face, what are the odds she’ll ever forgive herself?


    “Sai? Little one?” Mathur’s voice is soft, full of understanding as he leans closer. “Stop trying to find strands of self-doubt and do what you are good at. Find that strength not even the GNW thought you would have.”


    “What have they got to do with this?”


    “Your final test wasn’t designed to be withstood. You were never supposed to come out of that alive. You know this.”


    “I know Bastian saved me,” she whispers. “Again.”


    Mathur chuckles in his heartwarming way. “No. He attended to make sure you didn’t die, but he never had to step in. When you most needed it, you fought to the bitter end. You had no intention of going down with your opponents. There is fire in you, Sai. Remember it, remember your anger, and remember your goals. If nothing else, they can fuel you.”


    Sai blinks and straightens, holding her head high. “You’re right.”


    Mathur grins at her, as if to reinforce the fact that he’s fully aware he’s always right, but for a few precious moments, she blocks him out and remembers her driving force. The spark her parents’ neglect left behind, the determination to make up for the hundreds of people she killed and injured inadvertently when her powers awoke, the need to see that the people got freedom, but mostly her own will to be free.


    “As long as they’re there, as long as they have the ability to free something like the Damascus, to sic them on us—as long as that possibility exists, none of us can ever stop looking over our shoulder, can we?”


    Mathur nods.


    “Well, then, guess there’s nothing to lose is there.” But one glance at the training room lets her know there’s no way she can phase in the tiny dojo space. “I’ll need the corridor. This is too confined.” There’s a nervous flutter in her stomach. She’s not sure if it’s excitement or if she wants to throw up. Perhaps hoping it’s the former will make it so.


    The corridor is long and wraps around the outer layer of rooms. Sai cracks her neck and wonders just how much of her reserve energy she’s going to drain. She hops from foot to foot, allowing a little air between herself and the floor. Despite her misgivings from trying to run, her legs feel like they’re faster—like she could fly. It might not be the best idea to keep in her head while trying to phase.


    “You don’t have to do this, you know. It’s okay if you rest overnight,” Jeffries says, startling her a little. There’s a pinch in his brow.


    “I’m fine,” she says, willing the words to be true.


    Her doctor raises his eyebrow. “Well, if you insist. Ready?”


    Sai nods, not wanting to break her concentration. She glances up, checking that the corridor is empty, and starts counting down from three in her head, just like she figured out with Bastian.


    Three.


    All clear up ahead. Doesn’t seem like anyone will get in the way.


    Two.


    The wall curves slightly to the right. She’ll need to adjust for that.


    One.


    Feet feel ready. Legs seem to be working.


    “Go,” she whispers, jumping into the first step.


    The bounce is higher than she’s used to, so she uses that first step to adjust to her new parameters. The second step is a good solid base, but as soon as she shifts herself into that instant of phase, Sai knows something is wrong. The momentum off that foot propels her forward faster than anticipated, and her balance is immediately precarious. With her speed as fast as it is, she panics, and her concentration drops, flinging her out of the phase so fast she crashes to the floor with a sickening pop as her shoulder takes the full impact from her adrium-weighted body. A scream tears from her throat as she rolls to a stop, and she clenches her teeth to make sure she doesn’t cry. It wouldn’t do to cry where everyone can see her.


    Mathur and Jeffries rush over to her. The older man frowns. “I am sorry. I should not have pushed you.”


    Sai would speak if she could, but her arm is on fire, as if it’s been wrenched completely out of its socket, which it probably has. She knows if she opens her eyes she’ll see the entire corridor spin. “It shouldn’t have been that fast.” Her voice shakes, and she distantly realizes her body is in shock.


    “Sai...” Dom’s voice lulls her even though she’s not sure where he came from. He scoops her against him, just like he has before. She almost feels the heat of the glare he gives Mathur. “Sometimes you’re an idiot, old man. Has she even adjusted yet?”


    The blur next to her shakes his head, and she feels a strange rumble run through Dom, like a growl. They’ll probably be talking about her later while she’s getting fixed up.


    “It’s dislocated, isn’t it?” Her voice sounds sluggish, even to her, and she cringes at the sound of it.


    “Don’t stir.” He almost sounds like the old Dom, the one who pulled the arrow out of her wound, helped her fake her own death, and made her laugh more than once. It’s a nice dream.


    “Shh,” he admonishes. “Stop thinking so loudly.” His voice sounds stiff, as if her memories pain him, and so she shushes. This close to him, she knows he’s already hurting enough.


    The bed isn’t as comfortable as Dom’s hold on her was, but it’s more solid, better for her shoulder and far, far easier to sink her head into.


    That comfort is gone as Jeffries slams her shoulder back home. She feels it pop into place in a blaze of pain that shoots through her body.


    “Damn it,” she hears him say. “Mathur, next time you think doing something is a good idea, just don’t. Heal her shoulder up. She’s too out of it to do it herself. No more phasing for a few days. Regulate her to normal training.”


    Unable to focus any longer, Sai passes out.
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    Sai sits down gingerly in the instructor chair in one of the larger dojos. Supervising how to reinforce one’s fighting style with one’s gift isn’t something she likes to do or even feels she has a penchant for, but apparently others feel different.


    Aishke and Iria sidle up to her, grins on their faces. Iria pokes her gently on the mostly healed arm. “Heard you made Mathur regret getting you to phase.”


    Sai glances up at them and shrugs, still a little tired. “Not quite. I phased, realized something went wrong, panicked, fell out of it, and dislocated and broke my shoulder. Which is currently healing nicely and should be ‘right as rain’ in a few days.” She pauses for a moment, thinking about the odd phrase Mathur use as he finished aiding her healing. “How on earth is rain right?”


    “What?” Iria laughs. “Sometimes you’re too random. Are you our instructor for the day? You know you’re our favorite. You haven’t taught for weeks. We’ve missed you.”


    Sai holds up her good hand. “What do you think I’m sitting here for—enjoyment? I want to see what you’ve taught yourselves and see if there’s anything I might be able to do to help you along the way. You know, like, tips I can give if I can remember how to fight without partially killing myself.” She grins at them. “Now, shoo, go line up.”


    The girls laugh and run over to the other six people who are filtering into the room. Sai remains seated and is about to speak when a movement catches her eye, but when she looks at the door, no one is there. Frowning, she shakes her head. Maybe she has a minor concussion, too?


    “Anyway...” She turns her attention back to the small class. “Spar.”


    Sai shuts herself into the mindset she remembers from the training facility: find the flaws in your classmates’ stances and abilities or be the one who gets the crap beaten out of you.
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    Dom closes the door behind him and waits for Mathur to finish dithering around. He crosses his arms and glares as the old man takes far longer than he should.


    “I do not feel like a lecture from you. It is odd and I would prefer not to.” Mathur sits down and looks up at his creation rebelliously.


    “I don’t care if you want it or not. What the hell were you thinking?” His tone is quiet, even if his words show anger. “Had you forgotten about your problems with your own leg? And it doesn’t even connect synaptically. She needs balance first.”


    “She had balance. She was jogging.”


    “If Jeffries’s notes are correct, she was barely doing more than a fast walk. Let her learn to run before she can fly. She needs to balance her top with her bottom where speed is concerned. Her legs will always outpace the rest of her. She needs to make sure they’re truly carrying her and not leaving some of her behind.


    “I almost killed her, and you almost got her stuck phasing through a wall. I’ve seen it happen before—embedded in a wall with no way to phase out. Not anyone’s choice of death.”


    “You are a little concerned?” Mathur teases, sipping his tea.


    “Yes, I am, but I’m not sure about you.” Dom deliberately ignores Mathur’s true meaning. “Don’t gamble with her life.”


    “I was gambling that she knew her abilities. You brought the news yourself, Dom. We do not have this sort of time. Can you not see that Sai is a vital part of this force? She will not kick-start herself.”


    Mathur isn’t always jovial man he presents to everyone. He does so much for the greater good, no matter the cost, and Dom isn’t sure he likes it when his father gets all fervent.


    “I understand she’s important. I also realize that if you push her to an extent where it endangers her, then she will lose that vitality. Balance the two, Father. Just like she has to learn to balance what she’s becoming.” Dom looks down at his hands as a sudden wave of sadness—that same uselessness, that same rising need to make someone pay—trickles up his spine and spreads throughout his thoughts.


    He takes a deep breath, revitalizing himself with the oxygen he technically doesn’t always need. It drowns out the tug at his consciousness, momentarily. “How are the grafts? Will they hold, or will she go into synaptic overload?” The words he speaks are soft. He’s almost afraid to say them out loud.


    Mathur shrugs. “So far, so good. Her first attempt at phasing does not seem to have damaged the connections in anyway.”


    Dom sighs with relief, the uneasiness abating somewhat. “Good.” He checks his time and shrugs. “I have to be off.”


    “Dom.” Mathur stands to get his attention. “Are you going to talk her through these things?”


    Dom shakes his head. “There’s no need. She understands what happened. I’ve expressed my apologies to her numerous times. I don’t believe there’s a way for a human to get over something like this. I’m not even sure I could.”


    Mathur doesn’t seem content with his answer. The man’s brows pinch together in a way that make it seem like he has only one. “But she will need you to sit with her a while, to talk things over after she has had time to accept it. You realize this, do you not?”


    “I’m not sure time will help anything. There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do.”


    Mathur drops his hands to his sides, as his expression sags. “You can do so much more, Dom. You are so much more than you were ever intended to be.”


    Dom shakes his head. “I am what I am, and what I did was screw up and lose one of the only people who has ever treated me like I was more. But...” He pauses to make sure he has the phrasing just right. “I’m not going to let her get hurt. As long as I can prevent it, she’ll be safe, and I mean that. Don’t let her get hurt, Mathur. There are some things I simply refuse to forgive.”


    Mathur locks eyes with Dom. “Understood.”


    “I really hope you do.”


    Mathur looks away first. “Sai wants you to check with Bastian about the violent part of his gift and if he has any recommendations for Aishke.”


    “Aishke is a harmer?” Dom raises an eyebrow, thoughts whirring through his mind. “Are we sure?”


    “As much harmer as Sai is healer.”


    “I will ask him,” is all Dom says, on his way out of the room.


    He makes his way to the dock at the rear of the Mobile, hoping to find enough space to store Mele once he reclaims her. It’s not like anyone else can pilot her correctly, so it’s not really stealing. Her full range of capabilities require an adrium-infused humanoid sentience to interface with. Without Dom at the helm, she’s just an oddly constructed transport.
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    The apartment he commandeered on his last visit is still there, rats and all. Nothing feels like home, though, not that he thought it would. Dom decides to rest for a bit, to gather his thoughts. The people in the apartment next to him have their music playing loud, and the staccato beat suits his mood far more than the slightly melodic drawl in his ears. Both provide enough distraction from whatever it is that bangs against the thin concrete wall separating them. He doesn’t think the buildings were meant for privacy, just for mass production. Maybe this is what Sai grew up experiencing. If it is, it’s surprising there was any sanity left in her at all.


    His already dark mood doesn’t get better when the couple stop their rocking and start their yelling. A child cries, an infant from the sound of it. Dom decides his apartment isn’t really his, anyway, and never coming back is the best option.


    The night air is surprisingly chill. The more he utilizes the innate abilities of the adrium components in his body, the easier it becomes. Blending in and out is merely a thought now. There’s a sense of chagrin at the fact he’d somehow forgotten the extent of his true purpose for so long. That slow shadow of darkness suffuses his thoughts again, and this time he knows they’ve taken a darker turn. He leaves it be, to dwell and manifest. Last time gave him a thrill he wants to experience again. After all, now that he’s aware of how it’s coaxing him, how it’s eating at him, isn’t he one step ahead of the game?


    There are no people out on the streets, no transports hovering on the perimeters. It’s like the whole city is on lockdown. Except it’s deceptive. He can hear the hushed voices behind closed doors if he listens close enough, and if he really tried, he could smell their fear. Not even the nets can completely overpower news of the impending release of the Damascus.


    Arriving at the same grate he used last time, he times it well and lets it close with a softer clang. It’s the wrong time of day to test out his theory on Selwyn, but it’s a great time to scout and test some fail-safes to keep the parasite at bay. Regardless of the bloodthirstiness that makes his spine tingle, letting it control him cannot be an option. It’s too easy to slip into that cool and calculating thought process. It’s such an intertwined part of him as it whispers through his hearing centers that he’s not entirely sure it hasn’t always been building to this.


    And what is this? He shakes his head as he navigates past some fallen rubble before heading up slightly crumbling stairs to get to the other end of the facility, the end where no one goes. Only the darkness for company—and the thoughts, the sibilant whisperings of his ever-present companion. If only the music would drown it out.


    But it doesn’t, and the unspoken name lingers in his head, drenches in hues of death. Selwyn.


    And as if focusing on it encouraged it, the sound echoes through his skull. Selwyn.


    The calm grips him, like a padded vice around his temples. It lulls and reasons, and by the time Dom has to navigate through the upper reaches of Central, his visit has one purpose. Selwyn needs to die. Not just for revenge, not just because he mis-engineered all of Dom’s brethren, but because in the position the man is in now, he will invariably do more harm than good. In the end, stopping him sooner not only assuages the voice permeating his being, but it breaks the current cycle.


    Selwyn.


    Dom counts in his head and blends against the concrete walls, reflecting himself as a part of the marble floors as he navigates his way to Bastian’s rooms. At one point a security contingent pauses, looking around with brows scrunched. He sends out a tiny tendril of doubt about what they thought they’d heard to help move them on their way and makes a note to himself to shut down his internal psionics. For some, thoughts are like whispers on the wind.


    Selwyn.


    By the time Dom reaches the doors to Bastian’s rooms, he’s barely aware. The need to throttle Selwyn, to feed off the ebbing electricity as his life drains, is too strong. He needs that surge of power so badly it’s overwhelming. Clenching down on it, he asserts his own memories, his own intelligence, and the whisper fades to such an extent that it’s no longer a guiding beacon. For now.


    He readies himself, cricking his neck from side to side before knocking. The door swings open and Dom slips inside, waiting for it to close silently.


    “You’re in a fine mood, aren’t you?” Bastian greets him half-way across the room.


    Dom blinks and melds back into himself. “I’m in a great mood.” The words are strained, and that metallic clang that always accompanies his more severe extremes leaks into the tone.


    “Sure you are.” Bastian studies him, biting his lip before walking to his desk. “How is it you can hear my thoughts?”


    Dom shrugs. “Not sure. I can hear most anyone, even Sai. I just have to single out and shut down the intrusion of other thoughts into my headspace. Takes a bit of effort, but it’s easy after that.” He glances around, ignoring the questions he can practically see all over Bastian’s face. “I’m staying in your guest room,” he says and heads to it.


    The name is back, just shy of complete coherence.


    Selwyn.


    “Of course you are...” he hears Bastian mutter under his breath. Or maybe it was in his head? Dom’s is starting to pound.


    Dom turns back and leans against the walkway arch. “What’s with all the security? And why do the streets remind me of a ghost town? It wasn’t Davis’s death, was it?”


    “It’s not all about you, Dom.” Bastian’s half-smile takes part of the sting out. “Riots have started.”


    “Riots?”


    “You know the Exiled recorded that little raid they did underneath Central. Well, now they’ve televised it.” Bastian pauses and Dom nods so he knows to go ahead, but there’s something else in those piercing eyes that Dom can’t quite decipher. Maybe they’re duller than usual?


    “Someone, perhaps Garr or Mary, put the entire thing on disc. It’s been distributed around that it wasn’t just a joint dream everyone had, that it’s what happened and GNW’s trying to make you forget it.”


    “The grid can’t take care of that?” Dom’s careful not to drop his gaze from Bastian’s eyes. They’re bugging him, but he can’t quite place it.


    Bastian shakes his head and looks away. “It’s not built for that. It can suggest a calm, almost apathetic ignorance or acceptance, but it can’t wipe a person’s memory. Not at a distance.”


    Dom laughs. It’s a hollow sound. “Deign?”


    “Not even Deign can do that en masse...” Bastian’s voice trails off, and he finally sits down.


    “The uprising begins.” Dom has to clench down on the sudden feeling of bloodthirsty glee that bounds through his brain at the thought of how much carnage might be possible in an all-out war between the GNW and the Exiled. He blinks again, trying to clear his head. His grip is slipping. He shouldn’t have come.


    Bastian pinches the bridge of his nose. Dom waits, with some difficulty, for him to speak.


    “People are pissed off. I like it, but there’s too much going on already. Deign put the vote up for the Damascus two days ago—it’s in full swing. If these people aren’t careful, the Damascus will identify them with the Exiled, and they have nowhere to run.”


    “We’ll have a massacre on our hands.” Dom paces around the table, concentrating on each movement, focusing on the human elements of his body to quiet that slurred word. “Mathur is working on a defense. Sai is only just becoming functional. She injured her shoulder yesterday because Mathur’s an idiot and had her try to phase before she was ready. And we need to train Aishke before she kills us all.”


    “Come again?” Bastian half-stands before letting himself fall back into his chair. He brushes his hair out of his eyes, and Dom resists the urge to tell him to cut the front off because it’s always in the way.


    Instead, he says, “Aishke is a harmer and needs direction.”


    Bastian pauses briefly, eyes wide but not focused on anything in particular. He shakes his head. “Well. Hell. I wasn’t expecting this.”


    “Neither was she.” Dom had sensed the fear off Aishke at fifty paces. “Sai will get it under control.”


    Bastian looks up. “You two are doing better?”


    Dom rolls his shoulders, refusing to meet his friend’s gaze. “We’re doing okay. I think. Maybe.” The roll turns into a shrug, and that same helplessness starts creeping through his mind again, leaving behind sinuous strands weaving their way back into control. For a few moments, Dom is tempted to let them, but he changes the subject instead. “Mathur and Mason aren’t sure what to do. They’re worried. No one foresaw that she’d release the Damascus.”


    “I think it might have been Zach. He can be such a worm.” Bastian’s tone is soft, as if he’s almost talking to himself. “These riots are going to kill a heap of people. But maybe the more they suffer under the GNW, the easier it will be to weaken their hold.”


    Dom watches his friend for a moment. Those words don’t suit him. “You know you don’t mean that.”


    Bastian chuckles, but it sounds pained. “We’re all waiting and watching for Deign’s plan to unleash our childhood nightmares.”


    There’s no platitude he can offer, no real sympathy that makes the loss of Bastian’s mother because of the Damascus any easier to endure. Nothing makes the guilt over his father and grandfather’s part in the creation of Shine any less.


    Dom takes a few steps and puts a hand over his friend’s as it rests on the desk. The tension in Bastian’s arms lessens ever so slightly, and his whispered thank you is barely audible.


    “Do you think they’d notice if I took Mele with me this time?”


    “Not like anyone else can get her to work properly.” Bastian grins.


    “Touché, my friend, touché.” Dom smiles wider than he normally would, but not for himself.
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    It’s quiet in the living quarters once Bastian goes to bed. There’s nothing for Dom to do but listen to the war going on in his mind. He paces the training area, restless and not wanting to rest lest the parasite take advantage of a less alert mind.


    The music doesn’t even help drown it out anymore, let alone get rid of the constant loneliness, the lack of static in his head. It helped at first, but now it’s just something else he’s become used to. While the vacancy in his mind smarts, it’s the constant battle for control over his consciousness that’s both wearing and scary.


    Dom blinks and cocks his head to the side. There it is again. A strange noise, sort of like an attempt at sneaking in while wearing clogs. Perhaps clogs is an over-exaggeration, but there’s someone outside the room who shouldn’t be. Not that it matters. There’s not much in existence that has a chance against him—or Bastian, for that matter.


    Technically, his friend is supposed to be the headmaster of the facilities. It makes him have to at least pretend to be available to students around the clock.


    Melding in with his surroundings, Dom waits by the door and probes for who’s snooping around. Surely they’ve—she’s tripped Bastian’s wards by now. If Dom is getting a read off her, Bastian must at least be alerted.


    The huge doors swing in silently on perfectly oiled hinges. A bounce of brown curls surrounding a somewhat pensive expression peeks around the corner. Dom watches her look of apprehension change to fear as she sees Bastian appear at the entrance to his quarters.


    “Long time, no see, Nimue.” Bastian leans nonchalantly, like she hadn’t just woken him up by setting off his wards. Dom remains hidden, choosing to observe.


    Her face is frozen in terror, but she gulps it down, squares her shoulders, and stands up straight, her pale chin raised.


    Bastian maintains his casual stance and crosses his arms. “I’m quite sure you didn’t come here to try and steal test answers since we don’t really have those types of tests at your level. So I can only assume you were either dared to try and enter my office undetected or sent here to sneak in and spy on me.”


    “I...” She clears her throat as her cheeks color an odd pink that sort of clashes with her hair. Minuscule tells like the crease in her brow, the slight shake to her fingers—they’re all in plain sight. And her voice quivers when she speaks.


    “She always said you were nice.” Nimue’s gaze is still directed away, and as the words escape her, the pink in her cheeks intensifies. It’s like she wants to say something else but can’t get the words out.


    Bastian takes a few steps toward her—non-threatening, just slow, reassuring steps in a way only he can manage. “She?”


    Nimue juts her chin out again, an attempt at defiance that falls flat when her lip quivers and tears well in her eyes. “Sai. She said you were harsh but fair. She enjoyed her lessons with you. I just...” Her shoulders sag, and the air whooshes out of her in a sound that’s too sad to be defeat.


    “You miss her?” Bastian asks, his tone soft and forgiving, but still holding that note of wariness Dom knows by heart.


    “Yes, and I wanted to know what it was like. What you were like.” Nimue grimaces. “Well, and I was also sent to spy. Sort of.”


    Bastian chuckles, a warm sound like the trickling of a stream over pebbles. Dom closes his eyes to get the full effect. His friend’s voice is just as smooth and elegant when he speaks again. “Thank you for being honest. With yourself and with me.”


    Nimue starts. “With myself?”


    “That you miss her, that you still think of her. I think she’d like that.”


    One of the tears escapes down Nimue’s face, but a soft smile graces her lips and she looks up at Bastian, a clarity to her gaze. “Thank you. It’s been...” She pauses and twirls a strand of hair around a finger, pulling it so tight that it tugs at her scalp. “It’s been so quiet without her around, even if she was gone much of the time.”


    “Lonely?”


    “Yeah.” She smiles a little wanly. “Thank you again. I miss her and…my teachers don’t really understand the whole friendship thing.”


    Bastian laughs. “Especially not your teacher. Feel free to come and…spy on me again sometime. I’ll make sure to let Deign know it took a while to catch you snooping.”


    Nimue’s eyes light up. “Really?”


    “Really.”


    With that the girl grins, turns on her heel, and flies back down the hall the way she came. Bastian stands for a few moments more, watching her, before he turns and motions the doors closed. He sighs out a breath before he speaks. “I know you’re there, Dom. Stop grinning at my nice self.”


    “I would never have thought you’d be nice to one of Deign’s students.” Dom materializes into form, melting the shadows away. They’re starting to feel proprietary.


    Bastian walks briskly to his desk, perhaps forgetting he still has a robe on. “Sai asked me to keep an eye out for her. She’s a pretty good judge of character.”


    “But you…” Dom tries to figure out how to form the words. His head is pounding, and that damn compulsion is tugging harder at every stray thought in his head. “You don’t seem yourself, Bastian. We need you, the ruthless you, the one who can do anything.”


    Bastian looks up at him, and for the first time the fatigue around his friend’s eyes becomes truly obvious. “I’m just uneasy. And so tired, Dom. Dulling myself and constantly fighting at half-strength, only able to use some covert avenues to pursue our ends? Feels like the weight of a meteor on my back.”


    “You’ve always had that, my friend,” Dom says. “What else?”


    “Nim. If she was sent by Deign, which I don’t doubt she was, I have to find out what Deign’s motivation is.”


    “Really?” Dom grins, and the tug toward blackness almost wrenches his eyesight into heat mode. He steadies himself and starts again. “Why didn’t you say so?”


    He doesn’t wait for an answer because the only thing keeping the parasite from overcoming his thoughts right now is movement, and Bastian doesn’t need to see the switch flipped.
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    Dom follows the thought trail Nim leaves behind. It’s disjointed, but he can’t tell whether it’s from her end or interference from his. Only sheer will power is keeping the tendrils in his mind at bay. Which is odd because, around Sai and Mathur, they recede. Maybe it’s the surroundings, this place, where the parasite was harvested.


    Maybe it’s just the parasite upping its bid to take him over.


    He shakes his head, momentarily clearing it, and follows Sai’s friend down the hall. Four years of brainwashing, of thinking they owe everything to the GNW, of thinking that letting a psionic live or die is GNW’s decision to make. Such arrogance.


    The heat-seeking film tries to cover his eyes again, and he pushes it back with annoyance. Nimue’s feet make barely a sound against the polished marble floors, echoing so slightly that only his enhanced hearing could detect it rebounding off the concrete walls. She pauses at a door, three corridors and a flight of stairs later. Her chest rises and falls, her breath almost audible. She raises her hand and knocks twice slowly, followed by three quick, sharp raps.


    Dom has to move lightning-fast to make it through the doors before they close behind her. His camouflage almost drops, but he manages to maintain control. Adrenaline triggers the darkness again—the thoughts, the need, the compulsion.


    Selwyn.


    It’s all he can do to strangle it into something resembling temporary submission.


    “And?” Deign asks, her voice curt and impatient.


    “Yes. Ma’am.”


    Dom gives Nimue credit for the steadiness of her voice.


    “Let me guess. He found you?” There’s a mocking tone to Deign’s voice, a jut of her hip as she towers over the girl.


    Nimue just nods.


    “Sit down. Sit.” Deign motions with an impatient wave of her hand. “And why did you send her, Selwyn? Now she’s on his radar even more than she was.”


    Selwyn’s voice is like oil. It slips and slides but won’t stay in place, like a man with a bad comb-over. “I didn’t think he’d have his quarters so heavily barricaded. Now I’m sure he’s scared of being found out.”


    Dom pauses for a moment, taking in the information, tackling the vicious snarl in his throat that almost makes him break cover and dive for the man hidden by the shadows of a bookcase. Killing him here would do no one any good.


    Deign yawns and focuses on her fingernails. “Riots? Infiltrations? He’s my eliminator? You don’t think these are good reasons?” She raises an eyebrow. “Want to inspect my shielding?”


    Dom narrows his eyes, switching so he can see adrium and psionics. Deign is surrounded by a dense layer of psionic energy, levels above anything he’s seen Sai use to reinforce her fighting skills. The woman is her own fortress, and he stores that information deep. If nothing else, it may give Sai a new weapon. He has to wonder where Deign pulls the power from to fuel what seems like such a dense and constant barrier.


    Selwyn’s color flushes, and he looks away. “He just seems so hesitant to vote for the Damascus activation.”


    Deign laughs, and Selwyn’s open mouth mirrors Dom’s surprise. “Really? You idiot. Last time I trust you to think.”


    “I...” Selwyn frowns and clenches his hands into fists.


    “Bastian’s mother was severely injured by the Damascus more than twenty years ago. She died from that injury. Of course he’s wary. They’re dangerous. He’s always been the Devil’s advocate, my voice of reason. Though I’ll never admit it to his face, he’s why we rarely fall on our asses like fools.”


    “I didn’t—”


    “No, you didn’t.” Deign snaps the words out. “Run along. I have to speak to Nimue and remind her to only listen directly to me. Now get out of my sight, Selwyn, before I decide to have Bastian take care of some dirty laundry for me.”


    Deign’s admiration for Bastian triggers something in Dom’s subconscious, and he grins, fingers slowly morphing into claws. Dirty laundry? Why didn’t she say that to begin with? With a slight grin, he follows Selwyn out of Deign’s quarters.


    Selwyn makes his way through the deserted hallways, his gait a little unsteady as he traverses down eighteen levels and across an arching bridge to the residences on the other side of the street.


    Dom grins and is careful not to act rashly, although it’s an afterthought to the need, the want coursing through his system, taking him over little by little.


    Selwyn lives down lower than Dom expected, and he wonders if maybe he’s misjudged his status until the man pulls out a gorgeous workstation and Dom realizes where all his money has gone. All the money he earned by screwing up an entire species, by tinkering with what he didn’t understand.


    Selwyn.


    There’s a flash in Dom’s head, and he’s relegated to the backseat, eagerly looking over the driver’s shoulder. It’s darker there now and he can’t make out his own features, but he knows it’s grinning wide, showing alien teeth that are somehow completely out of place in his face.


    “You realize, don’t you?” he whispers to the air, his voice hollow and full of murderous desire. “That you’ve lived a life profiting from the misfortunes of others?”


    Selwyn stands up, batting his hands around him frantically as if it could push the voice away. Peering around, he sees nothing, but his face retains its pale shade and he approaches the alarm button at the front door.


    Dom kicks out, a vicious impulse driving him to maim. Selwyn’s kneecap shatters in a crackling high note of sound that’s like music to Dom’s ears. He goes down, screaming in agony, cut short as Dom puts pressure on the Selwyn’s windpipe, just enough to shut him up.


    Still, he doesn’t reveal himself.


    Selwyn’s eyes dart back and forth as he grasps his destroyed knee with one hand and his throat with the other. He rolls a bit, gasping hoarsely as he tries to locate his attacker.


    “Do you know what I am?” Dom asks, and the question bounces around in his head.


    The man shakes his head, eyes wide with fright.


    Dom drops his camouflage to reveal his true self. Not the socially acceptable version he usually wears, but his primal nature. A black so deep it drowns all colors and then reflects them back in a cascading iridescence. His body is fluid, rippling, constantly alive and moving, especially with the darkness devouring his mind. Sometimes he forgets how alien he truly is and how much it defines him.


    “Selwyn.”


    And this time the word is real, a guttural uttering with a metallic taste on his tongue. He savors it, savors the heightened fear that adds to the energy in the man’s body.


    “You hurt my siblings by tinkering with what you could never understand. There’s no way you’re getting your scheming hooks into Bastian.” Dom reaches down, claws digging into the man’s shirt, ripping it. He adjusts his grip, sinking into the flesh and bone around his neck. The hold is much better, despite the blood spurting out.


    Selwyn’s mouth opens in a silent scream.


    “What was that? I can’t hear you.” Somewhere in the back of his mind, Dom’s not sure if that’s cruel or comical, but it makes him chuckle anyway. “I don’t have the time to waste on you anymore.”


    He clenches his fist, solidifying the rest of his fingers into sharper edges. They cut through Selwyn like a knife through butter, partially severing the neck and disguising the claw marks. He frowns at the now lifeless body as the blood continues to spurt for a few seconds. Closing his eyes, he exerts will through his fingers, knife style. He needs to disguise the wounds he already made.


    It takes all his control not to rip the body apart, limb from limb.


    It drops to the ground, and Dom sighs. Blood is everywhere. He didn’t think that one through. He wraps the body in a blanket and stuffs it in the steam shower. Once done, his mind still distant, he glances over at the workstation. Selwyn was about to answer his correspondence files. With a quick dive through them, Dom is able to ascertain his tone and sends a quick email to Deign, Bastian, and Markus, explaining he is ill and will be resting for a few days.


    All he needs is a head start before they scan for him. All he needs is somewhere alone to get his headspace together again.


    All he needs is to stop the bloodlust from using him as the weapon he was created to be.
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    The psionic leaning on his door shouldn’t be capable of sounding so damn loud. Bastian groans and rolls out of bed, quickly pulling on his body armor pants and a button-up shirt. Bare feet will have to do. He knows it’s Deign, and laces take too long for her apparent level of patience.


    He releases the binding on the door as he half-stumbles into his office and directs a glare at her as she enters with Nimue in tow. Bastian checks himself, not having noticed the girl. Perhaps he should tone down on the Shine dosage for now. He smoothes the reactions off his face immediately, unsure how much he should say about Nimue’s visit last night.


    “Sorry for the early hour.” Deign doesn’t seem sorry at all. In fact she makes it painfully aware as she glances down the sliver of chest not covered by his unbuttoned shirt that she has no regrets in the least.


    He fights the blush he can feel begin to color his cheeks. Sometimes her flirting is entirely bad timing, even if she rarely means anything by it. “Yes. Someone interrupted my sleep.” He looks pointedly at Nimue. “I never sleep well as it is.”


    Deign sighs and takes a seat. “I apologize. Selwyn apparently thought he could commander my little Nimue. I wouldn’t have sent her, Bastian.”


    Selwyn? So when Nimue said it was only sort of spying, she wasn’t kidding. Bastian takes his time buttoning his shirt. It was the first thing he’d grabbed, but it’s good for an excuse to mull things over in his mind. Bastian knows Deign needs him right now. Which means he doesn’t have to worry about her probing deeper, so he looks up and nods curtly.


    “Apology accepted. Just know if she accidentally touches me, I’m on a hair trigger. You don’t want your protégé dead.” He doesn’t try to elaborate on the previous night. If Selwyn sent her, then Deign really won’t care.


    “Message received.” Deign nods, a smile tugging at her lips. “Sometimes I forget you’re so young.” She says the words in a wistful tone, her gaze raking his body up and down.


    Bastian fights the urge to snap at her and instead raises an eyebrow. “Are you quite done?” He’s only a decade her junior, but she’s right about one thing. He shouldn’t be in his current position because his father shouldn’t be dead.


    Deign sits up taller. “We’re going to have another round of meetings today and tomorrow. I trust I can count on your support?”


    He can hear what she doesn’t say. The silent plea that she can’t bring herself to say out loud: I need you to back me up. With difficulty, he coaxes a smile back onto his face. “Of course you can.”


    Her answering grin is real, just for a moment. Perhaps that’s the actual reason she came to visit him so early. She continues as if she’d never asked the question. “Selwyn seems to be feeling out of sorts. You’ll have an email to that effect, too. Coward. Probably just doesn’t want to see you while you’re angry. Not that I blame him.” She laughs—a pretty, yet hollow sound. “I’ll see you later.”


    “See you in a bit,” he says.


    Nimue trails behind her, a quick glance and a grin over her shoulder at Bastian. One thought to trigger the door’s closing mechanism and he walks back into his bedroom, ripping off the buttoned shirt in irritation. “Damn it.”


    He’s out of options to stall the launching of the Damascus reboot. Regardless of what he tries, he knows it won’t succeed in the end. He showers, overriding its settings so he can have a long one. It works out the kinks in his neck and soothes the frustration that tenses up his back. He steps out and pulls on a full suit of fresh body armor. No more of these naked chest mistakes.


    Lacing and buckling his boots, he glances at his wrist. Has Dom already left for the Exiled? Bastian frowns, something niggling at the back of his mind as he checks his email with the fifteen minutes he has to spare before the meeting.


    “Checked your email yet?”


    Bastian jumps. “Don’t sneak up on me like that Where have you ...” But then he looks—really looks—at Dom.


    There’s a brown and flaking coat of something obscuring some of the gentle strobing going on underneath. His face doesn’t have the usual appearance, but instead seems to sort of be leaking into itself around the edge, his control slipping by the second. Bastian’s gut clenches, and he stands up, the sense of foreboding threatening to strangle him. “What have you done?”


    Dom grins, and the expression is more alien than ever. His mouth opens to a gaping black maw, like it’s trying to suck all the color and life of the world into it. “I didn’t do much. But you’re safe, for a while.”


    Bastian’s spine convulses slightly, sending a shiver throughout his body. The words are so ominous. “What do you mean?”


    Dom shrugs, and it’s a liquid movement, rippling through his entire, hard-to-look-at form. “Have you ever found it odd that no one but you can handle my real self?” There’s an echoing, metallic tone to his voice, filled with an odd sort of regret.


    “I think people are just scared of what they don’t know. Because you can be what and who you want. Most people don’t have that sort of courage.”


    “I see.” Dom’s eyes cascade through a rainbow of colors as red and silver war with each other. “Why would I bother with that when they’ll never see me coming?”


    And Dom vanishes.
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    A resounding bang on the mostly open door startles Bastian from staring the space Dom had filled but moments before.


    “What?” he snaps before his eyes rest on the figure standing in the doorway. Suppressing a sigh of irritation, Bastian motions for the man to come in. “What can I do for you, Zacharai?”


    Zach tosses his head enough to make the oily mess of dirty-blond hair he has flip over the top. “So formal, Bastian...” He grins, and the hair he flipped slowly begins its descent, like the gooey cheese on a pizza when you lift up a freshly cooked slice.


    “Formal?” Bastian shrugs. “More like running late for this meeting, tired, and not up for your usual crap.” He fingers a small pouch of Shine in his coat pocket, wondering if his dosage is okay or if it’s wearing off. Zach can usually detect power at ten paces. Hedging his bets, he dips a finger in and bows his head as he stands, concealing his face for the moment he needs to ingest some of the bitter-tasting disguise. “Sit...”


    Zach crosses his arms, mimicking the gesture with his ankles as he stretches out in the chair. Bastian seats himself again and resists the urge to blink rapidly as the small dose of Shine travels down into his system.


    “You’re always busy, Basty.”


    If Bastian isn’t mistaken, those blue eyes are murkier than usual, clouded and secretive. “Hazard of the job.”


    Zach rolls his shoulders, grin still affixed to his face, oily pizza hair hanging limply, like the cheese has already dried. “We need to go over the Damascus activation.”


    Bastian raises an eyebrow and keeps his face as still as possible. Just like he taught Sai, never give away your emotions. “I could have been having a nightmare, but I’m quite certain we had that meeting in this very office only a short while ago?”


    Zach laughs, and the slight edge of hysteria in it sets Bastian’s teeth on edge. “You’re hilarious. You know what I mean.”


    Bastian blinks. “No, sorry, you’ve got me.”


    Suddenly, Zach leans forward and reaches for Bastian’s hand. The dean only narrowly pulls it out of the way, reaching up to adjust his collar.


    For a second their eyes lock, and Zach leans back, an undecipherable smirk tugging at the edge of his lips. “You’re still as skittish as ever, Bastian. Are you sure you’re okay? You feel different today. Your...” He steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “Your aura is muddled. I’ve never seen you this way before.”


    Bastian swallows the sudden lump in his throat—or tries to. He opts for as close to the truth as he can get. “I’m exhausted. Could probably do with some sleep.”


    “No,” Zach shakes his head. “I know what exhaustion feels like. It’s more like...you’re drained?” And he leans forward again, so close that Bastian can almost taste his curiosity.


    “Drained would work. Do you have any idea how much energy I have to expend to keep my shielding up? There’s a reason you all came here to discuss the Damascus, you know.”


    “Mmm.” Muddy blue eyes never stray from Bastian’s face. “You should be careful, or you’ll end up in hospital. Can’t have Deign’s little assassin crippled, now, can we?”


    Bastian barks out a laugh he doesn’t feel and forces a smile onto his face, hoping it doesn’t look as fake as it is. “Deign’s? Really, Zach, you know better than that. I’m everyone’s little assassin.”


    “I’ll have to remember that.” Zach returns the laugh, but Bastian doesn’t think he wants to know why it sounds so joyous.
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    By the time he gets back to his quarters, Bastian’s brain is on autopilot. Damascus to be activated within the week. Hounds lined up close to Central in order to assist when they’re reawakened. Blah blah, kill everyone and take back what’s ours.


    “If the Damascus don’t kill us all first,” he mutters under his breath as he throws himself into his chair. “No one ever says what we’re all thinking out loud.”


    There’s no answer to his musings, and the slight disappointment that winds its way down his esophagus is unexpected. With no Sai to train anymore, the moments of brightness in his day have been severely limited. Add to that the security increases since the infiltration meaning less contact with Mathur, not to mention Dom’s reaction to his last reset... If he really wanted, Bastian could spend hours wallowing in self-pity.


    Instead, he allows himself only a moment, staring up at the ceiling. He’s done so much talking these last few days. Most of it has been purely to stall the Damascus reactivation without appearing too obvious. Constantly having to swallow his impatience at the people around him because they fail to realize the GNW is no longer about pushing boundaries and trying to find the commonality between the human brain and psionic abilities. It hasn’t been for decades now.


    Thousands of people dying in the name of research, under the guise of caring. There has to be a line, where lives mean more than scientific evidence. He sighs and swivels his chair as he closes his eyes, letting the room swirl around him.


    People should mean more to the company who came to power because of them.


    She coughs up bloody spittle, which stains her beautiful lips red. Some of it catches on the side of her mouth, marring snow-white skin. She reaches out and Bastian thinks, at first, she’s reaching for him, but all she wants is that vial on the side table, glistening and shiny, a fine glitter dust that she’ll liquefy and shoot into her veins to make herself endure the pain in her body.


    He blinks his eyes open. It’s been a long while since he’s remembered his mother on her deathbed. More than a decade ago now, he’d been such a mommy’s boy. She’d never recovered from the wounds she’d received protecting him and his brother from the Damascus.


    And his father? Barely there.


    She’d still be alive if the GNW had taken the responsibilities they’d inherited seriously. Maybe they’d have realized sooner...


    Doubtful. Bastian stops the spinning, his head a little light, and maneuvers himself around to the desk to rest his head on the cool glass of the surface. If only Dom were here. His friend since just before his mother’s death, the domino is more human than most people he knows. But there’s something wrong with him, something not right...


    “Why have I not been ...quite right?”


    Bastian lifts his head up, too exhausted to be shocked, and raises an eyebrow before resting his chin on his hands. “Thanks for knocking.”


    “Since when do I knock?” Dom is fully visible now, still fluid, still beautiful, still dangerous.


    Bastian checks himself and pushes his body up straighter. “Sorry, Dom. Just...you’ve changed. Colder, harsher, less human.”


    “But I’m not human.” Dom’s tone is strange, not quite threatening, but as if he doesn’t comprehend the difference.


    “I never know what I can say to you these days. You’ve killed two people, and while the motivation for anyone else would make sense to me...” He pauses, unsure of how to proceed. “You—you’ve never been what they made you to be. You’ve always been more human than them.”


    Dom moves a step closer, his eyes finally settling on silver, the rapid movement rippling across his form slowing until it’s a sluggish leak. “Am I...human?”


    The tone in his friend’s voice breaks Bastian’s heart. Uncertainty mixed with the usual warmth he remembers, only vaguely accented by a hollow undertone. Maybe now he’s really more himself. Maybe, if Bastian handles it well. “You’re more human than most of us. Always forthright, always honest...usually dependable.” He stands up to move to his friend, but has to grasp quickly at the desk to keep from swaying to the ground.


    “Bastian!” Dom is there, at his side, with a now-solid hand under his elbow and concern mirrored on his strangely matt face. There’s a crinkle where his brow should be, and Bastian focuses on it.


    “I’m okay. I’ve just been so focused, trying not to misstep. It’s like there’s a minefield on every second square, and sometimes they’re placed together.” He tries to hide his joy at the fact that his friend doesn’t seem completely beyond help. It’s not as difficult as he thought. Fatigue creeps slowly into his brain, making it almost impossible to think.


    He blinks at Dom. “I feel like crap. I’m not sure what’s wrong.”


    Dom’s grip is so firm as he guides Bastian toward his quarters, it feels like he’s floating across the floor. The domino doesn’t answer as he coaxes Bastian into bed and positions pillows around him. “You’ve been taking too much of that drug. That’s what it is,” he says, his voice warm, worried.


    There’s no trace of that strange and dangerous Dom, not right now when Bastian actually needs him most. “It’s not...” But he tapers off as the fog around his mind gets thicker and thicker. “I haven’t been doing it that much.”


    Even as his heavy eyelids blink in what seems like slow motion, Bastian can see the reaction on Dom’s face. The blank, almost annoyed look that would pass for disbelief in normal people. “You’re doing too much, taking too many risks, Bastian. If you slip up because I can’t be here, how will I live with myself?”


    Bastian reaches out and pats Dom’s hand where it rests on the bed. “You’ll live because others need you. But for now?” He struggles to get the words out. “Watch for me? Make sure no one...” He leaves it hanging, knowing by some strange impulse that his Dom is at least momentarily back and no one can get in to harm either of them.


    For now.
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    The smooth surface of the lake is black. Bastian isn’t sure why, but Dom stands next to it, gazing into its depths, his eyes a strange mixture of red flickering with silver.


    “A black lake is never good, Bastian.” Dom’s voice is distant, detached, hollow. “Never good. We’re all going to die.”


    Dom points at something Bastian can’t make out through the fog on the far side. “See it?” he whispers. “Do you see it?”


    Bastian strains against his limited eyesight. He can’t switch vision types like his friend. “We’ll die if we’re not careful. I know this.”


    Dom shakes his head. “No, not if we’re not careful.” And he points to the lake again, but this time the surface is bubbling. Sluggish, popping bubbles, like liquid tar. Almost like Dom’s body when he’s not controlling the flow of the adrium. “We’re all going to die if we don’t succeed.”


    Bastian shivers at the sight, and the words send a sense of dread straight through him. “Succeed?”


    Dom nods, spreading his hands to the surroundings, the fog closing in on them, thick and white as the now boiling lake wriggles and pops enthusiastically. Bastian can’t tear his gaze away from it.


    “You already know what you have to do, Bastian.” Dom takes a step toward him and holds onto his arms. “Not even I can get past them.”


    Bastian panics—at the confining grip, at the mist now thick and tangible, like a cloak keeping the boiling lake safe to do whatever it wants. “I can’t flip that switch, Dom. I can’t get to it”


    “But you don’t have to.” Dom smiles, and his mouth widens like a cat, revealing that gaping maw briefly again. “You’re the son of the inventor. I don’t understand why you don’t just pick your father’s brains.”


    “He’s dead!” Bastian squirms and Dom drops his grip, eyes flickering to solid red again.


    “Death isn’t much of a barrier, Bastian. You of all people should know this.” He grins and opens his arms wide as the mist and fog run away from his touch. “See?”


    And Bastian does see—broken skulls wash up on the shore, tar dripping off them. But it’s not tar at all. It’s flesh and fat peeling away as brain matter leaks through the eye sockets.
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    Bastian sits up in bed, gasping for breath as his thoughts sort through what his overtired subconscious was trying to tell him. There has to be a way to access his father’s research.


    He glances over at Dom, who is slumped in the chair, staring at the ceiling. “You could have just spoken to me,” he grumbles, blinking to get used to the low levels of light in his bedroom.


    Dom looks over and shrugs, the rippling movement only affecting his shoulders and not the rest of his body like in recent days. “Don’t get me involved in that brain of yours. That freaky dream was all you.”


    Bastian thinks for a moment. “But you were in it.”


    “No, I watched from the outside. You were tossing and turning, mumbling in your sleep. ‘Black lake’ caught my attention.” Dom’s eyes cloud over slightly, the silver receding to a milky white before he speaks again. “After all, I’m like your only friend.”


    “I have friends.” Bastian doesn’t like the defensive way the words come out, not a bit of truth to them. “I do have friends, just none of them are here when you’re not.”


    Dom stands and walks over to sit on the end of the bed. “I’m not always here either, but I’m trying to work through this, okay?”


    Bastian nods. “Yeah. It’s all going to be okay, right?”


    Dom laughs, and even though the hollowness to the sound is mostly gone, it still seems forced. “You know you could go over his things, check out his mementos from his work?”


    “I think they’re in storage. Way at the back of storage.” Bastian runs a hand through his hair and leans back against the padded headboard. “Waaaaay back.”


    Dom smiles, a sad sort of shine to it. “Way back is better than no starting point at all.”
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    Sai frowns, watching Mathur tinker with one of the dominos. So similar to Dom and yet wildly different. And it’s lifeless, like a corpse. “You’re saying they’re not really off, they’re just sort of in...stasis? Like the Damascus?”


    Mathur starts to nod but stops, hands paused. “It is sort of like sleep or forced hibernation. You have to remember they are not fully human, and there are just things they can do that we cannot and vice versa.


    “So...” She stops, trying to piece it together in her mind. “You’re saying you can force them into a type of domino coma and fix them?”


    Mathur grins. “No, not quite like that. Unless something happens like the breakdown Dom had, they generally need to lower themselves into the coma-like state. It is still an inaccurate description. I am just unsure of how else to phrase or explain it.”


    Sai frowns and stares intently, trying to figure out exactly what it is that makes these dominos not Dom. Still, not the point of the visit. Exiled nomads, those without a Mobile to call home, are. “Mason said he needs to talk to you soon. About the nomads? They’re having difficulty pinpointing locations.”


    The old man visibly suppresses a sigh. “Let him know I will have an hour spare this evening.” He straightens up and stretches his hands out, pinches the bridge of his nose, rubs his eyes, and tousles his own hair. “It is not like I am doing nothing, you know. If I have calculated things correctly, my fixing this mess—” he gestures to the entire room filled with dominos “—could have far more of an impact than anything else we might devise.”


    “Are they really that bad then, these Damascus?” It’s hard for Sai to believe the whispered horror stories could be even close to true, but by the reactions of everyone around her, she needs to find out.


    “More than bad. Once they are reunited with the Hounds, it will just be a matter of time. They will find us and do their utmost to fulfill their directive. There is no reasoning and no mercy. They will simply accomplish that which they have been set to do.” Mathur cracks his knuckles and picks up one of his instruments again. “Now, if there is nothing else...?” He looks pointedly at the unconscious domino in front of him.


    Sai takes a quick breath so she can blurt out what’s been on her mind. “So just the exercises for now? No phasing?” Even though she’d been hurt, there was something about that leap that had been extraordinary, and she wants to feel it again. This time she’s sure she can control it.


    He studies her for a few seconds. “Just the exercises. We may try phasing again soon if I think you’re ready.”


    Sai smiles, the tension in her stomach melting. She isn’t quite ready to try again yet. “Great. I’ll leave you to it, Mathur. Build us a defense force!” She dashes out the door before the old man can reply.
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    Aishke groans, and Sai glares at her. “You wanted to learn. Stop acting like it’s the worst thing ever.”


    Iria chuckles and walks over, a smile bright on her face. “You shouldn’t really complain. This is powerful stuff once you get it under control. This is Bastian-level stuff.”


    This time, Aishke glances away, biting her lip. “I know. It’s just...difficult.”


    Sai watches her. “Of course it’s difficult. Look at what you have the potential to do—would you want that to be easy?”


    “No.” There’s a stubborn clench to her jaw, and yet her eyes are so sad.


    Sai takes pity on her and lowers her voice. “In the world inside the cities, Aishke, you’re considered less than scum. We all are. They make us feel as if we owe them for giving us a home and a place to develop our skills. We’re expected to be grateful for the service, for being allowed to live. We’re expected to honor what we owe the GNW.”


    She takes a deep breath, but pushes on, ignoring the expressions on Iria and Aishke’s faces. They might have been through a lot, but there was more to come, and they needed to understand the type of mindset they’d face. “We had to know how to fight or get the crap beaten out of us in skirmishes with our peers. We attended martial arts classes for defense, offense, ranged, and close combat. You either learned how to exploit people’s weaknesses or everyone knew how to exploit yours and your days were numbered.”


    This time Sai takes a moment, looking pointedly at each of the others in turn before speaking again. “Life in the facilities taught us only two things: a general control of our abilities and to be the best we could no matter the cost.”


    “No matter the cost?” Aishke repeats the words. She focuses on Sai and rolls her shoulders. “Time and energy to get control then?”


    Sai nods. “Just ask Iria the amount of time she’s put into learning how to use those damned shields of hers. They’re getting stronger by the day, and while they were originally a good idea, with practice, they’re going to be phenomenal.”


    Color suffuses Iria’s cheeks. “I haven’t done that much...” Her voice trails off as Sai scowls at her.


    “I know how hard you’ve been working. I can see it in the way you’ve improved. I’ve not said it much, but I hope I show it. You’ve come such a long way. You don’t have raw power, but what you have developed is skill.”


    Iria blinks, the smile on her face more genuine than Sai’s seen in a long time. “Thank you. Sometimes you just have to want something enough.”


    “Apparently you want this a lot.” Sai nudges her with an elbow, and they both laugh.


    Aishke scowls. “Fine. I’ll want to not kill people, because I was so gung-ho about it to start with.” Her lip trembles and tears well in her eyes, but she clenches her fists at her sides and nods. “I mean it... Let’s just do this.”


    Sai walks over and squeezes one of the girl’s fists lightly. It’s about the extent of self-initiated physical contact she can manage with anyone who isn’t Dom. “You can do this, Aishke. I know you can.”


    Her answer is a smile and another, more determined nod.


    Sai claps her hands together. “Excellent, let’s—”


    The knock at the door interrupts her, and she cranes her neck to glare at Kayde. “Yes?”


    Kayde’s chest rises and falls rapidly, like she ran all the way there. “Meeting. Dom here. Now.”


    Sai glances at the girls and nods. “Keep practicing the exercises, and don’t stop until you’ve got it down.” She only waits for them to nod at her before leaving the room.


    The rounded walls of the hallway suddenly seem confining, and a refit crew replaces another of the gleaming white panels with dull silver. She peers closer as they pass. More and more of the panels are being retrofitted. The wastes are harsh on their homes. They need to be ready.


    “This had better be good, Kayde,” she mutters as they walk. “If I don’t get their conditioning finished, I can’t finish the rest of their training and we’ll all be useless out there.”


    Kayde shrugs and grins. “I’m just following orders, which were this: ‘Get Sai and get her now, never mind what she’s doing.’” She puts her hands up in surrender. “Couldn’t say no to that.”


    “Then it’d better be bloody important.” She knows it is but can’t help shake the feeling that she still has so much to learn with her new legs, so much that’s still holding her back from performing at her peak right when they need her most.


    “You should stop that, Sai.” Kayde stops her just before they walk into the room. “I can’t even sense thoughts, and I can tell how pissed off you are. Even if you don’t think you do anything, you represent what we’re trying to accomplish. We’re trying to make it possible for people to be free of the thought influence. You are the hope that it’s possible. If nothing else, just sit there and nod. It helps everyone, even if you think it doesn’t.”


    “Is everyone a hobby psychologist these days?” All the good intentions are grating on her, but she smiles as they enter the room and greets everyone there with a nod as they look up from their discussion.


    “...not going to be as easy as you all are thinking!” Mathur raises his voice slightly as she nears, obviously annoyed with a few of the people.


    “Why?” Mason pokes at the readers and blueprints scattered over Mathur’s workstation. “It’s all clearly spelled out right here. I don’t see why we can’t easily put a stop to it.” For the first time since her accident, Sai can hear true hope in Mason’s voice. The wrinkles around his eyes are slightly less pronounced, and the deflated carriage he’s worn for weeks is absent.


    James nods. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got my men training their asses off, but this would make the whole staying-alive thing a lot easier.”


    Mathur throws his hands up in the air. “That is the point! In order to create this, I need to acquire the kernel from one of the command Damascus. Their lieutenants, and only their lieutenants, will have this. You have to stop one without doing any damage to its head—an almost impossible feat. If that were not enough, you have to detach the head and make sure you do not damage the receptors to the kernel because I require the whole thing intact.”


    The room falls silent, and Sai finds herself holding her breath.


    “There is a reason Tristan did not do this.” Mathur’s voice is softer, his tone imploring. “This is no ultimate measure that will rescue us all from death. To create this device, the Damascus must first be active, and then you must take down an entire unit—four soldiers, a Hound, and a lieutenant—completely and hope you have managed to preserve the lieutenant’s brain. Then you will have to bring me the head, completely undamaged, and hope against hope that the kernel is still live. Not just undamaged, but transmitting or capable of doing so. If the kernel is fried in the process, none of it matters. You will have to start over.”


    He looks around the room, taking a few breaths to regain his composure. His hair tufts out to the side like there’s too much electricity in his body. “This is no miracle cure. I can create this device and leave all but the kernel attachment done. But not before they are activated, and not before we have to defend ourselves. My main concern is getting our one good fighting chance repaired. If I can fix the dominos, we might have a chance at the kernel.” Mathur stops and crosses his arms, almost daring anyone to prove him wrong.


    Mason clears his throat, the crow’s feet and withered stance back in force. “I didn’t realize it would be so complex...” His voice trails off, uncertain.


    “What on earth did you think your father did that entire two-month period of hell under the Damascus threat? He researched this and found out the only way to send the killing pulse is to do it using their own wavelengths. Making an artificial one does not work. It needs to be one that has had time to integrate with the others and form a link, a bond. If it were easier, they would not even be a threat. If it were easier, your mother would not be dead.”


    Mason’s stance shifts, shoulders tense, and Sai has to stop herself from taking an involuntary step backward. She steps in before Mason can say something he regrets. “And psionics are useless against them, aren’t they?”


    “Completely,” Mathur says.


    “I’m not.” Dom pulls himself away from where he’d blended into the corner of the room and strides forward. Sai hadn’t even noticed he was there when she entered, although it wasn’t surprising. The device blueprints had to come from somewhere. He stops about two feet from Mathur and crosses his arms.


    “I’m not useless. I can stop them, can’t I?” It’s formed as a question, but almost spoken as a statement. Dom seems so sure of himself it gives Sai shivers. It’s the first time she’s seen him so full of confidence, so sure of who and what he is. She’s not certain it’s a good thing, given everything else.


    “Not only can you stop them, but you have the best chance of removing a head without destroying it,” Mathur admits, his tone soft. “All the dominos do.”


    “Then why don’t I just do that?”


    Sai cringes. He lost all his tact in the reset.


    Mason steps around to stand next to them, his weariness evident again, but the anger seems dissipated. Because if you go it alone, Dom, you’ll have five Damascus and a Hound to deal with. Not even you can manage that unscathed.”


    “What does it matter how scathed I am? As long as I get that kernel, everyone here can be safe.” His eyes flash through their colors, settling on red, and a ripple runs over his frame so fast, Sai isn’t sure if anyone else noticed it.


    “It matters,” Mathur says slowly, “because what if your sacrifice does not work? What if the kernel is damaged and I require another? What if I no longer have you to model the repairs of the others after? Do not be foolish just to be a savior.”


    For a moment it looks like Dom will retaliate, but he unfolds his arms and steps back, eyes bleeding back to silver. He nods his head once, curtly. “I understand.”


    “Good.” Mason takes over, interjecting himself between the Mathur and Dom stare-down. “We need a plan to take down a full group. We’re running out of time. Any ideas?”


    Dom speaks up, his eyes avoiding everyone else’s. “I bought us a few more days’ time.”


    Mason raises an eyebrow. “How’d you manage that?”


    “I have my ways.”


    “Then we have maybe five days to gather up the rest of the nomads, decide on a dispersal pattern for the Mobiles, and figure out how to beat the super-human non-humans.” Mason’s cheeks have regained their gaunt worry, and his shoulders are back in their slump.


    He was so strong when she met him, almost formidable. Suddenly, Sai needs to get away from the planning of a war, of more death at her hands. “If you’ve no longer a need for me, I really need to get back to training.”


    Mathur’s tone is gentle. “I would appreciate it if you could figure out with Mason how to go about dividing the nomads onto our available Mobiles. We are also going to have to cease production on the others, shelter them, and steer the Damascus away from their construction base. We will have to relieve the teams and give them a home base as well. There is a lot to plan.”


    “Iria can help with that,” Mason offers. “She’s got a lot of experience with the building crews. I’ll talk to her about it.”


    Sai nods, her scalp and joints itching oddly with the need to be gone. “Iria will be done with her training shortly. I’ll send her to you.”
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    Sai glances at the calendar hanging on the wall in her apartment. It’s an affectation Aishke insisted upon. Every date on it is clearly marked. The girl entered everyone’s birthday, every important meeting, and put a big target on the expected day of all hell breaking loose.


    “Two more days,” she mutters, draining the box she’s drinking of its sorry excuse for orange juice. The label announces loud and clear it’s a synthesized product meant to simulate the true effects. She can only hope it has at least has some of the nutritional value it claims. It might be better not to know where the vendors in the shopping area get their wares.


    The target on the calendar looms in front of her. Almost like it’s mocking and taunting her. Aishke isn’t home. Sai is proud of her. It’s unfair that she’s a harmer, given her gentle personality. She’s out training harder and harder each day. They all are. At least everyone has rudimentary training now.


    The knock at the door startles her, and she whirls around. It’s not ajar as it usually is when Aishke is home, so she has to physically open it.


    Dom stands on the threshold, looking away from the entrance at the vendor’s circle beyond.


    “What do you want?” she asks, perhaps sharper than originally intended, causing him to turn around and raise an eyebrow.


    “I was hoping we might talk.” Dom steps into the room with a frown on his face. His eyes still aren’t back to their clear silver. Red lingers in them, fragmented, giving his gaze an eerie hue. “I didn’t figure you to be a pink person,” he says softly, indicating the pretty hearts and things scattered here and there on the walls and the cushions on the couch.


    “I’m not.” Sai shrugs and moves back to let him past. “But I’m also not the only person who lives here.”


    “True.” He cocks his head to the side, studying her.


    “What did you want to talk about?” She sits down and pulls one of the pink heart cushions onto her lap, glancing at her wrist at the same time. About an hour to spare if she pushes it, which she will because she always does. And right now, with him finally here and no real sense of urgency, she really wants to.


    For a few seconds, she’s not sure if he’s going to take a seat across from her or else tell her never mind and exit the apartment. His expression wars with itself, but finally something wins and he seats himself on the other couch, elbows on his knees.


    “I wanted to talk about us.” There’s no inflection in his voice, and he doesn’t raise his eyes to look at her.


    She can’t even guess at what he wants, at what he feels. They’re the words she’s been dreading since waking six weeks ago. They make her gut churn. She stares at him, unsure how to respond, unsure how to tell him that she should have approached him instead.


    “You’re not ready yet, I see.” For a few seconds he watches his hands. “Mathur said you might not be, that it might be too early. I just...”


    He moves to stand up, but she reaches out, fingers brushing against his thigh. “It’s not that. It’s not even you anymore. It’s that... I’m not sure who to blame or if there’s blame on anyone but the GNW or, really, myself. I know this in my head and I know it in my heart, but there’s something stopping me from fully accepting it.” The words come out almost jumbled, rushed. Her face flushes and it’s suddenly very warm in her small apartment, too small for the both of them. She wipes away the stray tear rolling down her face with annoyance. “Damn it, this shouldn’t be so hard.”


    Dom finally meets her gaze, the red in his eyes receding to the back. “Yes, it should. You lost both legs. You went through the reattachment process almost immediately afterward and have had no time to adjust properly. You’ve been forced to speed your recovery with this...war around the corner. You have every reason to find this hard. To adjust, to accept, and to forgive.”


    She smiles at him, tears brimming even as she wills them to stop. “No one else says that. Everyone just expects me to adapt.” She pauses and focuses on him. “Damn it, I miss you.” She spreads her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “I want it to be that easy, but sometimes it’s just not. There are things I want to make myself feel, and I can’t let go. Not yet.”


    He shakes his head, a subtle ripple vibrating his form for a second. “I don’t quite understand, but I can sympathize. There’s nothing more confusing than not knowing how to feel. I battle with that every day.”


    Sai truly looks at him. “You worry me. There’s something...off about you lately. Different. It’s scary and unpredictable. Nothing like all those times we traveled together. I’ll listen if you want to talk.” She offers it not out of a sense of obligation, but out of the sense of friendship and caring she still has buried a little deeper than she’d like.


    “I’m not sure I can be that articulate, even if I want to. I’ve had my own...identity crisis, if you will, to deal with. There are things about myself that were...” He purses his lips for a second, searching for the right word. “So many things were overridden by others due to careless access of my neural pathways. It might be hard for you to understand, but the me you knew was never the whole me. I don’t think you’ll like the whole me. I’m not sure I do.”


    “Talk to me?” she offers gently, wanting to know, even though it twists like the same knife of her own elusive redemption. “I won’t judge. I can’t. Nothing you could ever be can have a hair on the things I’ve done. On the amount of people I’ve killed and have to atone for.”


    For a few long moments she thinks he’s going to open up and talk to her. His eyes briefly clear through to silver for a second, but then he breaks eye contact and smiles ruefully. Somehow it sits on his face far better than the happy version. “On the contrary, Sai. You had no choice in any of your cases. Even when you think you did have one, you know you truly didn’t. I, on the other hand... I’ve always had a choice, and the instincts that take over are a part of me I’m currently discovering. Maybe I can tell you next time.” He pushes himself to his feet and brushes off imaginary dust, as is his habit.


    He smiles down at her, the expression tinged with a sadness Sai isn’t used to seeing from him. “Thank you. For letting me in and talking to me. For reminding me what it was like not so long ago. Sometimes, I think time plays games with us all. I would give almost anything to go back and figure out my faulty channel before everything came to a crunch. We’d be in a different place now.”


    Unsure of how to answer him, Sai nods. “We might well be in a different place, Dom, but we can’t know it would be a better one. They would have sent someone else, and that someone would definitely not have saved me. I’d likely not be standing here right now, adrium grafts or not. In a way, perhaps this is a blessing. Learning new things about myself is just icing on the cake.”


    Dom nods, the red at bay, the ripples stilled. “It’s a nice way to see things, Sai. Don’t ever lose that.”


    She smiles and walks him to the door. “Silver lining, Dom. Every cloud is supposed to have a silver lining.”


    He grins, and she cringes internally at the way that expression never seems to fit on his face well enough. “All we need is for the ozone to fix itself and you could have all the clouds you want.”


    “Why, Dom, I believe you just cracked a joke.”


    He pulls a deadpan face. For a brief moment he looks exactly like the Dom she spent all those months training under and going on assignments with, but when he speaks, it disappears, reverting back to the strange edge he now has, the dangerous one.


    “Me, joke? Never.”


    She watches as he walks away, wondering just what it is that changed him so much.
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    “How long ago?” Sai grips the table, trying to control her anxiety. Her chest isn’t listening; instead, it heaves and tries to throttle her. Darkness weaves in and out of her vision until she’s seeing in black and white, or maybe all black. She has to blink to clear it, and even then it’s hovering, waiting. She counts in her head, barely making it to ten before she glances back at Mason for his answer.


    “We got Dom’s information about two hours ago. The Damascus were released earlier this morning.” There’s no tone to his voice, like all emotion has disappeared, as if he’s totally given up.


    “Damn.” To put it mildly.


    “Yeah.” Mason flops down in his chair, dwarfing the back of it. His face has hollows just below the cheekbones, and it reflects in the rest of his gaunt body. “That’s a pretty good summation.”


    “We’re not ready at all. We still have one colony of nomads to pick up.”


    He shakes his head, shoulders sagging, like it’s an effort. “No, we don’t. Rho will be picking them up. It’s the last Mobile with any room on it anyway.” He glances at his reader and flips through a few of the pages with a frown. “Our best guess is it’s going to take them about five to twelve days to gain our scent and locate us. The former is based on them knowing where we are and heading straight for us. The odds of that are extremely low. So ten days is more likely.”


    Sai sits back down, trying to calm herself into rational thought, and flips through her own reader, glancing as the details fly by.


    Kayde taps her pen on the table, and for a moment Sai wonders if she actually uses it. “So ten days before one of the scouting groups finds us. By all accounts, they generally travel in separate units to scout but use two to four units when completing objectives. Our adrium netting will help us, but I’m worried they might adapt their visual cortices and adjust it to find us. So if we can find the scouts first, that’d be great.”


    “Ten days.” Sai feels a slight stir of hope. “This could be better than we originally anticipated. It means ten more days to prepare a defense.”


    “Send out a scouting team.” James is actually present instead of actively training his men for once. Another sign of the gravity of the Damascus release. “We can send out our own detail aimed at finding their scouts and taking them down. If possible, we should aim to retrieve a kernel at that point, too. Not only will we be aware of where they are in the schedule, but we’ll also have a shot at getting that blasted device finished before we might otherwise. A few days head start could mean the world.”


    “Or it could simply mean we deplete our forces, give away our approximate position, and lead them straight to us.” Mathur seems to have aged about thirty years in the past five days. His hair is mostly salt now, little pepper to be found.


    Sai knows he’s been working tirelessly with Kayde, Jeffries, and Dom to try and get the dominos repaired to the extent that they can function normally. They have around eighty-seven of them. A paltry number compared to the approximately hundred and fifty that were created. They rest had slowly deteriorated, and many were left behind when they sought their asylum with the Exiled and Sai.


    “I know what you’re saying, Mathur.” Sai leans forward and rests her hand on his, making eye contact so he knows she means it. “But it might be worth considering. Any opportunity we have to beat them before they can kill us is a chance we have to take, no matter the risks. I’ll go with the team. If nothing else, I can scout them out psionically. Since they’re not susceptible to the gifts, they should show up as an absence of something, which means I can pinpoint them.”


    “An absence of something?” A smile tugs at Mathur’s mouth.


    She ignores him and continues. “I’ve been researching it and have come to the conclusion that they can be ‘sensed,’ just not actually seen. I realize that sounds confusing...” She tries to think of a different way to phrase it. “If you have protection against being detected, while I can’t detect tell you exactly what’s incoming, I can still tell there is a shielded something on its way. Nothing specific, but I can see an absence. Where there should be vast stretches of land, there will be pockets of nothing.”


    Mathur smiles with genuine surprise, if the way his unibrow forms is any indication. “Now that may make things a bit easier.”


    “Only a bit, mind you. And another thing...” She takes a deep breath, sure the others have already thought of this. “The sun isn’t going to affect them as much. They’re likely to attack at dawn or close to sundown. It’s something to consider, because I doubt they’re going to attack in the dark when we might have some leverage.”


    Sai sits back, suddenly very self-conscious of the sweat on her brow, and waits for their input.


    Mason leans forward, his head in his hands. “No idea how that slipped my mind.”


    James smiles. “It’s okay. I’ve had Lenlaw working on tweaking the body armor. It won’t do in a full midday sun, but at the moment it should work in the first and last rays of sunlight for the day. Probably about an hour on either end. Hopefully it’ll help, but we’ll still need breathing aids.”


    Mason sighs with relief. “That’s why you’re the guy who manages the troops.”


    James nods and smiles, patting his reader against his chest.


    For the first time that day, Sai feels like there might be some measure of hope for them.


    “Now...” Mason looks over at her. “Did I hear you volunteer to go out with a scouting party?”


    Sai suppresses a groan. “Yes, I will. As long as James gets me some of that fantastic body armor, too.” She has one of those odd gut feelings she might actually need it.


    They discuss a few more logistics, things Sai never really understands. Her focus is always on what she can actually do to help. Psionics, she can do. She’s had more training in her little pinky than most of these guys have had their whole lives. Most of them are just lucky their gifts don’t run to the strength a lot of the people at the training facility had. They’d probably have blown a few people to smithereens if they did.


    Sai does an internal check and sends a small shot of healing through her body to assuage her aching joints and belay the headache that stressing her connections is triggering. She brought up all the things she wanted to. The sun issue, the sensing what shouldn’t be there or should. It feels good to contribute but, at the same time, scary considering how much rides on her suggestions and decisions.


    She shivers, feeling like the room is suddenly cold, and her forehead breaks out in sweat that has nothing to do with being nervous. “Oh no...” she mutters, suddenly nauseous and dizzy. Something in the back of her mind laughs at her, chiding her for not having listened to Mathur when he told her take it easy.


    “But there was so much to do...” She thinks she’s talking out loud, but can’t be entirely sure. Standing doesn’t seem like a good idea, but it’s the only way she’s going to make it to her apartment. She proves herself right as her knees click out of place, crumpling a little.


    Someone scoops her up easily, and for a moment, the urge to fight it almost overwhelms her. She’s pretty sure it’s Mason but can’t open her eyes long enough for the world to stop spinning. Leaning in against his chest feels safe and comfortable, and she does her best to maintain her connections lest she lose consciousness and her legs revert to their natural weight. Mathur follows him if his accompanying tirade is anything to go by.


    “I told her not to push herself. Adjusting to those grafts is difficult and draining. They run off her own energy, so she needs to get her fitness levels up but not kill herself in the process.” She can hear him sigh and tries to reach out a hand to him


    “I’m okay,” she murmurs against Mason’s chest. He has a musty smell, like Bastian. It’s soothing. But his chest feels so frail, so thin. How is he carrying her at all?


    “You’re not okay, but you will be. We’ll drop you off so you can sleep until tomorrow. And then everything will look much brighter.”


    She struggles against Mason’s hold, but it’s a rather feeble attempt. She clings to consciousness. “I have classes...”


    “We’ll cancel those. You’re never going to teach anyone or help anyone if you’re dead now, are you?”


    Well, how can she argue with that? Deciding that she should probably listen to those around her, she snuggles into the pillow as Mason places her on her bed and doesn’t remember a thing afterward.
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    There are so many things wrong with her head when she wakes the next morning that all Sai can do is groan. It hammers and hurts, and her legs don’t seem properly attached anymore, as if she’s losing control of the grafts.


    Sai frowns and immediately regrets it. There are days, like right now, she wishes she weren’t so weak. She’s never heard of any of the others needing bed rest or hospitalization.


    Her eyes feel heavy and she lets them, frustrated at the pain in her head. Dozing off is the best solution and the only end to pain she can foresee.


    When she wakes the second time, she can hear Aishke tiptoeing around in the kitchen.


    “It’s okay, Aishke. I’m awake.” Even the sound of the words makes her head pulse, and a darkness falls over her mind like a shadow. This is not going to be a good day. With great effort, she maneuvers herself into a sitting position and leans over to her nightstand to fish out some of the pain medication she was given to go with the grafts. Right now the mental exertion of applying healing through her system would probably backfire and trigger a reaction headache.


    Aishke pushes her door open and stands at the entrance, playing with her hands while she waits for Sai to speak.


    “I don’t suppose you could get me some water?”


    Ash nods and is back several seconds later with a glass. “Are you okay? If you’re hurting, you have to call Kayde and she’ll come and take a look at you. Mathur said your grafts are acting up and will cause severe pain.”


    Sai shakes her head and immediately regrets it. “No, it’s my head that’s hurting and hurting something bad.”


    Aishke’s face pales. “Exactly. You have grafts in your...brain, too. For that, I need to call Mathur. Don’t move, he’ll be over soon. And don’t take anything yet just in case he doesn’t want you to. It might interfere with something or other.” She vanishes again, only to return about a minute later.


    “I have to stay with you,” she says apologetically and perches on the end of the bed. “He said I had to make sure you stayed awake.”


    Sai wonders if she should let them know she woke up earlier and went back to sleep. It’s probably relevant. She’ll mention it to Mathur when he...


    ...walks into the room.


    “Wow. That was, like, fast.”


    Mathur laughs. “I would pretend it was, but I happened to be having some food close by.”


    Sai laughs, ignoring the pain in her head, ignoring the subtle darkness tugging at her, whispering in her mind to tell everyone to get the hell away. “Glad you were close.” She sighs and massages her temples. It hurts so bad she feels like her head is going to explode.


    “Until you set out on that scouting mission,” Mathur says, “you need to get eight hours sleep per night. At least. You are having a reactionary headache from the work we did to adjust and add to your brain’s neural pathways. You are still healing. Under normal conditions, anyone else who had undergone this process would have required up to three months’ rest and rehabilitation. While your own ability to heal has helped, you have still had to adapt much faster than you should have.”


    He pushes her back down gently and hands her a pain pill to swallow with the water still in her hand. “Now go to sleep again. One day isn’t going to make a huge difference for everyone else’s abilities, but it will for yours. You need to be rested when you set out on your scouting mission, understood?”


    “Yes,” she answers softly and closes her eyes, knowing it’s useless to argue, knowing she should probably tell him she woke earlier or even about the strange presence in her head. Maybe not about it; it sounds sort of crazy. “I hate feeling like an invalid.”


    “You’re not, Sai. You’ll never be one. I’ve never seen anyone less victim-like than you.” She can feel the smile in his voice.


    “Maybe a little more rest isn’t a bad thing.”


    She doesn’t even hear the door close before she falls asleep.
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    Sai opens her eyes and feels refreshed for the first time since her accident. Her connections are smooth and only spread a dull ache through her body, and her head doesn’t hurt. In fact, she feels as good as new, perhaps better. That weird presence is gone. Perhaps it was just her fatigue.


    Making it out into the living room was probably a mistake. As much as Aishke acts grown up, she wasn’t raised in an environment where she had to pick up after herself, and after almost two days of being left to her own devices, it shows.


    Sai groans. In a way she’s happy to be brought back down to reality right now. Otherwise she might start to cry when she realizes they’re all probably going to die harsh, grisly deaths. The next several days are going to bring nothing but blood, sweat, and tears.


    “And eight hours sleep a night,” she reminds herself as she tosses clothes into the hamper and dishes into the sink.


    “Oh, you’re awake?” Aishke emerges from the second bedroom, rubbing her eyes, still dressed in a pink nightshirt with teddy bears all over it.


    Sai suppresses a giggle. “The disarray of the house was calling out to me and giving me nightmares.”


    “Ha. Ha. Very funny. Not.” Aishke glares at her briefly before the expression softens and she asks, “Are you feeling okay? No headaches? No normal aches?”


    “No aches at all. I feel surprisingly refreshed.” Sai smiles and holds out the last two cups for Aishke to take off her hands. After all, the ache in her legs is nothing compared to what it usually was. “I would, however, like to pull on some clothes.”


    It doesn’t take long to get dressed, but loose pants feel odd over her legs all of a sudden and she ends up opting for form-fitting leggings. They’re a soft and breathable sports material, and considering adrium needs some sort of air around it, it’s probably a good idea for them. Besides, sometimes it just feels like she could walk around with nothing covering them.


    “I’m going to grab breakfast and go for a slow jog around the perimeter,” she calls out to Aishke, who is clattering around in the kitchen. “Want to join me?”


    For an answer, she hears the bedroom door slam shut hurriedly and smiles to herself.


    Aishke is finished just as Sai pops the last bite of food into her mouth. “Ah, ready I see.” The girl nods, and they head out on their run.


    Sai concentrates on placing her feet correctly, on the connections with her legs and her body, on making sure her form and posture are perfect. Every few feet, she sends small shots of energy through her body, keeping it whole, working the connections. It’s hard to constantly think about something that used to come so easily to her. Three laps is enough for a start.


    Mason is waiting for them when they get back to the apartment. He glances at Aishke and frowns. “You’re going to be late if you don’t hurry. I’ll be at my lab in twenty minutes. We’ll work on section C of the exercises Bastian sent for you.”


    She grabs food from the cupboard and ducks out of the apartment, yelling her goodbyes.


    “And you—” Mason points a finger at Sai “—James is waiting for you or will be in about twenty minutes. He wants to start the formation drills he’s come up with. At our best guess, we think we have another eight days before our scouting mission will be necessary.”


    “What if they find us before?”


    “Then we’re just going to have to adapt, aren’t we?”
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    Sai fidgets. She can’t seem to keep her hands at her sides. Everything smells too good, seems too bright. Her senses are heightened and her anxiety is off the charts. And the shadow lingers around the edges of her awareness again, making her second-guess her fitness levels.


    She checks her body armor for the eightieth time and is equally relieved to find it all in place. This is important. Scouting to pre-empt being found might be risky, but if all they do is sit and wait they’ll be found in a matter of days anyway. Mason places a hand on her shoulder, and she yelps a little. Not having been ready for physical contact of any kind, she sidles out from it.


    “Damn it.” She breathes out and in, trying to calm herself.


    “We’re going to be fine, Sai.”


    She nods, not believing a word he says. From his appearance, neither does he.


    “In about twenty minutes, we’re going to load into our transporter and scout.”


    Again, Sai nods, not trusting herself to speak. If she opens her mouth, she’ll probably start laughing hysterically, because right now, she feels a little hysterical. Well, that’s a lie—she feels a lot hysterical.


    “We’re going to stick together and scout from our different stations to see if we can see what’s coming. You scout in your way and tell us if you find a spot where there isn’t something that shouldn’t be.”


    The odd form of explanation makes Sai laugh, and it feels good to get out a bit of the pent-up tension. “Thanks,” she mumbles. “I needed that. I’m wound so tight I think I’ll break if I’m not careful.”


    Mason looks at her gravely, his blue eyes a shade darker than usual. “I’m afraid you’ll break anyway.” He pats her shoulder again briefly.


    “I’ll be fine.” And she will be because he made her say it. It was like someone having faith in her multiplied her chances of survival. She glances around at the other eight members of the team. There are ten of them in total, and she’s worried they won’t be enough. Against five Damascus and a Hound? With no domino ready to go with them yet? Who on earth thought this was a good idea? But she knows the answer, because she put the idea in their heads herself.


    Their plan is to separate each member of the unit and take them out that way. They’re stronger unified than they are separately. It’s like they multiply in strength when they travel as a pack.


    “It’s going to be crowded in that transport.” She wishes the dominos were ready, but they’re not. Not by a long shot. Mathur tried, but his best guesstimate is about another two weeks. They’re going to have to hold out that long, no matter what.


    “You ready, Sai?” Mason asks quietly.


    She wants to answer something like I was born ready, but the words stick in her throat, so she just nods instead.


    “Excellent. Then let’s be on our way.”


    It truly is crowded in the transport. She knew she was right but hadn’t thought she’d be quite this right. Luckily, her station is up in the passenger seat next to the pilot. Gives her the great advantage of not being stuck like sardines in a can with the eight hulking, brutish guys selected to be the brawn of the operation. And probably follow her to certain death, but in some scenarios, that’s the better way to go out in this encounter.


    No one speaks. They’re all too busy manning their binoculars, trying to focus through the glass and sand beyond to see what’s out there. Perhaps a dust cloud, perhaps some other sort of movement under moonlight—she’s not entirely sure. All she knows is unless they’re close to them, they’ll never see them in this barren land of dust storms and tumbleweeds.


    But maybe she can feel them. For hours and hours they drive, barely clearing the ground as they hover their way through the deserts of the UC. It’s dark outside, and night vision only lends so much aid. While their transport shields them from the sun, traveling during the day depletes reserve energy too quickly, so they wait the hottest moments out in their tin can. It makes her wonder how the Damascus travel. Do they have a vehicle? Will that vehicle also register as a black hole with her psionics?


    So far, there’s no trace of anything suspicious. It’s not until the end of the second day that something untoward pops up.


    She sits up suddenly and signals for Mason to stop the transport. After a minute or so of concentration, she points off to her left. “They’re that way. About a seven miles out.” The silence in the transport shifts to anticipation for everyone except Sai. The unease in her stomach flitters all the way up to her chest, making it constrict. She has to force herself to breathe evenly instead of gasp, and suddenly she’s afraid for her life.


    Mason powers the engines down so that they’re gliding more than traveling. The constant dust rising off the surrounding plains can be tricky to navigate through. This part of the terrain used to be Kansas farmland, so there aren’t many pitfalls or mountains they can run into, just ruins of old turbines, some left over wood that’s almost dust, and the occasional nocturnal scavenger trying to uncover something from the sunburned landscape.


    A few miles later they stop, and Mason adjusts his goggle settings and points directly in front of them. “There—see that?”


    Sai squints a little, trying to adjust her own goggles, and gasps when they finally click. It feels like she can reach out and touch them, even though she’s fully aware they’re still a couple of miles distant. They’re sitting around in a camp-style formation, an odd parody of humans. One of them stands and the others follow suit, doing a strange stretch of solid metallic limbs as they start to pack up their belongings.


    It makes sense they’d do their traveling by night and need to seek shelter during the worst hours of the day. The setting sun casts strange shadows behind them as they move.


    “If we’re fast, we can surprise them before they pack up and come for us.” She squeezes the words out, still trying to get past their appearance. For some reason, she’d expected them to look like Dom—or, at least, similar to him since they were the first leg of the project.


    But they’re nothing like him. Where Dom attempts to appear and pass for human, it’s like the Damascus revel in their differences. They have to be at least seven feet tall, adrium intricately woven around parody of a human exoskeleton, there’s something inherently end-of-the-world robotic about them.


    Some still have remnants of the experimental human elements used in their construction—a glimpse of dried skin here and there, a tuft of hair—but that’s where any human semblance ceases. Their eyes are bright mechanical orange pinpricks in the night, and though they don’t seem to verbally communicate, their actions speak of some sort of inherent hierarchy and plan.


    “This is bad. Mason, this is bad.” She watches the Hound as it sticks to its master’s shadow in perfect synchronicity. The lieutenant is formidable—the same as the rest but somehow stockier, built to last. The others are the fodder that strays in front of him. He’s the last stand.


    Sai feels panic rise in her, a gut feeling she’s not sure they should ignore. “We need to turn and run now. We don’t have a hope against them, Mason.” She turns to him, trying to make her fears known.


    He glances back into the main cabin, at the eight men they have with them, weapons and all. His brow furrows, and he looks back at her, tired bags hanging like hammocks under his eyes. “What makes you say that? These guys have been training their whole lives for something like this.”


    She blinks. “You can’t see them? You can’t feel that power? There is nothing human left in them. They’re machines—all they want is to fulfill their orders and gain autonomy. We want to keep the lieutenant’s head intact. All they want to do is rip us apart.” She takes a deep breath and focuses, scanning.


    The patrol stops its strange ritual of packing, and their heads move as one in her general direction. Slowly, their bodies maneuver to join their gazes. And Sai knows.


    “They know we’re here,” she whispers, terrified. “We’re not going to have the slightest element of surprise...” Her voice trails off and she feels numb.


    “It’s okay, Sai. We’re not all psionics, and we have weapons.” The transport stops and the men in the back move, quickly gathering up the pieces they’ll need. One of them walks over to the front. The name on his badge says Draylin.


    He smiles at Sai and salutes her. “It’ll be fine, miss. James has been training us for years for something like this. Just do what you can, if you can do anything.”


    “Just the Hound,” Sai mumbles. “I can only help with the Hound. The others can’t hear me.” The shadow leaks over her vision for a second, and she pushes at it, unable to afford it any thought right now. Her stomach clenches, and a sudden wave of nausea threatens to overwhelm her. Something about this is terribly wrong.


    Draylin nods and motions the others to follow as Mason opens the hatch. There will be no ambush; there will only be battle. Sai stands up and follows, wondering what on earth sort of weapons these men have that they’re not terrified of the death machines in front of them.


    The Exiled fire the first shot, a huge, booming fireball streaking straight for the head of one of the Damascus. It rips clean off, sparks flying, and lands about fifty feet away as ringing starts in Sai’s ears.


    Sai watches the head roll briefly against the cracked ground. “Those sorts of weapons.” Things that could never be used in a city, ones that would make the artificial air catch on fire. But out here, the only thing to catch fire are their enemies.


    Her feeling of relief is short-lived, though. The Hound reacts immediately and runs toward her. She takes her eyes off it just for a second to realize one of the Damascus is already in the fray with the soldiers, and when she turns her attention back, the Hound isn’t not there—until it’s right in her face.


    Only her speed saves her from what would have been a rather nasty clawing. Its eyes hold intelligence, and from what she just saw, the little buggers can phase, at least for short distances. She struggles to turn around in time to avoid yet another attack and is suddenly grateful for the rigid training she’s been doing.


    Even the speed her new legs provide her with is barely enough to stay ahead of the Hound. All of her moves are defensive as she faces off with it. The smell is atrocious, almost overwhelming, and the weight of their consciousness weighs heavily on her mind. So much she’s loathe to try and connect with it. There’s a distinct possibility she’ll lose herself in whatever abyss of darkness their thoughts leak into if she does.


    Finding an opening proves decidedly difficult, but an inhuman scream off to the right makes the Hound turn its head just long enough for her to aim a perfect kick at its suddenly exposed neck. She puts all the force she can behind it, not only psionic, but her newfound physical strength as well, focusing all her strength.


    The snap is sickening, and for a few moments, the Hound tries to fight its fate before it topples to the ground.


    She smoothes bedraggled hair out of her face, suddenly feeling several scrapes and cuts she didn’t realize she’d received during the fight. But the pain fades away when her brain finally registers the battlefield in front of her.


    There are parts of Damascus lying around, sparking and fizzing as the last of their power finds no conduit to latch onto. It’s hard to focus on that, though, when there are other parts—softer parts, human parts—lying around in the same vicinity. So many more human parts than machine. She swallows and wishes she hadn’t as the stench of blood winds its way down to her bowels.


    Sai stumbles a few steps as she orients herself and looks over to the clang of single combat. Only two of the soldiers are left, and they stand in front of Mason, fighting off the final two Damascus, apparently ignoring the bodies of their troop in pieces around them. Their efforts are feeble and ill-matched against the brute force possessed by their opponents, but their actions are valiant and all to protect the prone form of Mason, who’s bleeding from a terrible gash to his upper thigh. Only four of them left. There’s no way they can stand up to two Damascus—no way.


    Draylin severs the spine of the remaining Damascus soldier with a strange, saw-like device, but the lieutenant brings down a heavy, iron hand onto the nape of Draylin’s neck.


    “No!” Sai screams. She runs toward them—too late. The crunch echoes in her head, and Sai falls to the ground, hands over her ears. Her breath comes fast, a rushing rumble to her ears, and she remembers what it was like to feel the power coursing through her when it first awakened, when she faced her final exam, recalls what it felt like to just let it roar out. Shadows dance at the edges of her vision, beckoning her, calling to her.


    As the last member of their team stands valiantly above Mason and Draylin’s body, Sai knows if the Damascus lieutenant lands another hit, they’re all dead. She closes her eyes, reaches down in desperation, and opens the floodgates.
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    The surface underneath her is hard and unforgiving and extremely uneven. She cracks her eyes open and groans as she tries to move. Every single bone in her body aches, including her legs, which aren’t really her legs, are they? Gone is the rejuvenation of this morning, yesterday, whenever... Everything is hazy. As she pushes herself upright, her eyes adjust to her surroundings. It’s still dark, but the light is starting to show at the bottom of the horizon. The sun will be up in a couple of hours. At least she wasn’t out for long or she’d have been burned to a crisp.


    It wasn’t a nightmare; everything she remembers is real. Nausea threatens to overwhelm her as she takes in the carnage. Body parts, both human and machine, litter the ground, scattered for hundreds of yards. It’s amazing what a mess seven humans, five machines, and a construct can make.


    Sai rises slowly to her feet, ignoring the caked blood down the left side of her body, seeping through the armor, and hobbles over to where Mason lies on the ground, his chest rising shallowly. With a light touch of her finger, she focuses as much as she can and encourages his body to heal, just a little faster. Even with her own reduced ability, she frowns at his sluggish response. It takes longer than anticipated and her sigh of relief is involuntary as his chest finally evens out, breaths coming less shallow now.


    It must have worked. That last-ditch, insane effort looks like it worked. She walks a few feet and kneels down by the other soldier. He’s caked in blood, but his chest still moves, very slightly. She reaches forward to try and trickle the remnants of her energy into the man’s wounds. There’s barely anything left in her reserves, and she has to divert some of it to her joints, but it fixes enough that he’ll be fine until she finds a first aid kit.


    First, she has to check the lieutenant. She keeps herself carefully facing away from the brunt of the carnage and approaches the hulking piece of metal.


    The head lies not far from the body and appears melted in ways it wasn’t before. She sighs and picks it up, walking slowly back to the transport, desperately conscious of the way her feet are dragging. It’s like her body knows she needs to replenish her psionic energy. She glares at the head again, highly doubtful they’ll be able to do anything with the kernel inside it. Perhaps some tests can be performed to figure out exactly what it is they can and can’t do in order to retrieve one.


    It takes her longer than she’d like to clean and bind the wounds of the only other two people left alive. Her reserves are tapped, barely enough to help her power her legs, and it’s all she can do to keep it together. Every response is sluggish, and if she stops too long, the pounding in her head will lull her into sleep. Rigging the litter to get them into the transport takes a while, but the longer they stay here, the more danger there is of another team of Damascus turning up, and she doesn’t have the ability to do anything miraculous again. She’s not even sure she understands how she did it in the first place.


    Making them as comfortable as she can, Sai climbs into the pilot seat and looks blankly at the controls. There has to be some way for her to do this. Casting her mind back, she tries to remember the movements Dom would make when he drove her to her old assignments. Her head aches, and she knows in the pit of her stomach how lucky they were to have any survivors. Without her desperately draining action, they’d all be dead.


    After several false starts, she engages the engines and flips the shields on, hoping they’ll hold because none of them have time to wait for the dark. She sets the navigator to trace back to Alpha, relieved to have pulled them all back in the transport before the sun hit its most destructive stage.
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    Since the awakening of the Damascus, the streets are empty and most of the shops have been cleaned out of their wares. People aren’t taking any chances at a repeat of the Psionic Wars. They’re not risking the Damascus turning on their makers. The GNW are apparently the only stupid people around. Dom grins, both amused by his thoughts and glad that, for once, they’re not being slickly intertwined with the darkness inside.


    All he has to do is survive long enough to defeat the Damascus and let people be free. Simple enough.


    He shakes his head and clears his thoughts, maneuvering his body to get a better view of the new and extremely nervous replacement for Davis and Selwyn. Owen is anxious, so much that others seem to sense his anxiety levels and steer clear of him. But for all his strange social awkwardness, the man is brilliant. Potentially equal to Mathur.


    Dom decides he likes the guy. After all, it’s really Dom’s fault that he landed this position. He pulls in on himself, shies away from most people, even Harlow. And unless he’s talking about his precious technology, he withdraws into himself. Any people who bully him won’t do it for long. Dom’s been having a lot of fun with his own ability to not be seen.


    It’s been easy to keep an eye on all the ingoing and outgoing communications since the Damascus scouts were released. Owen is a night owl for obvious reasons; the Damascus can’t scout in daylight—or, at least, not during high noon. Dom has always wondered why humans still insist on night as the sleeping time and day as the active one. Really, they should have adapted to the fact that the sun was no longer anyone’s friend, not in its unfiltered state. Although maybe it was the whole protected Dome atmosphere.


    Any other thoughts on the subject go out the window as Owen scrambles over to one of the feeds. The images are jumbled and the readout is going haywire, but there is no doubt that the Damascus are engaging some of the Exiled.


    The information streams constantly, providing weapon statistics, power, firearms, armor types, and a count of how many people are there. The smallest among them is dismissed as an assured casualty, while the others move onto the armed soldiers.


    He follows the battle until only the lieutenant is left standing, facing down two men, both injured. Then a pulse hits him, a bright, violent, and heated force. The transmission ends and the readings flat line.


    Dom stares at the screen, trying to make sense of it, before creeping out of the room and making his way to see Bastian.


    For your own safety, please do not leave your designated areas. Report any unauthorized personnel immediately. Remember, the future of GNW depends on you.


    Dom barely resists the urge to jump in surprise. It’s the first time he can remember noticing it, and now the mantra plays on repeat in his head. This isn’t right. Something is extremely wrong. The Damascus appear to be stronger, more ruthless, for having rested. If that pulse hadn’t hit, the whole delegation would have been killed with 1.5 Damascus left standing. Perhaps it lies in the exact language of the new directive they were fed. Eliminate all of the Exiled and reacquire the source of Shine.


    “Damn,” he mutters under his breath and is relieved to see no one in the corridors to hear him.


    Bastian’s shields are far more complex and detailed than they were before Selwyn sent Nimue to spy on him. But Dom is attuned to them and it’s easier for him to enter than others. The only problem is that, to the security recordings outside of Bastian’s quarters, it would appear the doors opened for no good reason, so he needs to alert Bastian. Luckily for Dom, he’s still awake.


    The door swings open, and Bastian’s head pops out to look either way and frown theatrically for the cameras while Dom slips in undetected.


    With the door shut firmly behind them, Bastian sighs. “You really need to figure out a better way into my quarters.”


    “Sure,” Dom says calmly. “I’ll just scale the outside of the building next time and break through a nice thick pane of glass.”


    “Don’t be silly.” Bastian ushers Dom into his living quarters. There’s a tired pull to his voice, as if the dearth of sleep is finally catching up to him. “You’ll set off the alarms if you do that.”


    Dom smiles, a more relaxed smile than he’s managed lately. He still has difficulty with emotional expressions, but the parasite is getting easier to coexist with. “The Damascus found what I think to be a scouting troop of our own. Everything was going about how I’d expect it to when the lieutenant was taken out by a brilliant pulse of some kind. I mean, white-hot, something I’ve never seen before. Not even in all the history Mathur crowded into my head.”


    Bastian frowns, and his eyes seem dull, his reactions slowed. “What exactly was it like?”


    Dom shrugs, intent on studying his friend. “I don’t know. It’s hard to describe. He was about to wipe out the last couple of people and all of a sudden was hit by something big and shiny that ripped him apart. I’d suggest you get the recording off Owen.”


    For a brief second, Bastian draws himself back to the man he’s always been—sure of himself and everything around him. “I’ll see to it. You might want to go and see how they’re doing. I’m going to need to know anything they’ve discovered that can help me help them.”
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    The Mobile is bustling with activity when Dom arrives. He leaves Mele safely in the parking bay and makes his way to Mathur’s quarters. Several hours away from the city, even as fast as Mele can travel, isn’t nearly far enough out. Dom frowns at the risk.


    The sun is high in the sky, so he’s is surprised when he finds Mathur’s quarters dark. “Mathur?” he calls out tentatively. “Mat, you’ve got to wake up. Something bad has happened.”


    The old man isn’t there. Perhaps he’s in his lab. He couldn’t have been so stupid as to go with the scouting team. That would be absurd.


    He finds his creator hunched over his workstation, fiddling with some sort of scalpel-type instrument at the base of a domino’s skull. Jeffries murmurs instructions at him from off to the side.


    Dom clears his throat to get attention, while trying his best not to eye what looks like his twin laid prone on the table like an experiment.


    “Dom?” Mathur scrunches up his brow as if confused by his appearance. “I thought you were...well, not here.”


    “You sent out a scouting mission?” Dom doesn’t have time to make small talk. In fact, he has no time to do anything. “Already?”


    “Well, yes.” Mathur puts down the instrument.


    “I need to get Sai. We can go out and see if any of them survived.”


    “What?” The color drains from Mathur’s face, and he sits himself in the chair at his desk. “What do you mean, survived?”


    Dom shrugs. Impatience encourages the darker part of him, and it’s all he can do to push it down. “Pretty much the exact definition. Your scouting team encountered the Damascus scouting team, but there may be a couple of the Exiled still alive. Sai can come and get them with me—about half of her isn’t as susceptible to the heat. And she can help heal them.”


    “Dom...” A layer of sweat breaks out on Mathur’s forehead. “Sai was with them. Sai and Mason.”


    “What?” Dom quickly quashes the fear that rises inside, the anger that threatens to let the darkness claim him, and recalculates a few things in his head. “How far did you send them out?”


    “About eighteen hours,” Jeffries interjects, apparently aware that Mathur isn’t completely up to speed at the moment. “We sent them north for in an E-27 model transport.”


    Dom nods. About ten hours in Mele. “If they managed to get back into the transport and leave, they should be here by midnight. If not...it doesn’t matter when we find them, they’ll all be dead.” He refuses to let himself think about it any further than that. There’s not a lot to be done but go and figure what can be salvaged. If Sai... He stops himself. He can’t have saved her for this to happen; she has to be there. He needs her to survive.


    “I’ll head out in Mele. If I can tow them back or help in anyway, I will. If I can’t find them, we know what happened.” He doesn’t tell them about the brilliant fiery pulse or the smaller person the lieutenant had dismissed as already dead. Dom is certain that, if Sai were dead, he’d know it before anyone had to tell him.


    “You’ll need medical assistance,” Jeffries pipes up, his own face a little pale and pasty.


    Dom just shakes his head. “I have some medical training. Emergency first aid, anyway. Unless you want to come with me, Doctor, I can’t afford a hold up. I’ll leave as soon as we’re done talking here.”


    “I’ll go grab my things while you wrap it up, then.” And he’s out of the door before Dom can protest.


    “We’ll leave now. Let the others know, and you need to hide better.” Dom takes a long hard look at Mathur. “The survivors will be fine, and we’ll grow stronger from the knowledge they’ve gained.”


    The older man doesn’t move, just sighs and focuses on his fingers, suddenly appearing far older than he actually is.


    “Mathur.” Dom knows he doesn’t really have the time, but he needs to make it anyway. “None of this was anyone’s fault. It seemed like a good idea, and had they not apparently gained in strength during their stasis, the normal weapons and a decent ratio would have been sound. For future reference, you’ll probably want to opt for three men per Damascus, trained in unison with each other. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


    He doesn’t wait for an answer, just motions Jeffries to follow him down to Mele. Neither of them speak a word until they leave the bay, follow the path of the transport taken by Mason’s scouting group.


    “What are the odds they made it into the transport before the sun was up too long? Those suits won’t protect them for long after sunrise...” Jeffries voice trails off, uncertainty obvious.


    “It was about two o’clock this morning when the final pulse hit the fight. I’m hoping they could at least crawl to the transport.” Dom isn’t quite sure whether or not he should mention the lieutenant’s dismissal of who he hopes was Sai.


    “Final pulse?”


    There’s an odd note to Jeffries’ tone that Dom can’t place. He files it away and tries to explain a little better. “Flash of bright light of some sort.”


    “Could be a number of things,” Jeffries states, more to himself than to Dom, probably not quite aware of just how acute Dom’s hearing actually is. “So they may have had time.”


    He chooses to ignore the doctor and concentrate on locating Mason’s transport using Mele’s scanner. The signal is easier to pinpoint than he anticipated, and he adjusts their direction accordingly. Attempting audio contact doesn’t work, and he tries to push back at the encroaching darkness. If he were more human, he’d think it was panic. Sai would say he’s more human than most. The thought catches him unaware, and he has to clench his jaw to refocus.


    The transport isn’t traveling as fast as it should be and is apparently weaving a little. Dom frowns and leans forward, placing a hand directly on the steering console of Mele, hoping to lend her the urgency of the situation. He’s fully aware she’s not sentient, but sometimes it feels like she truly responds to him. The only problem now is figuring out how to get on board the other vehicle once they catch up to it—and masking their trail as well as possible.


    It takes a few hours for him to get within range of the transport, and the sun is just starting to set. Overriding their controls from within Mele proves challenging but completely possible. A few minutes later he pulls up next to the vehicle and brings his own to a complete standstill.


    Motioning the doctor to stay behind him, Dom opens the doors and waits for it to clear. He can see across into the other transport and can’t help frown as he closes the distance. Something is wrong. A dull and coppery smell, like lingering death, assaults his senses and teases the parasite within. The lights are dim, almost as if it’s running on reserve power, and the black haze around his vision as he fights that part of himself lends it an ominous miasma.


    He can hear Jeffries several feet behind him, wariness evident in each step the man takes. Dom frets about the survivors, and the darkness threatens to take over his vision numerous times on the short walk across the sand. They were limping back home much slower than they should have been. There’s no time to check the vehicle’s propulsion, but it may have been damaged by the conflict. He hopes Bastian has managed to interfere in the data transmitted.


    If he could have gut feelings, this one would be bad. His eyes make out two forms in the main seating area of the transport. They’re lying on the floor, bandages tied crudely, obviously in a hurry. He smells blood, lots of it, and hurries to the side of the first man, not sensing any immediate danger.


    Mason is pale, sweating profusely, his heartbeat far too faint for someone his size. Dom motions Jeffries over. “Can you fix him up enough that we can get him home?”


    Jeffries grimaces and kneels down next to Mason, checking his temperature, pulse, and then scanning his wounds. The leg wound is obviously the worst, having soaked through pretty much all of the bandage that also seems to be serving as a tourniquet. He shrugs uneasily. “Perhaps. Give me a few and check on the rest of the transport. Odds are the pilot isn’t in good shape, either.”


    Dom nods and moves to the other body. This one appears to be in slightly better shape. Not quite as knocked up, but still bleeding sluggishly from several gashes all over his body, not to mention the baseball-sized shiner he has on his forehead. The name on the uniform is obscured by blood. Walstein or something similar. Another survivor who can at least tell them what happened out there.


    He looks toward the console and suppresses his immediate reaction. The arm hanging from the side of the pilot’s chair is slender and familiar, and the blood-caked hair dangling down to tickle her fingers is stiff and dirty. Slowly, he moves up to the chair. If she’s sleeping, he doesn’t want to wake her quite yet, and if she’s not, he doesn’t think he’s ready to know that quite yet, either.


    She’s a sight. The grafts on her legs shine through her tattered armor, telling him her brain function is trying so hard to heal whatever damage she sustained that the adrium isn’t taking on the guise she usually gives it. There are about four sections of her body armor, especially on the left-hand side of her midsection, that are in shreds.


    “Hound,” he mutters, knowing instantly she was the one stuck fighting the beast and suddenly the lieutenant’s dismissal makes far too much sense.


    Dom can still hear Jeffries fiddling around with bandages and pain salves behind him, and he kneels next to Sai for a moment. She’s alive. From the rise and fall of her chest, she is most definitely alive. The relief Dom feels is something he doesn’t quite know how to deal with.


    He touches her head and pulls the longer strands of hair away from it, wincing at the way some of it is embedded in a few fresh scabs on her face. That’s not going to be pretty. Even if she manages to heal herself, some of that scarring will probably remain.


    Her eyes flicker open, and he tenses, waiting. It takes a couple of seconds for her to focus on his face, and her smile is so full of relief that the tension flees from his body.


    “Dom,” she croaks out, her hand gently gripping his forearm, her voice raspy and dry. “They okay?”


    Her first thought is for the others, and that’s when Dom realizes just what the light was. Even though it shouldn’t be possible, even though he has no idea how she managed to direct it, that pulsing fire was her.


    “Shh,” he says and scoops her up in his arms without any effort. She leans in, warm against his chest, comfortable...right. “Jeffries is here. Mason and Walstein are going to be fine, and I’m pretty sure your botched first aid is helped them survive so far. On the bright side, you didn’t get burned to a crisp by the sun.” He can’t help the chatter; it’s a nervous reaction. She almost died, and then nothing would have been okay, nothing would have been right. Not ever again. Her weight in his arms soothes and keeps the darkness at bay—so much that he doesn’t want to put her down, doesn’t want to let her go ever again.


    “You really have to stop doing this almost-dying thing, you know,” he jokes, trying to drown out his own desperation, and looks down to realize she’s fallen back asleep. He lays her down in Mele’s passenger seat and sets about attaching the tow to Mason’s transport. By the time he’s rigged the exhausts to expel enough air to obscure their tracks, Jeffries needs his help getting the other two back to Mele’s cabin.


    It’s extremely crowded once everyone is onboard, but overall Dom is fairly happy with the progress. Jeffries examines Sai and frowns.


    “You shouldn’t have moved her before I got to look at her. She has some fractured ribs and bad blood loss, not to mention something wrong with her head at the moment. Major reactionary headache.”


    Dom nods. “Sorry, we had to get out of there. Damascus will be scouring the area shortly, if they haven’t started already. If we don’t get back soon, we not only run the risk of losing three people, we also run the risk of them picking up our heat signatures and thereby losing whole Mobiles.”


    And the litany repeats in his head—that no matter what, he will never risk losing Sai again.
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    Dom stands in Mathur’s kitchen while his creator digests the information. Compact and well-appointed, it has the necessary amenities. His eyes stray over the stainless surfaces and clinical feel. Even here, Mathur’s touch is obvious.


    “But that is not possible, Dom.” The old man sips a cup of tea and eyes him with complete disbelief.


    “Then you tell me what happened.” Dom crosses his arms and waits.


    Mathur chuckles. “Sadly, I have no clue, but I do not believe it is possible to recreate the original burst a gift causes when it awakens, not to mention channeling that much power into one concentrated and aimed effort. Really, Dom, if I did not know better, I would say you were going senile on me.”


    “There’s no other explanation.”


    “But there may be. Let Mason and Walstein get through their operations and recovery and we can begin asking them. In the meantime, help Gregory up in navigation plot the best possible paths we can take to avoid the Damascus and throw them off so we are not sitting ducks.” Mathur turns back to his small stove, white hair swaying gently with the flow of filtered air, an obvious dismissal.


    “Not yet,” Dom mumbles as he walks out of the room, frustrated at Mathur’s lack of urgency. And then it strikes him—his mentor, creator, whatever else he is, is on the verge of giving up. Just short of leaving the corridor, he turns around and enters the apartment again to find the old man with his head buried in his hands, tears running down his face as he looks up, startled.


    “You can’t give up, Mathur. People depend on you to have the answers for them.”


    “But I do not. I never expected this as a level of retaliation. In my head, they would slowly lose the hold they had as they lost the control over their laboratory subjects, and the rest of the population would start to truly realize the broadcast they saw was real.” He shakes his head and stands up. His eyes are more sunken than usual, and his movements somewhat stilted.


    “Do not mind me. These are just the silly ramblings of a tired old man, Dom. Do you know...” He pauses and closes his eyes for just a moment. “Do you know what the Exiled were when I came here?”


    “They were...the Exiled?” Dom asks, not quite understanding.


    “Yes,” Mathur chuckles. “They were definitely that, but they were also a broken group of people. The war left them astounded, immobile, lacking in hope. The GNW had not only turned an army of machines against them, an army that was supposed to protect people, but they had also had troops infuse Shine into their waterways and food sources. For three weeks, none of the Exiled’s psionics had abilities that were remotely useable. Many of them were picked off by the Damascus, hence the weakened line of abilities we see among them now.”


    He pushes himself back on the couch and looks up at Dom. “We have had many people escape the cities for a better life among the Exiled, even before I started the project to build these Mobiles. Do you know how little we actually need money? These did not cost us anything more than willing people who wanted a better way of life and were willing to put in the hard labor necessary. The resources, the planning, the technology—all of this was will power.” He gestures vaguely around them.


    “So much of what you’ve done is a fantastic achievement. That’s why you can’t let them see you down, Mathur, do you understand? You have to be strong for all these people who depend on you.” Tact has never been Dom’s strong point, and he hopes that, for once, his knowledge of people doesn’t fail his intentions.


    “Such kind words. You know, I always hoped but never thought you would exhibit the range of emotions you can. Anger, maybe, but not the rest.” He sighs and chuckles a little. “But I digress again. These people deserve more than an ending at the hands of the Damascus, and I need your help with the other dominos to make that a possibility. They are all I can think of that will not fall easily.”


    “If Sai’s ability to tap into...whatever she tapped into can be replicated, then don’t you think everyone’s can? I know it’s not an answer, but it can perhaps become one of the solutions.” The desperation inside him is clawing to get out through his eyes or let the darkness take control of him. Dom fights it, some of his turmoil leaking into the words.


    Mathur shakes his head. “We are not going to know anything until they wake up. Go help Gregory, and I will fetch you as soon as any of them are awake.”


    Dom resists the urge to growl at his maker and leaves the room.
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    The following morning brings almost permanent frustration.


    “I don’t work like that, Mathur,” Dom says for what seems like the twentieth time in as many minutes. The old man ignores him and continues to tinker just beneath the hairline of the prone domino in front of him.


    “I made you. I do think that I know what it is I do.” Mathur’s own repetition has become clipped, his impatience shining through.


    “Well, I am me, so you know...” Dom leaves it hanging and is surprised by a slight chuckle from Mathur.


    “Sai has definitely influenced you. In a good way.” But he still goes back to doing exactly the opposite of Dom’s suggestion. Dom’s thoughts are cut short when Iria interrupts them, out of breath as she hangs onto the doorframe.


    “They’re awake,” she says as she gulps down air. “Just Mason and Walstein, not Sai,” she adds when Dom smiles. He resists the urge to scowl and heads to the hospital wing with Mathur.


    “You look like crap,” he says to Mason and nods at Walstein, not entirely sure of the young man’s experiences or loyalties.


    Mason tries to smile, only to cringe as his jaw is still healing. His skin appears loose, like he no longer fits into it, and the shadows under his eyes are deeper. He appears to be worse than when they picked him up.


    “Stephen said you have questions.” The words come out partially slurred, obscured by the drugs pumping into his system through the small dispenser attached to his arm.


    “How are you not dead?”


    “Sai.” Mason shrugs, even though it’s obvious it causes him pain. “She screamed and this white, hot light exploded around her, catapulted into the lieutenant who was about to kill Wally over there. I don’t remember anything after that.”


    “You are serious?” Mathur steps out from behind Dom. “You are really serious?”


    Mason nods.


    “Damn it. Where is Bastian when we need him?” Mathur flops into one of the chairs near the bed.


    “I don’t follow.” Dom crosses his arms and regards the older man with curiosity. “How on earth could Bastian make this better?”


    Mathur scowls. “Not make it better, but train Sai, get her to understand what it is she did and perhaps how others can accomplish the same sort of thing. There is no telling how far this could go if given the chance. We could have a whole new weapon on our hands.”


    “And why Bastian? I mean, he’s good at what he does, but...” Dom shrugs.


    “You’ve spent all this time with my brother and you haven’t realized it yet?” Mason laughs and then coughs, clutching his side. He sighs in a breath, and Dom almost asks him to do it again, sure he heard something rattle.


    “He’s extremely intelligent and knows...” The light dawns on Dom. “You mean he wasn’t just in charge of the school because of his strength and striking good looks?”


    “Exactly.” Mathur sighs. “This bit of information gives us some level of hope. Not much, mind you, but some at least. It’s a good thing overall, but we can’t afford to have her fall into a coma or faint every time she overexerts herself. It’s not just inconvenient—it could be downright dangerous. At this rate, she’ll sleep until tonight.”


    Dom holds up a hand. “Technically she was already awake.”


    Mason sits up straight, and a cry of pain escapes his lips, his skin pales, and he leans back again, panting. “When? How did I miss that?”


    “You were unconscious. She woke after the pulse, healed you and Walstein up enough to drag you into the transport, and set a very loose course back to the Mobile. Somehow, she managed it all before the sun rose and burned you to a crisp.” Dom watches Mason closely, storing the man’s movements away to address with Bastian when he next sees him.


    “You didn’t find us at the scene, then.” Mason’s eyes get a distant and contemplative sheen over them. “Interesting...”


    “She’s still recovering from her surgery, too, you know. It’s not like that was just a drop in the pond.” Every time anyone seems to dismiss the notion that adjusting to the grafts of her legs is trivial, Dom feels it grate against his patience, but he’s pretty sure Mason is mulling over other things right now. “I’m guessing you want me to play messenger boy yet again? Go and fetch Bastian’s wisdom and then rely on me to impart it correctly, yes?”


    “Well...” Mason coughs again. “If you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so glamorous.”


    Dom ignores the jibe. “I’ll go as soon as she wakes up. I want to talk to her myself first and see if I can get her to tell me what she did and how it felt. It’ll help Bastian a lot to know exactly how this might have been accomplished.”


    He spends a moment chasing away the darkness in his head as he leaves the room. They’re all working on the assumption that Sai has a clue what she did and that they’re not totally screwed.
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    “You’re sure?” Bastian doesn’t quite believe what Dom’s telling him, even though he knows his friend has no reason to lie.


    Dom sighs and glares at him, eyes flickering in color briefly. “I have testimony from both Mason and this Walstein person. They both remember Sai being surrounded by a white light that took out the Damascus. Sai even remembers a little about how she got it to trigger in the first place. Would you like me to go over that as well?”


    Bastian nods, grinning despite himself. The more he hears about the incident, the giddier he gets. Like a school boy at his birthday. It’s a present he’d never even thought to investigate before.


    Dom squints at him but doesn’t comment. “Sai says she realized if she didn’t do anything, they’d all die. She says she willed as hard as she did during her test, reached desperately for more power, and let go.” Dom stops for a moment and examines his hands before continuing. “She just dug deep and did it. Her exact words. She concentrated on the lieutenant and opened the floodgates. Sai says she screamed, saw it hit, but fell into nothingness and didn’t wake up until sometime before dawn.”


    Bastian stares at him for a good full minute before shaking his head. “I’m not sure why I never thought of it. I mean, logically, wouldn’t anyone wanting to protect himself and or others think of tapping into the base of the power at its most raw and natural? But then...” He looks at the floor and feels the flush rise in his cheeks. “I guess I’ve never been in a situation that truly warranted it. A situation that meant it was either me or them and my survival was paramount.” He laughs and claps his hands. “That’s one mighty fine girl we’ve got there.”


    Dom raises an eyebrow. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this...uncontrolled in emotion, Bastian. It’s unsettling.”


    “Really? Probably get me killed if I’m not careful.” The thought sobers him up, but he feels a glimmer of hope, despite the dragging tired in his bones. “I’m going to have to experiment and test a few things to see if I can figure out a safer way for her to perform this. As long as I can continue to avoid Zach, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


    “Avoid Zach?” There’s a strange shift in Dom’s countenance, like a shadowed glow around his form.


    Bastian clamps down on the urge to step back and smiles, shutting down his own thoughts. “He’s being himself. His nosy, pesky, intrusive self. It’s all good. I’ve danced around him for years, just need to be a little more careful now.” He changes the subject before Dom can say anything else. “How is Aishke coming with the Harming exercises I gave her for control?”


    The shimmer around Dom ebbs until nothing is out of place, and his eyes settle back on silver. “Not too bad. She’s a little impatient at times and that can be an impediment, but overall she’s improving.”


    Bastian nods. “I’d like for her to be able to master this newfound ability, too, but if she hasn’t got a hang of those exercises I gave her for Harming, then there’s no way in hell she’s going to be able to execute Sai’s ability without killing herself and or others. And that’s not something we should risk yet.” He glances at his watch. “I have two meetings today.”


    Dom frowns at him. “You’ve been taking too much Shine again. You know you’ve got to modify your usage or else you’re going to be useless to yourself and us, if needed.”


    “I know, I know.” Bastian waves away the complaint. “This is my first set of meetings since you left, actually. I pleaded ill for a few of them and seriously did need to sleep. I’ll take a minimal dose. I’m actually starting not to care much whether or not they realize I have more gift in my pinky than they have in their entire bodies.”


    Dom smiles and his tone is gentle. “Have you never just thought about going out there and slaughtering every single one of them? It’s an option after all. Your abilities would even make it easy.”


    Bastian raises an eyebrow. “You know it’s not that easy. Deign is stronger than she looks. Her shields are something not even I know how to cut through, or I’d have already done it. And with Zach dancing around the edges, hedging and pushing closer to her seat of power...” Bastian shrugs. “I’d sooner take him out than Deign.”


    “Really? Isn’t he manageable?”


    Bastian shakes his head. “Zach is slimy—always has been, always out for himself—and I’ll be damned if he’ll use the GNW’s weight to squeeze out every inch of advantage. Deign, in her misguided way, cares about the people, even if it’s misplaced. Her own formidable abilities to project her will onto someone, her own strength of shielding—for now they keep her safe. And we need her to lead because I don’t have the backing of the other families to take over, and Deign is the evil we know.”


    He pauses, brain firing through rapid thoughts, testing out different avenues to rid the United Conglomerate of GNW’s controlled reign, but comes up with nothing he can do by himself. Not that it’s a surprise, he’s known it all along, but sometimes Dom gives him hope. He glances back up to see Dom winking slightly in and out of camouflage, watching him. “Sorry. I digress. Maybe...” He purses his lips, thinking of Sai’s discovery, and winks at his friend. “Maybe if she can find a way to stabilize this power draw, I’ll go and put them all out of their misery.”


    “You’re an odd fellow, my friend,” Dom says quietly, but there’s a quiet approval in the way he lays his hand on Bastian’s shoulder.


    Bastian clasps the cool fingers briefly before Dom withdraws. “Speaking of odd, how have you been feeling lately?”


    Dom takes a step back, glancing furtively around the room before rolling his shoulders and replying. “I’m...figuring out a way to deal with things in the manner I was probably intended to from the start. No GNW holds on my system, no false channels causing me an imbalance.”


    “Is that all it was?” Bastian steps closer, focusing on Dom’s eyes, trying to see if any telltale red shines through. But they’re silver, if a little cloudy.


    Dom shakes his head. “No. It appears the channel held the parasite in the adrium at bay. Dealing with its onslaught in my raw, awakened state was a lot to handle. It still creeps up and pushes, tests me. But as long as I’m cautious and don’t let it overwhelm me, I can use the power it has.”


    “Carefully?”


    After a moment’s hesitation, Dom answers. “Carefully.”


    The way Dom says the word sends a shiver up Bastian’s spine as he glances at his watch to check the time. “Will you stay here until I get back, so I can leave the doors closed and my wards intact? I’ll try to think of a course of action for our girl while I’m in the meetings.”


    “I’ll be here, hacking into databases they should never try to hide from the likes of me.” Dom grins again; somehow the expression has become slightly less alien.


    Bastian can’t help but laugh. “I knew you’d find something to do,” he says as he releases the shields and exits his room, trying not to dwell on the dangerous undertones to how careful Dom actually needs to be.
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    The hall in front of the meeting room is guarded by a squad of Damascus. Bastian schools his face so as not to show his discomfort. A full squad—lieutenant, Hound, and four henchmen. The lieutenant holds up a hand and gazes at the manifest in his other.


    “State name and purpose.”


    “Nehvin, Bastian. Director of Psionic Facilities and Programming. Attending weekly board meeting.” Bastian keeps his tone level and polite. Giving offense to a squad leader is not conducive to a long life. While it would be simple for Dom to take out any one of these guys on his own, trying to take on an entire squad at once is something not even Dom would live through. Bastian understands his friend’s hesitance and is frustrated with his own inability to use his otherwise formidable powers to neutralize them. There’s a reason they were created to subdue the psionic uprising.


    After about a minute of tapping around on the reader in front of him, the lieutenant steps aside and motions with his hand, but the glowing gaze bores into Bastian as he passes. “You may proceed, Director. We have your imprint.”


    Another concerted effort not to cringe as he walks past them. Having his imprint on their files is not something he would have done, given the option. But he can’t miss this meeting and he can’t appear hostile in any way. If he’s to have any hope of stopping the carnage that’s about to begin, Bastian knows he has to play nice just a little longer.


    As the door to the room closes behind him, Bastian notices his reaction is probably one of the milder ones. The tension in the room is palpable and thick. He sits down at his usual seat and waits, observing.


    Harlow fidgets, like she always does when she’s nervous or uncomfortable. There are bags under her eyes and her usually thick brown hair is limp and untidy. Harlow’s support, and thereby her family’s name, is the only one Bastian is quite certain would stick by him the event of an overthrow. If Deign would stop keeping her so busy, he’d test those waters further.


    Owen is new to the board. He sits with his hands in his lap, fidgeting, probably thinking about how the last two people in his position were found mysteriously murdered. His gaze never rests in one spot for long, and he avoids eye contact with all of them. Since Selwyn was the last of that family’s direct line, the position fell to a cousin brought in from a sectioned research lab in another city hub. GNW research is such a delicate subject, Bastian is still unsure of his loyalties, as most researchers live isolated from the rest of the population and keep to themselves.


    Zach doesn’t even look as if he feels the Damascus are any type of inconvenience, his white suit is as cool as his arrogant expression. Married into the position his partner didn’t want, he is a distant cousin to Deign and technically has a line to her rule that is somewhat hazy and convoluted. Bastian can’t recall the last time Zach mentioned his wife. Alara or something? He frowns as he tries to recall if they have children.


    Markus is there, too, his arms crossed and the most annoyed expression Bastian has ever seen on the chief of police’s face. With the Damascus out there, the authority of his station and all of his crew come secondary. In a pinch, and especially after this annoyance, Markus might even stand with him, but the man has always been fond of Deign—blindingly so, since he adopted her like a kindly uncle after her parents died. The man is too soft to sit in with this nest of vipers. Bastian wants nothing more than for him to be able to retire and bounce grandkids on his knee.


    Jamieson files into the room, his face pale, sweat beading his brow. Bastian can’t even remember his lineage, but he knows it’s solid. The only person missing is Deign.


    A few moments later, she joins them. Impeccably groomed, as always, she exhibits no overt sign of discomfort at the Damascus placed out the front. Considering she initiated the plan to reactivate them, it’s probably a good idea, even if the tiny pearls of sweat near her temples give it away to the observant.


    “What?” she says as she takes in the atmosphere. “You’re telling me you don’t want more security when a few of us have been dispatched most opportunistically recently?” Everyone looks away, except Bastian who simply continues to stare at her. She gives him a small smile and continues. “We’re here to discuss the deployment of the Damascus, as well as a little incident that has recently come to my attention which took place in the early hours of the morning a few days ago.”


    She smiles at everyone, and Bastian sometimes wonders if she realizes that smile doesn’t put anyone at ease. It’s a worse effort than Dom, and that’s saying something, especially since his smile is slowly becoming more human than Deign’s. She clears her throat, and her gaze hardens when it reaches Harlow. “Any luck putting the feeds together yet?”


    Harlow glances up with a raised eyebrow. “I’m the one who sent it to you this morning. You know we got what I could. Owen’s had it for a couple of hours now. Wonder Boy should have something.” She doesn’t wait for a response, but triggers her implants again, effectively ending the discussion.


    There’s an almost audible intake of breath around the room. Apparently Harlow’s fearlessness knows no bounds, and Bastian has to fight the urge to laugh. But apart from a half-scowl, Deign simply faces the rest of the group and continues.


    “Zach, outline exactly what it is the Damascus have been assigned to achieve, their numbers, and approximately assigned areas. We’ll move onto Owen once we’re all...caught up.” Deign takes a seat and beams a smile, avoiding Bastian’s gaze. She’s so much more in her element when she thinks everything is going according to plan.


    Zacharai nods and stands up, leaning forward with his fists on the glass table as he looks down at his notes. “After a thorough check once we reinitiated programming and effectively deleted the original override, we reactivated the Damascus a few days ago.”


    He pauses for a moment and scans the room, a condescending smile on his lips. “We have eighty-one active squads. Seventy-five of those have been sent out to individually scout for the Exiled. We will find them, and whoever finds them first will relay the information back to us via their intranet. We have tapped into the communications devices used by the Damascus, and this is currently being monitored by Owen and his team. Even the recent incident has provided us with valuable information.”


    Zach nods to everyone and sits down. Thoughts race through Bastian’s mind. That’s a lot of Damascus, able to scout a lot of land. It’s worse than he’d thought. Even though they probably haven’t figured out that the Exiled aren’t in one fixed spot yet...


    “Owen, if you would?” Deign graciously extends her hand with a flourish to ask the young man to rise.


    Still dressed in his lab coat, Owen pushes archaic correction lenses up on his nose and clears his throat. “At precisely 1:27 a.m. three days ago, one of our intranet sensors flared. There was nothing alarming, just that there had been a discovery of something and that it would be contained and reported on after the fact.” He peers down at the reader in his hands and frowns, flipping through a few pages to get to what he wants.


    “Approximately thirty-eight minutes later, at 2:15 a.m., a distress beacon went off for all of four-tenths of a second. It’s been difficult to ascertain exactly how or why at this stage, but I do have a hypothesis.” He looks up and waits for Deign to give the go-ahead.


    Bastian makes a mental note to thank Dom for interfering just enough that not much information was gleaned from the signals. Too little and it would be suspicious; too much and the Exiled were dead.


    Deign nods and Owen sighs with relief. “We’re still working out many details, but it appears as though the squad thought it had the situation under control. It was designated as several humans, armed with weapons, and not flagged as a situation of merit.”


    “We’re assuming these people were Exiled?” Zach interjects.


    Owen nods, color rising in his cheeks. “Yes, sir.” He seems unsure of how to address the others in the room and clears his throat once again before continuing. “There is mention of an inconsequential person, which usually means someone unarmed.” He glances at Deign before focusing on the coffee table again.


    “What caused the distress beacon? Do we know?” Harlow’s eyes go through blues and greens so fast Bastian can’t keep up, but she’s probably checking her database for what would elicit such a response.


    “A flash of something bright and hot is all we have to go on. The moments before this exhibit no alarm, no idea that the squad wouldn’t emerge victorious. In order to obtain more detailed data on this encounter, we will have to retrieve the parts manually.”


    Deign frowns. “With their interconnectivity, this should not have been an issue.”


    Owen nods. “Yes. It appears they’re correcting that oversight now. Battle is no place for ego.”


    “All of them were wiped out?” Harlow scans her own notes, adding some more as she waits for the answer.


    “The lieutenant, his four henchmen, and his Hound. All six of them are off the grid.”


    Deign stands up, signaling a relieved Owen to sit back down. “On the bright side, at least this means we found some of the Exiled. Beacon or no beacon, if we search the area they went missing in and beyond, we’ll eventually find something. Focus some groups there.”
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    Bastian schools his face to impassivity as he strides through the patrolled halls of Central. Some of Dom’s fiddling may have been a little too much on the intricate side, but at this moment, it’s helping them and holding up to scrutiny.


    Almost at his quarters, he hears a decidedly metallic clang, soft but definitely there. He slows his steps just a fraction, and the Damascus stop a short distance from him, a few feet past his office door.


    The lieutenant glances at him before speaking in the metallic, distant sound that passes for their voices. “Nehvin, Bastian. Director of Psionic Facilities and Programming. This is your place of work?” Its phrasing is off-beat, a slight tinny sound to the words.


    “Yes.” He answers succinctly, knowing it’s not wise to engage them in any type of lengthy conversation.


    “Excellent. Please proceed.” They step aside and continue on their way, a completely different whirr present than when Dom’s adrium engages.


    Bastian doesn’t enter his offices until he can’t hear sounds of their passage anymore. At least they make enough noise to give forewarning of their arrival. Once inside, he reinforces and re-shields his entryway so many times, he loses count. There are few things that creep him out, and there are even fewer that scare him—and the Damascus do both.


    “Bastian?” Dom’s voice is soft, obviously aware that the possibility of discovery just went up tenfold.


    He turns around and motions to Dom not to speak, waving them over to his living quarters where he can reinforce the boundaries of his shielding and make sure there are no ears listening in. After a few minutes of tending to that, he feels safe enough to speak.


    “The Damascus have been sent, not only to seek out the Exiled, but to leave a few squads here to guard us. As if I’m in danger.” He rolls his eyes. “You did a good job, Dom. I don’t think they got half of the information that was sent to them. Or, at least, I hope the Damascus didn’t get it, either.”


    “I can’t guarantee it, but I tried to invert the signal and muddle its message. I don’t know too much about their communication channels. Everything I have comes from understanding why being connected to my own replicas almost broke me.” Dom’s appearance winks softly in and out in the dimly lit rooms.


    Bastian nods, trying not to let his frustration show. “The hard part of all of this is going to be figuring out what the hell I can do to help. I still can’t be sure where it is they’ve moved the device. For now, it’s out of my reach. I can want to find it, but unless Zach decides to tell us at the next meeting where it’s being held? My hope is worse than a snowball’s in hell.”


    Dom takes a seat as well. “Do you think it’s possible to construct one of these devices using the blueprint your father left you?”


    Bastian takes a deep breath, trying to keep himself from stressing too much. “I have no ability to access a kernel that’s been connected to the network at all. And I can’t just make one up. It has to be live.”


    “Can’t we just take out a group of them, then?” Dom’s expression is about as sincere as he gets, and his eyes flicker brightly, almost like eagerness.


    Bastian shakes his head. “You saw what happened to the scouting group. I know you’re strong, Dom, but you’re not that strong. There’s no way you can take on all six or even just five of the squad, and I wouldn’t be able to take out more than one. The odds of us actually being able to defeat a lieutenant and not damage his inner workings are not odds I want to calculate.”


    “Then it seems we are at an impasse.” Dom’s tone is so matter-of-fact it infuriates Bastian to the point of losing his precious control.


    “But that’s not good enough, Dom! We need to be able to stop this. We’ve come far too far to allow the Damascus to be what wipes us out.”


    Dom eyes him briefly before looking down at his feet. “You cannot change what is. We can only hope to change what might be. Fact: The Damascus are active and scouting to root out the Exiled bases. Fact: Sai managed to save two of the team members and eliminate a lieutenant all by herself using an ability we don’t yet understand.”


    He focuses directly on Bastian. “Do you agree these are facts?”


    Bastian nods, curious to see where Dom is going with this.


    “Fact: A pulse wave can disrupt the receptors of the Damascus and render them the equivalent to unconscious for a short period of time, perhaps a few hours. Fact: The original device is located somewhere beneath us in Central’s catacomb of laboratories. And our final fact: Even though the head of the lieutenant we already retrieved is likely too fried to be of any help, it still may afford Mathur the opportunity to examine it and figure out what it is we require from it.” Dom pauses for a second, focusing so intently on Bastian that he steps back slightly.


    “So all of these are facts we can’t deny. Let’s focus on these and how to deal with them instead of hypothesizing doom.”


    Bastian laughs. If only Dom could be there all the time. But since he Sai’s accident, it was no longer possible. He’d never realized before that the way Dom grounds him is a crutch, a dependence, perhaps even a weakness. “I see your point. Mathur is probably inspecting that damned head as we speak, and I’m guessing that I can try and listen more carefully to Zach’s boring chatter and likely find a clue to the real device’s whereabouts.”


    Dom leans back, crossing his arms over his chest. “I find that a little far-fetched. The guy isn’t completely stupid, just a little self-obsessed. Give him some of the respect he appears to crave from you and you may have a lot more luck locating what we need than you would otherwise. Now...” He leans forward and grins. “I require something of you.”


    “What?” Bastian watches his friend warily, unsure where this sudden understanding of humanity has come from.


    “I need you to give me ideas on how I can help Sai harness this apparent new ability she seems to have discovered.” There’s an undertone to his voice now, this strange wistful note—almost sad, sort of obsessive.


    “Work on some basic strengthening exercises. Rebuild the foundations I gave her. Reinforce her own shields to withstand the onslaughts she may inadvertently direct at herself. Not to forget that she’ll require meditation techniques.”


    “Mediation?” Dom raises an eyebrow in disbelief.


    “Yes.” Bastian leans back in his chair and stares at the ceiling for a moment. Everything would be easier if Sai were still here. Teaching someone by proxy is not the most fun prospect. “She needs to dig down deep and find that focus she has deep in her center. Get her to trigger her memory and see if she can contain it for a few seconds. She’ll need to practice this over and over again until she masters it. All I can think of to gain actual control of this ability instead of it turning into a wild and dangerous weapon is to first have complete control over her mind, then the level of her power, and then build up her stamina so she can use it more than once at a time.”


    “I see.”


    “I really hope you do, Dom. I really hope you do.” He pushes himself up from the chair and stretches. “If you don’t mind, I have a lot to work on. I know you’ll want to leave as soon as possible. Just let Mathur know they’re concentrating on the areas immediately surrounding where the fight took place. Be extra careful.”
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    Sai stares at all the tiny white lights refracting from the clock that sits over on her side table. Marlena had to duck out to grab something, which is good. The woman just won’t believe that Sai is fully capable of taking care of herself. After all, she’s helped to heal most of her injuries by herself. All she wants to do is get out of bed and go and see if Mason is okay.


    It’s her fault, completely her fault that he’s injured, that so many people died. If only she’d realized sooner how to tap into whatever inner core of power she used. Even now, through all the healing, she still can’t grasp it again. Does it take a long time to fill back up? Does she need to have a fear of death like she was when she faced the last test of her final exam? There has to be something.


    How are they so sure it was really her? Maybe it was a lightning strike. Electrical storms have happened occasionally. It’s entirely possible. Fragments of thoughts flit around in her mind, only partially coherent. Her head pounds and it’s difficult to focus. She needs to go, needs to figure out what the hell she did. Surely, if she can recreate it, if others can recreate it, they have a fighting chance.


    She struggles to push herself back up, wincing slightly at the remaining pain in her ribs. Fine shrapnel from the body armor lodged itself in the wound, and it’s been a complete pain to try and remove them—literal pain.


    Her legs react sluggishly as she swings them around the side of the bed, and she closes her eyes as she attempts to get rid of the slight dizziness plaguing her. Standing is far much more effort than she thought it would be, but after a few seconds, her body rights and adjusts itself, if a bit slowly.


    Everything is more intense since she woke up, like she can feel the life coursing through things, people, even plants. She knows where people are, senses their immediate emotions, and can almost see, in her head, exactly what they’re doing. It’s disconcerting and somehow wondrous and damn hard to try and drown out. Reinforcing shields only does so much, and she’s not sure how to compartmentalize all of these things.


    Sai almost makes it to the door before Mathur and Marlena walk through it.


    “Damn it,” she mutters and crosses her arms defiantly.


    Mathur raises an eyebrow and points a finger at her, resting it on her nose. “You are not supposed to be up and about. Rest, remember? Your grafts can still reject you if you do not bond well enough and get enough rest.”


    Sai scowls. “I am fine. I’m better than fine—better than you. You really need to stop feeling guilt at every little thing, Mathur, it’s unbecoming.” She isn’t quite where that thought came from, nor exactly what she’s referring to, just that it’s an undeniable feeling she has that Mathur blames this entire war on himself. Not that it’s completely surprising. The old man seems to think everything started with Dom, but everything started with that device.


    He glares at her. “Enough snooping with whatever newfangled powers you have managed to acquire by being far too intelligent for your own good.” He gently nudges her shoulder and pushes her back toward the bed. “Sleep, Sai. Rest up for another twenty-four hours, because if you do not, I will have them confine you to the hospital wing instead of letting you stay in your own apartment.”


    She sighs and gives up. One more day isn’t going to hurt too much. Maybe it’ll give her time to figure some things out, come up with a theory. The Damascus aren’t anywhere near them yet, and her range seems to have expanded considerably.


    “We’re safe, for now. Don’t stop moving. I can...” She pauses, not sure she should say things out loud, unsure of how long this phenomenon is going to last. Maybe she’ll wake up in the morning and be back to normal.


    “You can what?” Mathur has his back turned as she changes out of her clothes into one of her own nightshirts.


    “I’m not sure yet.” She feels alone and scared of the things she made herself do. It’s logical and at the same time makes her shake in fear. What if she somehow recreates her awakening blast? No one would be safe. “I’m not sure of what I can and can’t do. Of what are remnants that will fade over time and what are permanent changes to my abilities. It’s like I’m open and everything is at my fingertips. I can feel, see, and sense everyone, everywhere.”


    She climbs into bed, and he tucks the blanket around her. It feels safe, even if only for that instant.


    “I’m scared,” she says softly, not wanting to admit it, but feeling the need to get it off her chest.


    “I know you are.” He pets her head. “Do not worry. We will figure this out. Sleep long and sleep well. Tomorrow is a new day where we will search for the answers together.”
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    “Sai?”


    She sits up quickly in bed and cringes at the pain in her chest. Damn it. Just when she thought it was almost healed. She sends a slight shot of power to the section and wills it to heal faster. Any little bit helps. “Yes, Ash?” she answers and realizes belatedly her voice sounds a lot like crunching gravel.


    Ash barrels into the room, face flushed and out of breath. “Oh, good. You are awake.” She grins.


    “Well, I am now.” Sai tactfully doesn’t add the no thanks to you that’s on the tip of her tongue. “What?”


    “Get dressed. You’re allowed to be up today. Isn’t that what Mathur said?”


    “Today?” Sai looks around for some sign that it’s already been a full day. “You mean I slept for twenty-four hours?”


    Ash’s face falls. “Well, probably closer to twenty-two, but will he be that picky?” She seems so forlorn Sai has to put her at ease.


    “I won’t tell if you don’t.”


    “Oh, good.” Ash sits down on the edge of the bed. “I really wanted to talk to you. I’ve been having a hell of a time lately.”


    Sai raises an eyebrow. “Oh, really?”


    Ash has the good grace to blush. “I’m not saying you haven’t. I don’t mean it like that, but I’ve been having a lot of difficulty containing my...gift. I mean, the Harming part of it.” She whispers the last with a secretive look about them, as if scared someone might overhear.


    “Your shields aren’t holding?”


    Ash nods. “I get confused and flustered. I don’t want to hurt things, Sai. I don’t want to kill things.”


    Sai can hear the words Ash doesn’t say, as if she’s speaking them right into her mind. I don’t even want to kill rabid bunnies. Even if they’re inherently evil. It takes her a few seconds to get her bearings before speaking. “It’s okay. You realize you’re learning this because you need to have at least a measure of control, right? If you don’t have the control necessary, you could really hurt someone you don’t intend to.”


    “I know, it’s just...” Aishke’s brow pinches, and water wells in her eyes. “I already hurt my mother. I annihilated her and half our household. I was so angry, so upset, so deserted and alone. You know, like every other teenager.” Her grin is wry, poking a bit of humor at herself. It’s one of Aishke’s saving graces, otherwise she’d come across pompous and slightly bitchy to most people she meets.


    And then Sai understands. “It’s not that you can’t control it, it’s that you get scared and irritable about controlling it. Is that the problem?”


    Ash nods. “I get annoyed and upset every time I try to use the gift in the way Bastian’s instructions set out. Once I get upset like that, it goes haywire and the bunnies...” She pauses, a tear flowing down her face.


    “What happens to them, Ash?” Sai speaks gently but firmly. If the girl doesn’t accept what happens, she’ll never get past this. Sai knows; she saw it happen at the training facility more than once with kids who couldn’t accept what they were capable of. Some of them even tried to pull all the power back into themselves. Never a pretty sight.


    “They explode, Sai. I explode bunnies. Their sharp little teeth and horrible dispositions are negligible once they’re just pieces of goopy fur all over the lab.”


    The level of distress on Aishke’s face would be comical if it weren’t so serious. The girl looks like she’s about to throw up, and Sai leans over and hugs her, ignoring her own pain.


    “Aishke, it’s okay. Take a few days off, and I’ll come help you next time and try to guide you so you have a little more finesse. How’s that sound?”


    Aishke nods, obviously not trusting herself to speak. “Sorry, Sai. I just... There’s no one else here to talk to. Iria is just so damn happy all the time. With you and Mason gone, I just...felt so alone.”


    Sai pulls away and grins, refraining from telling her that Iria only pretends to be happy half the time. “Hey, I’m not planning on leaving you alone just yet. And if you promise to stop feeling like that and being stupid, I’ll even show you a cool trick I picked up while we were out on this last mission.”


    “Ooo.” Aishke’s eyes light up. “You mean whatever you did that everyone is whispering about when they think I can’t hear?”


    It takes a few seconds for Sai to mull over that information in her mind. “Maybe. Since I’m not entirely sure what they’re saying, I can’t guarantee that’s it, but I do have something to show you I think you’ll understand and grasp better than anyone else on this Mobile.” Once she figures out exactly what she did, anyway.


    “Other than you, of course,” Aishke says, face deadly serious.


    “Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if you understand it and master it far better than I have. I really had no idea what I was doing, Ash, but I did it because it’s all I had left.” Sai cocks her head to the side and frowns for a second. “Mathur is on his way. Let me get dressed so I can greet him properly.”


    A few minutes later, Sai is fully dressed and in the lounge ready for her guest. Almost as if on cue, there’s a knock at the door. Aishke jumps up and lets Mathur in, greeting him with a huge smile as she ushers him in.


    “Sai, you are looking rested.”


    Standing behind him, Aishke mouths How the hell did you know and Sai has to stop herself from laughing out loud.


    “Just what the doctor ordered,” she says instead, mind already working to figure out what they can do to better prepare their own troops when they come into contact with the Damascus.


    “You knew I was coming, did you not?” he asks quietly, eyes never leaving her face.


    “I didn’t know per se, but I was pretty sure you were on your way.”


    “Do you still feel everything, sense everyone?”


    Sai nods. “Even more clearly today. I’m trying to figure out a few different shielding options which will hopefully help, but I’m not Bastian. This sort of stuff is hard, and I’m afraid probably far beyond me.” She laughs ruefully. “I’m definitely the wrong person to have discovered this abnormality. Especially considering I have no idea how to instigate it again. Yet.”


    “Perhaps it is not abnormal.” Mathur shakes his head. “I am starting to believe that there is nothing normal about you Sai, but that you have an extraordinarily good head for pushing the boundaries of your gift and abilities associated to it.”


    She smiles, trying to ignore the queasiness in her stomach. “That’s huge praise coming from you. And I’m not entirely sure how to take it.” Heat rises in her cheeks, and she glances away, counting to five while taking a breath. “That didn’t come out right. I’m not sure what’s going on, Mathur. I have no idea. But there are things I feel and hear and sense that I have no right feeling and hearing and sensing.” She closes her eyes for a minute and casts out her mind, scouting for the Damascus and reaching a range she shouldn’t be able to.


    “When I scout now, for example, I’m sure I can almost reach Central. The range on my abilities has increased so much I’m actually scared. I have no idea why I can do this now or how much control I have over my abilities anymore. Or even how I did what I did. I could be a danger to everyone on this Mobile. We can’t afford that. We need to make sure I’m not going to jeopardize everyone.” Her breath starts to come fast, and her head spins a little. She can feel the sweat starting to form under her clothes, getting ready to leak its way out.


    Mathur sits down across from her, his expression extremely serious. “For what it is worth, I do not believe you to be of any danger to us, but I am unsure as to whether or not you may be a danger to yourself. With your abilities as they were, you had a dreadful propensity to push yourself beyond your boundaries. If your own abilities have expanded, then I fear for your own safety. You do not regulate your own usage of power and the extent of your reserves closely enough.”


    His voice is calming, soothing, and stops the chain reaction of fear. “So no immediate danger to others, just myself?”


    Mathur chuckles. “Do not sound so happy. It can be a bad thing, Sai. We need to look into this phenomenon you explained to us. Exactly how did you reach down and recreate that pool of power?”


    Sai shrugs sort of helplessly. “I just remembered it being there when I was in the exam room, when I needed to pass because I didn’t want to die. And then, this time, when I didn’t want anyone else to die. I reached and found it, but I have no idea how to get back there. Maybe I was kind of a conduit for it?” She looks at her hands and closes her eyes, trying to summon the feeling again. Sweat breaks out on her brow and a chill passes down her spine, but she bites her lip hard to focus her concentration and digs deep. She’s not sure of how much time has passed when she sees it flitting about, swirling in a pool of white. It slips away from her just as she reaches for it—like a wriggling, sinuous eel with a mouth that bites hard and a mind of its own.


    “Did you see?” she pants, gasping for breath as she opens her eyes.


    Mathur gapes at her, sort of like a goldfish. “Saw? You lit up just for a moment. Is that when you access it?”


    “I guess...” She lit up? What did he mean she lit up? “I think I need to be more motivated. I’m not even sure I can fully grasp it again.”


    “But you will try, yes?” His eyes sparkle in a way that rejuvenates his whole appearance, as if he’s ten years younger.


    “Hell yes, I’ll try.” She can’t help feeling resolute, feverish almost. It is there, and since she’s used it a couple of times now, it wasn’t a fluke.


    Except that she still has no idea how to really start or go about it.
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    “Damn it.” Sai stamps her foot and puts her hands on her hips, glaring at the wall of her room. No matter how hard she tries to reach that place again, she touches it for a second, only for it to slip back through her fingers immediately afterward. It doesn’t help that all these thoughts are cramming into her head despite her best efforts to shield them out.


    Every time she finds it, there’s a shadow that starts to infiltrate her mental vision, and she pulls back. It could be her memories...or her past. If Jeffries’ rant about her not resting enough is right, it could even be her synapses burning out.


    The point is, she has no idea. She throws herself back onto the mat and stares at the ceiling. “Why me?” she asks it, pretty sure it’s not going to answer back.


    “Because you’re the only person insane enough to try this stuff.”


    Sai blinks at the ceiling before realizing that the voice is Dom’s as he strides across the room to her. She watches him approach before sitting up on the mat.


    “I’m not insane.” At least she hopes she isn’t. Maybe that’s why she hears voices. Maybe that’s where the shadows come from. Shadows of her former self... She shakes her head and tries to glare at him. “And what do you want?”


    He regards her for a few seconds, and his shoulders sag slightly. “Look, I just spent days heading to see Bastian to try and get you some sort of direction and guidance to hopefully help you figure out what the hell it is you did. If you’d prefer me not to help you, just say the word. I’m sure there are ten thousand other things I could be better spending my time on.”


    Sai takes a moment, unused to Dom being short-tempered with her. She was constantly irritated with him these days. Maybe she shouldn’t be surprised at his mood, and a wave of uncomfortable guilt follows the thought. “You’re probably right. I got myself into this mess. I should be able to get myself out of it. But I would still appreciate any advice Bastian had to give.”


    Dom nods. “You need to center yourself and focus. Relax your mind and let it quiet. Bastian said to go over all the exercises he had you learn until you understand them at a basic level.” He watches her and waits until she nods. “And once you do that, you need to reach in and find out what exactly it is you triggered. Whatever this pool of power is, you should be able to tap into if you manage a relaxed meditative state.”


    Sai frowns. “I’ve already tried to tap into it.”


    “Have you? Or have you been trying to wrestle control of it?”


    She feels the blush creep over her cheeks. “Well, I’ve been trying to grab it and not let it go. I’m not entirely sure why. It’s just...that’s how I did it when we were fighting.”


    “But you’re not fighting now. There are no immediate signs of danger, no people depending on you to save them. That sense of life or death is gone. You don’t have the leverage you had while you feared for not only your life, but others’ lives.” He pauses and looks directly at her. “Not everything can be accomplished through brute force. Sometimes you just need control and finesse. And you might surprise yourself.”


    Sai raises an eyebrow. “You’re being condescending,” she mutters and doesn’t add that he’s also right.


    She sits down on the mat, ignoring Dom as he walks off to the side of the room to observe her. Closing her eyes, she seeks out her center and the shields Bastian helped her construct what feels like ages ago. Once she really focuses, she can see light cracks all the way up her wall, portions of it standing slightly ajar like a portal into another part of her abilities. She smiles and reaches for them, rebuilding them solidly and deliberately into something she can control at will. One for thoughts, one for distanced scouting, and one to strengthen the shields and block as much of it out as she can. Yet, there are no shadows, nothing leaking, nothing to be detected. She wonders, briefly, that maybe the flickering is inside her, but dismisses it in favor of the rest of the work she has to do.


    She opens her eyes, tired, to see Dom holding some water out for her. Gulping it down gratefully, she smiles. “Thanks. Not done yet, though.”


    As she dives back in, the silence in her head is sweet, less distracting and stressful. The voices are still there, but more like a background hum she can amplify with the use of one of her doors—almost like the adrium when she’s pushing her legs. Without those distractions, it’s far easier to find the pool from which her power emanates. It spreads throughout her whole body, tiny tendrils digging deep, even into the adrium connections so black in their psychic attachment. The pool has an eel-like thing leading into it, but as she looks closer, it’s more like a chain to plug in a drain.


    Such a strange thing to be in her subconscious.


    Every time she tries to grasp it and pull, it slips away like water through her fingertips. It’s frustrating to lose control like that. After several failed attempts, she stops and takes in a deep breath, calming herself. Another breath and she focuses on only one thing. Now she knows its basic location, it’s much easier to find, especially without the distractions, even if that darkness still hangs on the edges of her vision.


    She locates it and holds it in place, getting used to the surroundings and its exact location for a good few minutes before realizing her strength is failing her and she’s about to pass out. She still thinks there’s something more—her gut tells her she needs to tug at it—but her energy is gone. The dizziness passes but the tiredness does not, and she opens her eyes for a brief moment, cringing at the brightness of the room.


    Everything is so white on the Mobile, so sterile. It hurts her eyes after having them closed for so long.


    “You glowed,” Dom says, a hint of pride showing through in his voice. “You glowed for about four full minutes, Sai.”


    She nods and then wishes she hadn’t. One of these days she swears she’ll find enough energy to stop feeling like she’s always running out of it. But she has the beginning down, she thinks. After all, it’s not something she’s done consciously before. Theory is great, but if she can execute it again, it could mean a whole lot of extra power to fight the Damascus with.


    “I need more control, and then I need stamina.” She reaches up and wipes the sweat from her forehead. Turning her focus inward again, she pushes Dom’s presence to the back of her mind and begins again.
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    Sai rolls over in bed and stretches for a second before stopping abruptly. The room is hers, but she has no recollection of how she ended up back in it, nor of what day it is. Her last clear recollection is the touch of Dom’s hand against hers, the reassurance that—despite everything going on around them—their friendship, while bruised, remains. Any constant in their current situation is a blessing in disguise.


    Since he was the last person to see her, he must have brought her to the room. She pushes herself out of bed, frowning slightly as she realizes she’s still clothed, and stumbles awkwardly toward the steam shower. But her tracks are halted as soon as she opens her bedroom door.


    Lying on the couch in the small living room, his feet dangling off the end, is Dom, flipping through a reader. He doesn’t even look at her when he speaks.


    “Mathur wants to see you.”


    “Were you here all night?” Sai blurts the words out before she can stop them, not entirely sure why the concept makes her blush. He’s a domino—like there’s an improper thought in his brain.


    He rests the reader on his chest and raises an eyebrow as he looks at her. “Actually, I was. I’ve never been assigned quarters here, and Aishke assured me the couch was a viable option.” He pauses for a moment, still intently watching her. “I have, however, already been up and about. We’re approaching noon. If you’d not woken, I would have come to get you shortly.”


    Sai scowls, suddenly irritable. “You don’t need to stay and babysit me. I’ll get a shower and go to Mathur immediately.”


    As soon as the steam surrounds her, she regrets the words. But what’s said is said. Maybe when she’s in a better mood she’ll apologize, but for now Sai just lets the steam wash over her and ease her aching bones for the entire three minutes she’s allotted.


    When she emerges from the shower cubicle, the apartment is empty. It’d be easy to dwell, but futile, so she shrugs her jacket on and heads toward Mathur’s laboratory.


    Residents of Alpha push past her without really seeing her, intent on whatever is their goal. The Mobile seems busier today, the air is thick with tension and unease. Sai hugs herself and moves onward, ignoring the fact that the short distance somehow feels like hours.


    That familiar white-haired head bends over a domino. She can hear him muttering to himself as he tinkers with strands of what appear to be like loose and velvety adrium.


    Sai waits until he steps back, not wanting to be the reason he does something wrong, before knocking lightly on the door and clearing her throat. “I’m here...”


    Mathur glances up, a brief shock registering in his expression, followed closely by recognition. His smile is gentle and appears much like Sai’s always imagined a father might. “Sai.” He beckons her inside. “Come in, come in.”


    His constant ability to put her at ease is endearing, and she perches herself on a chair near the bench he’s working on. “Dom mentioned you wanted to see me?” She glances down at the figure on the table and frowns. It looks so similar to her Dom and yet so vastly different. The radiance of adrium is barely held in check, and the facial structure, while it resembles a person, lacks the humanity that makes Dom who he is.


    “Dom said you have been working on harnessing the power you managed to use against the Damascus.”


    “I’m getting there. It’s not easy and it’s so tiring. I must have blacked out last night. I don’t even remember ending up back at my apartment. I believe I now understand how to find the ability and how to hold onto it. But considering last time resulted in my being unconscious for several hours afterward, I’m hesitant to try and use it.”


    “Why practice at all if you cannot use such a gift?” Mathur’s words are soft, but there is a steely resolve behind them.


    She knows as well as anyone that if multiple psionics could master this and use it as a weapon, then they might actually stand a decent chance of surviving the Damascus. So she thinks hard for a few moments, desperately digging for an answer or two. Why do anything with it if she can’t, well...do anything with it?


    “I believe I can use it, but I can’t really practice it?” Her statement comes out as a question, and she sighs, hoping he understands.


    Mathur continues to tinker with the domino in front of him. Slivers of adrium sink into the domino flesh beneath it, only to become seamlessly intertwined. According to the number on its shoulder, it’s Twenty-Five. “I am not sure you can, either—not in these close quarters. Not if it is too dangerous. Not if it is too volatile.” He frowns and leans over the chest of Twenty-Five. A few clicks later, he smiles and stands straight. “But if you can figure out a way to practice without hurting yourself, others, or knocking yourself out for several hours a day, I think you will have a winner.”


    Twenty-Five sits up and blinks.


    Sai suppresses a yelp.


    “Startled you, did I?” Mathur asks, very obviously not the least bit interested in an answer while he continues to tinker with the now-operational domino.


    “A little.” She bites at her lip in thought.


    “Aishke. Iria.”


    “What?” Sai looks up from contemplating the faint pattern that shimmers in and out of sight on the domino’s chest. “What about them?”


    A brief flash of annoyance crosses Mathur’s demeanor, but it’s gone so fast she’s not entirely sure she saw it. “Teach them. Show them. We have people who know enough now to help build the basics. People who can teach shielding and breaking through shields. We have people who can teach more capabilities, as well as defensive. Take your two best students—hell, take Mason, Kayde, and Stephen, too—and teach them how to find this source, ability, power, whatever you want to call it.”


    The motivation practically surges through her, and Sai jumps from her stool, trying not to stare at Twenty-Five in the process. It’s not moved apart from sitting up, and the eyes are vacant and empty. She never wants to see Dom that way. “I’ll get Ash and Iria first. Better to start small while I’m still figuring things out myself.”


    Mathur smiles. “Remember to listen to them. Sometimes those who have no idea about something can have the most innocent insight into it.”


    

  


  
    [image: 15.jpg]


    Sai watches as Iria and Aishke both try to come to grips with the pool of power she’s shown them—or, at least, tried to direct them toward finding. “It’s different for everyone,” she repeats. Again. “Close your eyes and concentrate. Remember how it feels when your power awoke. It’s the source of all your psionic energy.”


    She pauses, keeping her eye on them, still worried that it’s too dangerous for them to try when she herself still doesn’t quite get it. Until she remembers the body parts, the sheer devastation caused by a single Damascus patrol inside of a few minutes, and then she knows this has to be done.


    “For me, it’s huge, like a massive lake with tendrils that permeate through my body, pooling in the middle. It might appear different to you, but it should tug at you, recognize you.” Her own has become familiar, to hold, to find.


    And for the first time, there’s recognition in both Iria’s and Aishke’s faces. A brief look of wonder, and she moves to caution them. “Don’t pull it—just feel it, know it’s there. Trace your steps back and make sure you can find the path to it again. Get to know it.” Her own power tugs at her, pulls at the darkness on the edges of her vision, slowly lowering it over her eyes until she blinks and sends it skittering away.


    “This is hard.” Iria gasps. Her power has never been what Aishke has, but her determination usually wins out.


    Sai crouches down, marveling at the smooth movement of her legs now. “I think it’s supposed to be. But if you just hold onto that line, it should amplify your power. But if you pull that plug, you’ll let something loose. Don’t do that unless it’s your last possible chance at survival.”


    An idea clicks in Sai’s head. She smiles, finally realizing exactly what it was she was missing. “Keep at it, Iria. You’re getting stronger by the day,” she murmurs, standing back up and settling in to watch them again.


    It’s going well, except for the voice in the back of her head telling her over and over that this is all far too easy.
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    “Is that the last of them?” Sai watches as men, women, and children shuffle onto the Mobile under the light of the moon. They’re traveling light, with just backpacks and a hand-held bags.


    Mathur shakes his head as he shuffles through a stack of papers. “That is the second-last of them. I cannot believe we’ve almost managed to clear all the camps out.”


    She watches him critically. He’s avoiding the harsh reality, like the distress call they’d not made it in time to prevent the previous evening. One of the Exiled nomadic settlements was completely wiped out. Around five hundred people—all gone.


    A flash of memory flickers across her vision. The outcrop of rock sheltering the encampment. Bodies strewn about the ground like leftovers, ravaged by Hounds. Men. Women. Children. All staring blankly as their features began crumbling under the assault of the midday sun.


    Sai shakes her head and clears out the images she received while scouting for them. No one needs to know exactly what she saw; it’s disturbing enough that she had to. If she can spare them some atrocities, it’s worth it.


    There are lines around Mathur’s eyes that weren’t there two days ago, and he’s stooping, like the weight of the world is on his shoulders. Even with Kayde and Jeffries helping and the minor success with Twenty-Five, reconfiguring the dominos is still taking far too long.


    Realistically, a lot more people are going to die before this is all over, and right now, she’s not sure which side will win.


    The hand on her shoulder almost makes her jump out of her skin. She pushes it away and whirls around, ready to run. “Dom.” She scowls at him. “Seriously, don’t do that.”


    He blinks for a few seconds. “I would have thought you heard me coming. I didn’t sneak.” And she knows he could have if he wanted to.


    She sighs and rubs her arms, trying to clear her head. “Sorry, I was thinking of...” She glances at Mathur, still unable to quiet her concern. “...of things.”


    Dom follows her gaze and nods silently before beckoning her to follow him. “How’s the training coming?”


    Sai smiles and falls into step beside him. “Mine? Control is much easier to obtain and maintain. I’m still not going to try target practice. I think as long as the control is there, hitting a target isn’t really the difficult part. Ash and Iria are starting to get the hang of it. They’re a little reluctant, though, and I’m not sure if Ash is in the right frame of mind. Have you been helping her with the Harming lately?”


    Dom shakes his head. “She assured me she was fine. In the few days I spent with her, she showed remarkable control and aptitude. Are you worried about her?”


    Sai shrugs. “I’m not sure. She just hasn’t seemed herself lately. Maybe having this to focus on will help her.”


    “She’s got the basics, though?”


    “Both of them do.”


    Dom doesn’t say anything in response. A few steps later, Sai is already exasperated by the uncomfortable silence—and perhaps a little guilty. “Sorry for snapping the other day. I don’t like needing to sleep so much.”


    It’s the closest thing she can get to an apology, but he seems to accept it. “You forget you’re still healing—in more ways than just from overexertion. Take it easy while you can.”


    He has a point, but he still seems a little perturbed, and suddenly Sai realizes it’s not about her. “You don’t think I should be leaving them alone to practice, do you?”


    Dom shrugs.


    “There’s nothing I could do anyway if they were to lose control of their abilities.” She glares at him, sure Bastian would know of a way to contain them or help them develop. Still, he left it in her hands, right?


    “It’s not that. I’m just worried about Aishke. You’re right when you say she’s not been herself. Even timid as she was when we first got you both out of Central, something isn’t right. Talking to her alone might be your best bet.”


    “Me?” Sai laughs. “Why me? I’m barely older than her, and I have no idea what to tell her.”


    Dom stops short. “You’ve not seen the way the girl looks up to you? It’s the same way you look up to Bastian. You’re the one who gave her shields when she had none. You’re the one who taught her how to use and reinforce her own. You’ve shown her the extent of her abilities and that she doesn’t necessarily have to harm people, even if she can. Regardless of whether you want it or not, Aishke is your responsibility.”


    Sai tries to swallow around the sudden lump in her throat. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it that way.” Seventeen and she had a fully grown dependent. Great.


    “It’s not a bad thing, Sai. You have someone who looks up to you, someone you mean the world to. A lot of people will never have that. In a way, you’re fortunate.”


    There’s nothing she can think of to say in response, so she follows him toward Mathur’s lab, curious as to why they’re headed there. “What are you doing?”


    Dom pushes open the door and walks to the table before answering. “He can’t do everything on his own. Just like Bastian, he needs someone to help him.”


    “You can’t help everyone either, Dom. You’re still just one person.”


    He looks up at her and smiles the first true smile she’s seen on his face since her accident. “Actually, I’m much more than just one person, Sai, but thank you for thinking so highly of me. Truth is—with everything that’s happened since the Central infiltration, your accident and the release of the Damascus—more and more of my original design has come to light. You have no idea the things I’m capable of, of what I can do.”


    His expression grows distant for a moment, as if he’s looking at something Sai can’t see, that no one can see. When he speaks, it’s so soft Sai would have missed it if she hadn’t been listening intently. “Sometimes I’m not sure I should be here. I’m not sure I should exist. But right now if I didn’t, everything could fall apart.”


    She’s never heard him sound so sad, so emotional. She hadn’t even known he could get truly emotional. “Don’t say things like that.” He was scaring her with that detached look in his eyes. Not dark, but not there. Since passing her final exam, he’d been the one constant in her life she felt attached to. Even Bastian didn’t elicit that type of loyalty from her, but Dom? Dom had always seemed to be on her side, even when he’d almost killed her, even when she thought she hated him.


    “Sorry.” He looks down a younger domino and frowns, placing his hands on its chest.


    Sai holds her breath for a few moments while he stands there, completely immobile, and only lets the air rush into her lungs again when he opens his eyes.


    “I think I know where they went wrong.”


    “They?”


    “GNW.” He’s still gazing at the prone body beneath his hands. “And I believe I know how I can fix it.”


    “You do mean that, Dom, yes? You are not just playing with an old man’s dreams?”


    Sai turns around to find Mathur directly behind her, leaning against the doorframe as if for support. His skin hangs loosely against his face again, and his sunken eyes are dull. She barely stops herself from running to his side, knowing he’ll only take offense at her highlighting a moment’s weakness.


    “I mean it. After all, who better to fix them than the prototype, yes?” The hint of bitterness in Dom’s voice shines through like a beacon. Sai’s frowns, realizing there’s something between the two of them she doesn’t understand.


    But the question dies on her tongue as pain threatens to rip her skull apart. It’s like a high-pitched scream aimed at shattering everything within reach, and that reach is infinite. And what’s worse, she knows the resonance of that scream.


    Slamming up more shielding, tighter than ever, she struggles to push herself to her feet just as Dom gets a hand under her elbow and launches them both through the door, past a prone Mathur and toward the sound of agony.
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    Aishke’s pain is heartbreakingly potent, and it’s all Sai can do to keep it to a dull roar in her own mind. As soon as she’s within reach, Sai clamps down on her friend’s shielding, reinforcing it and subduing some of the noise, the emotional wave that emanates from her. By Dom’s grim face, damage has already been done, but Sai is sure he’ll tell her about it when he’s ready.


    She barely registers the lack of one entire end of their apartment. No wall, no doors, nothing from Aishke’s room out. Just the girl lying prone and pale against the bed, blood trickling out of her ears and nose.


    “Hell,” she mutters. If only she’d not left her on her own to practice, this might not have happened.


    “There’s nothing I could do anyway if they were to lose control of their abilities.”


    She’d been so confident of the fact at the time, but now it felt like she should have put far more thought into the situation. “Ash,” she whispers, slamming shields around the girl that get blown away as fast as she can erect them. “Damn it.” She pulls Aishke into her lap, needing contact to better reinforce her own dominance.


    “Dom, this isn’t working,” she says through clenched teeth. The strain is more than she thought it would be. Everything is worse than she thought it would be. She’s dampened the effects, but the source of Aishke’s power is still running on instinct, trying to push everything out of its way.


    “What do you need?” His voice is close to her ear, always there for her when she needs him. Like an anchor.


    “I need you to shield her, just for a bit. I can’t seal it off if I’m shielding her, and god knows who she’ll hurt if I just let go of my hold.” A tear snakes down Aishke’s cheek, letting her know that, somewhere in there, Ash is feeling every single moment of this.


    Dom nods, and suddenly the pressure is lifted, though it’s still there, sort of like an invisible wall momentarily holding off a huge waterfall. She doesn’t have much time. Sai bends her will toward Aishke, honing in, finding the tattered threads of the girl’s control, but pauses just before diving in.


    “If I don’t respond in fifteen minutes, you might want to throw cold water over us both.” She doesn’t need to tell him what the shock could do. He knows.


    Everything is instantly muffled and distant. Even her heartbeat is slower than she thinks it should be, like time has stopped or slowed significantly. She takes a deep breath, and an eternity passes before the air enters her lungs. The bright pulse is sickeningly tinged with red, interlaced into Aishke, completely a part of her.


    It’s not the pretty, yet dangerous source Sai has. The vibe is a sinister and dark one. It holds memories and keys to a person Sai would never have dreamed of. For just a moment, she wonders if Aishke will resent her for delving so deep, for intruding on something which would otherwise be private. But that moment is fleeting and there is no choice.


    Sai would prefer a resentful but alive Aishke over a dead and silent one.


    The pulses of power send a jolt down her own shielding, like a warning shot. That it could shake her own protections doesn’t bode well. With Aishke in this state, left to fire off, the Mobile could be destroyed in no time. She hears herself speak, so slowly, the words prolonged and deep. “Check. The. Surroundings.”


    She only hopes that Dom understands, that he sends for someone to check the market section, any of the nearby apartments. Aishke’s power knows her, but the pain of her awakening makes it wary and dark. Any quick moves could be interpreted as dangerous, and while in her pupil’s mind, Sai isn’t certain if she’ll survive a direct onslaught.


    Soothing her own thoughts to avoid disruption, she thinks of good things. Like Aishke’s progress, Aishke’s laugh, Aishke’s uncanny memory. Slowly, the animosity starts to fade, and Sai bites back her sigh of relief. Disentangling the Aishke’s veins from around the tightly contained ball of power is more difficult than Sai thought. It takes almost all of her strength to hold it in place and seal each of the breaches, not to mention unraveling the hold it has on Aishke’s most vital bodily functions.


    Slowly but surely, the brightness dims and the evil tinge to her power fades. Something angry triggered it, something Sai hadn’t foreseen. Later, she’ll need to talk to Ash, to try and piece together exactly what went wrong, but for now Sai can withdraw and rest.


    She blinks her eyes at the lack of light in the room when she frees herself. Dom is in exactly the same position he was when she delved in.


    “How long?”


    He shrugs. “Thirty minutes or so.” At her dubious expression, he laughs. “I had faith I had to have faith, didn’t I?”


    And she knows, no matter how long it might have taken her, Dom would never risk being the one to hurt her again. Sai makes a note of it for the future, just in case that crunch time ever comes.


    “I’m so tired,” she says, weariness making her eyelids droop. “She’s safe for now.”


    “You’re not.” He hoists her up in his arms before she can protest and puts a finger over her lips. “Keep an eye on Ash for me, Iria?”


    Sai didn’t even see the other girl in the room, and the comfort of Dom’s chest against her detracts from her worry at not noticing. The usually jovial guard looks subdued, sort of sad. All she does is nod, her eyes never leaving Aishke’s slumbering form. It takes a moment for Sai to realize that Iria is projecting her shields, keeping all four of them safe. She’s come a long way since they began training.


    “Thank you, Iria.” Sai means it, for a lot of reasons.


    Iria manages a slight smile in response, a bead of sweat on her brow the only giveaway that she’s straining. “You need to rest, Sai, and your room is currently a heaping pile of ash.”


    Sai hadn’t really thought of that. Her head is a little fuzzy.


    The bed he puts her down on is softer than her old one but vaguely familiar. She forces her eyes to open and realizes she’s back in the now-expanded hospital wing she came to all those months ago, when she first left Central with Aishke. Dom’s expression is blank as he sits on the chair next to her bed, eyes searching her face.


    She takes a breath. “What’s the bad news?” Because she knows it’s coming.


    He sighs. “They have something to pinpoint their search on now. There is no way Central and the Damascus didn’t feel that burst of power.”


    Sai thinks for a few moments, with a growing feeling of impending doom. “Well, hell.”
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    Dom closes the door to the infirmary behind him and heads toward Mathur’s lab. That shockwave may as well have been a neon arrow hanging down from the sky, pointing right on top of the Mobile. Even with the distance he could cover in Mele, it’s not enough time to arrange a complete escape. The Damascus have a homing beacon now.


    “Are they okay?”


    Mathur doesn’t even look up from his attempts to recreate Dom’s efforts. “They will be fine. We, on the other hand, not so much.” Dom leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms. That such a human gesture comes naturally almost takes the edge off the gnawing disquiet settling in the bottom of his stomach. He watches the man make minor adjustments his almost gnarled hands shouldn’t be able to manage. It appears his learning curve is still sharp despite his age.


    “She is strong, that one.”


    Dom has no doubt he’s talking about Sai. “But Ash is volatile. We really need Bastian here to help control her. Sai can only do so much. She’s not as experienced and sometimes...she seems so lost.”


    “Lost or not, she bites the bullet.” Mathur stops and glances up for the first time with a frown on his face. “Fine.” He wipes his hands and sits down in his chair. “You are going to tell me what that deafening surge meant?”


    “Ash lost what control she had, and now they have a line straight to us.” Dom uncrosses his arms and pushes himself away from the door. For a moment, he loses concentration on his form and has to steady himself, re-solidifying what passes as his hair. He pretends not to notice Mathur’s raised eyebrow. “That noise was deafening to you and anyone else who can sense psionic abilities. But to creations like the Damascus? It’s a flaring beacon guiding them to our spot. I can only hope it gave them a general area and not a defined one. It’s the only hope you have of getting any of the Exiled to safety.”


    “What can I do?” Mathur stands up and cracks his knuckles. Some things about age can’t be reversed.


    “Fix them. We need them.” Dom’s already running through time calculations in his head. How fast Mele can get to Central, how quickly he can get inside. If he’s got any chance of contacting Bastian and figuring out tactics to delay the Damascus as long as they can, they may at least give the Exiled a chance to disperse.


    “I’ll buy you time. But we need them. They’re the only ones with the physical strength to go one-on-one with the Damascus.” He carefully doesn’t mention that dominos won’t be much use if they’re outnumbered in a fight, either.


    “You have no faith in Sai?” Mathur sounds surprised.


    “I only have faith in Sai. An ability which may very well wipe out all Damascus in front of her, yet render her useless for at least a few hours afterward is not something I want to trust anyone’s lives to.”


    He doesn’t wait for Mathur to answer. He has so much lost ground to make up for. Their current location is far out from Central, and it’s both a blessing and a curse. He’ll never make it in time.


    Although Mele’s never been pushed to her limits. “No time like the present, right?”
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    Night is falling when Dom finally makes it to Central. He’s not sure Mele will recover fast enough for the trip back. At least, with her adrium heritage, she’s not broken.


    The desertion of the streets is worse than the last time. They’re empty, except for the occasional patrol. Dom leans against one of the concrete skyscrapers and allows himself to blend. It’s so much easier to observe when they don’t know he is.


    He weaves his way in and out of two separate patrols on this part of the main road through town. The soldiers lumber through the streets, footfalls resounding in their finality. Their hinges whir as they move, like the constant buzzing of insects in the poorer quarters. Yet there is no lieutenant to be seen, no towering version scanning in front. Dom frowns, not sure how it’s possible for a lieutenant to be away from his unit. Perhaps his understanding of the Damascus isn’t quite as thorough as he thought.


    Scouring them for information doesn’t work. Their minds aren’t minds, but a complex myriad of programming with a regenerative power core that fuels the adrium parasite into requisitioning the whole thing. It’s the perfect host for it, even if it’s the worst use possible. A glancing sweep of their mainframes leaks malice and greed. They take what they need to evolve without considering consequences. Such an alien feeling to him, and yet so familiar it makes him shudder.


    Each patrol has two soldiers and one Hound. He frowns, quite certain the ones patrolling for the Exiled had six per group. Perhaps they divided the city up differently. After all, with the time that’s passed, it’s unlikely only full patrols survived the war. It’s amazing the Hound can’t smell Dom or see him, but he’s not about to question why. The patrols meet at a central point every eight and a half minutes before walk on and eventually turn to meet back in the middle.


    Dom checks himself, the pack on his back only loosely blending in. Modulating the camouflage abilities of his skin takes a lot more concentration than he’d like to admit lately. But if he wants to get into the building, he’s going to have to take his old and trusted route through the sewers and via the psionic web fueling labs.


    He eyes the patrols just as they turn and waits three and a half minutes before dashing out, lifting the manhole cover with practiced ease, and pulling the entrance softly shut behind him as he drops into the depths below.


    Dom crouches on the ground, heedless of the stinking quagmire around his feet. It’ll come off. Nothing actually sticks to adrium. There’s a sound just off to the right. Dom stiffens and dives left into a side roll. He lands covered in muck, only narrowly avoiding the cleave of a nasty-looking knife.


    His movements are fluid as he rises again, allowing himself to blend into the darkness, retreat to the shadows away from the grate. Mind racing, he has to consciously control the parasite as it tries to seep through him from the edges of his vision. Someone is hiding off to the other side, in the same shadows that now conceal him—waiting.


    Two patrols, no lieutenants. Dom kicks himself for not thinking of it sooner. There were other soldiers, but none of them the taller, more sleek lieutenants. All of them just soldiers and Hounds. It only stands to reason that they were on the outskirts, observing and waiting for the right moment to strike, regardless of the cause. He walked right into their trap—or, at least, dropped smack-bang into the middle of one.


    On the bright side, it also means a lieutenant separated from his patrol. Where there’s a lieutenant, there is a kernel. And where there’s a kernel, there’s a way for Mathur to recreate the pulse-device and hopefully shut the abominations off. Maybe.


    Subtle movement interrupts Dom’s line of thought. He files his reasoning away for later on and focuses on blending, on being a part of his surroundings. His body shifts subtly, hardening, flexing, and strengthening. The Damascus don’t have minds susceptible to usual forms of thought manipulation—a large part of Dom’s ability to camouflage himself. Right now, he has to rely on the natural abilities of the adrium.


    He hasn’t killed anything in a while, and if he can let just enough of that darkness in and channel it, maybe it’ll sate the parasite for now. The extra strength and precision it lends him is an added bonus. A Damascus lieutenant sounds like the perfect test, because if he loses control here, it doesn’t really matter.


    He takes a step back just as the first lieutenant steps across the small shaft of light beaming down from the grate above them. Immediately, it’s obvious that the earlier knife was actually an oddly modified forearm, but Dom can’t dwell on it. Lieutenants don’t lumber like a soldier; they dance lightly by comparison. Marginally taller than Dom, its movements are fluid, and the swipe at his head barely misses—enough to throw the lieutenant slightly off-balance. But just as it stumbles, the second one moves in. As if they planned it, execution-style. Its grip is solid as it grabs the back of Dom’s head.


    He drops down, morphing as much of himself as will conform, and narrowly slips away. His body churns through several stages of camouflage as the hunger inside him spikes with the desperate transformation, difficult to control. There’s only so much leeway his true form allows, but at least it worked, even if it jolted the parasite to the fore.


    The first lieutenant has since regained its balance and circles its prey. Its arms flow into positions metal shouldn’t be capable of twisting into, oddly captivating. Dom shakes his head, switching the focus in his eyes so he’s no longer as easily distracted, and barely reacts in time to the second closing in from the rear.


    He ducks and rolls, the sloshing of the muck he disturbs only a faint background noise as he sweeps a leg out in a quick, uneven beat that catches the second lieutenant off-guard and sends it crashing to the ground. Up on his toes again, he pulls from the fighting drills he and Sai used to do. Light on his feet, focusing through a filter that helps with the dim light, Dom barely ducks an oncoming swing aimed at his head. He reaches out as the Damascus attempts to dance out of his way and grips the first lieutenant by the neck, extending his fingers to as razor-sharp as they’ll go. His makeshift steel nails get caught in the wiring behind the protective plate at the front, and he grips hard, cutting into them.


    The second lieutenant drips muck, warily circling around as Dom holds the other out in front. The huge form hanging from his hand is unable to move anything but its arms, which flail in Dom’s direction, a whirring and feeble attempt now that its main motor functions have literally been cut off. Apparently there’s a downside to being a parasite-driven robot. Dom sneers.


    The first wires to go controlled lower movement—a lucky cut. Dom tracks the second as it moves through the gloom. It can’t camouflage itself. The adrium only lends a Damascus strength and the parasite; there is no psionic gene to grip onto and twist reality with. Dom won’t lose his prey again, and the darkness moves in ever so slightly, suffusing more of his thought process.


    Steel crushes beneath his fingers, and the remnants of the Damascus dangle helplessly. Disgust rises up so quickly it threatens to choke him. Not only is this one stupid, but he realizes it’s only a modified grunt—an experiment of sorts. He frowns and casts his attention toward the real lieutenant that’s now prowling like a tiger, circling him and trying to spot his weakness.


    As it launches himself from a dark corner, Dom throws the huge body of the soldier at it, ripping the wires and the protection plate out in the process. Sparks fly, and its screech cuts off abruptly. The lieutenant scrambles back, a frustrated expression crossing its excuse for a face. Dom doesn’t wait, but instead launches himself after his distraction, fist focused into a sharp trowel-like implement.


    But the lieutenant is impressively stronger than the solider. He deflects Dom’s initial attack at the elbow and avoids the sharp point to his face. As Dom lands, he has to jump over the leg that tries to sweep him off his feet and regain his composure for a renewed attack.


    Barely dodging a flurry of punches, Dom backs away, blending his body to his surroundings, masking himself with the shadows so he can regain his bearings. But the Damascus’ eyes never leave his face. Stepping forward, Dom launches a slew of his own punches and kicks, leveled at driving his opponent back, but each blow to the chest plate is met with a renewed density, as if each hit causes the adrium to reinforce that one spot.


    One step back and the tide changes as the Damascus presses forward again. It aims for specific parts of Dom’s body, and he narrowly ducks the first few hits. With only a moment to take advantage, Dom rolls to the ground and slides beneath the hulking figure of the lieutenant, who looks down just a fraction too late with a bright spark of what probably passes for surprise in his mechanical eyes.


    With exact precision, Dom punches a hole in the groin of the machine and hopes against hope that he’s right. He reaches up, grabs the neural center for the lower extremities, and yanks it out.


    The lieutenant focuses on him as its legs give way, and Dom barely rolls away in time. It crumbles to the ground, arms flailing, fingers digging through the muck and sewage to gain leverage.


    The tiny yellow light on the side of its head tells Dom it’s already transmitting. But with the conditions down here, it’s doubtful any of the sensors are working properly and Dom’s organic signature could just as well be rats.


    He jumps on the left arm and holds it with his foot as he reaches forward and pulls the right arm out of its socket. He doesn’t say anything—no reasoning, no wisecracks—because he realizes any type of imprint other than the dim reception they’ll have of him is enough to get both him and others killed. The GNW can’t track him; for all they know, he’s defunct. Can’t hurt to let them think that a little longer.


    He kneels down slowly, uses his fingers to cut away at the rear of the Damascus’ skull, and then delicately removes the kernel, severing both visual and audio centers as he does so. When he removes the perfectly preserved specimen, the limb beneath his foot stops its frantic and futile attempt to break free.


    He stands for a moment and looks at the Damascus, hating it for the damage its kind did to the Exiled. For the damage they almost did to Sai. She’s the one thing in the world that matters more than Mathur. Her ability to forgive, her ability to see past people’s faults and find something in them that warrants care.


    Those thoughts cause the tendrils of the ever-present parasite to pull back, as if they’re sulking.


    For a brief moment, he wishes someone had been there to record his actions, but he’s quite sure he could easily remember to instruct the dominos on how to disable a Damascus. The tidbit of knowing the adrium can flow to reinforce an area is a great little discovery.


    Dom checks his backpack carefully, glad to find he’s not crushed its contents or hurt it in any way other than to putrefy it. He places the kernel inside a padded pocket and pops it on his back before heading away from the scene of the carnage. He won’t be able to use the sewers to gain access again. Now all he has to do is make it to Bastian.
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    The lower level laboratories do not share the same fate as the streets above. Sadly, it seems the GNW are not happy with their current Damascus numbers. People scurry back and forth, experimental Damascus left lying on the same tables that held dying psionics months earlier. The stench of death still lingers, but there’s a strange metallic overlay to it now that makes the scent more of an impending doom. Bits and pieces of machine and adrium lie around like severed limbs in a mad scientist’s lab.


    Machines beep with a different cadence than when attached to humans, like they’re humming a language only the Damascus and their cronies understand. Some of the scientists tend to the machines with a strange wand that fuses metal together before testing the electrical pulses in the open conduits, all of which must work together for the adrium to fuse.


    Dom shudders at their eyes, sunken and frantic, the fear rolling off them in waves, and yet these revived Damascus are born. Slowly for now it would seem, but frightening because of what it could mean for the future. If the state of some of the constructions is anything to go by, time is truly of the essence. With a revitalized supply of soldiers, the Exiled stand no chance, and once the Exiled are gone, neither will the people of the United Conglomerate.


    It takes longer than he thought to navigate the passages. None of the laboratory corridors are deserted anymore. As he makes his way to the stairwell, he notices not even one darkened corner remains. No chance to hide himself easily, so he has to move slower than usual. With so many people and Damascus hovering around, it’s dangerous for him to try and keep up his usual pace.


    His progress slows to a crawl as he nears the stairwell, and he slips gratefully inside after a lab-coat-clad woman who nervously twists her hands.


    The stairwell is a welcome change to the well-lit and bustling labs. It’s gloomy and darker, lights flickering ominously. As he passes the woman on the way up the stairs, he understands her nervousness. With every step, he wonders if something is waiting for him that he can’t see.


    Dom suppresses a sudden laugh and wonders when he became susceptible to his own form of nervousness. It’s a long way up, and the stairway isn’t deserted like it was the first few times he used it. People walk down in twos and threes, casting strange shadows onto the walls that make it difficult to blend in.


    There’s a woman by herself, tinkering away on a reader as she makes her way up the steps. She’s the only chance he has to piggyback on. The effort and concentration bring a fringe of darkness around his mind, but he keeps it at bay.


    “Coming through!” Two men dash down the long flight of stairs, taking them two at a time. There’s a split second to make a decision, and Dom choses to balance precariously on the railing as his body flickers desperately in and out of the color of space. If anyone looks directly at him, he’s a goner. But the focus isn’t on him; it’s on the men as they practically fly down the stairs, a wake of fear trailing after them. As soon as they pass, he fixes himself firmly on the steps again, falling back into the woman’s shadow as she makes her way up.


    He’s never been more relieved than when he finally makes it to Bastian’s floor. Compared to the rest of the building, Bastian’s area is seriously understaffed. There are no patrols and very little video surveillance. It’s easy enough to camouflage when it’s not completely necessary.


    As usual, the doors to Bastian’s quarters are closed. Dom waits, standing perfectly still while he whiles the time away with a series of projections about the outcome of this war. None of them are appealing, and for the first time, Dom has doubts. He really hopes that talking to Bastian will help and not just put his friend in danger.


    He shakes his head, trying to get rid of the all too human doubts, unable to tell if they’re his own or if his darker side is trying to coax him to feed it. The more he thinks about the situation, the more dire it appears. Time passes slower than he’d like. His projections are grim and so dependent on Mathur finishing the domino repairs. With all the calculations running through his mind, Dom pushes himself away from the wall, suddenly determined to figure out how to get back to his father without Mele. He has the kernel, after all, and what better way to relieve Bastian of his woes than to defeat the GNW?


    The door opening almost takes him by surprise, but he rolls through just in time, disturbing the air enough that Bastian stops in his tracks.


    “You’ve been gone longer than usual.” Bastian turns around and leans against the now closed doors. “I was starting to get worried.”


    From the way he holds his head, Dom knows he speaks the truth. There’s an almost defeated air around him, from the slump in his shoulders to the limp way his hair hangs over one eye. Bastian seems to have aged a couple of years. The boyish charm is gone now, replaced by a soft crease in his forehead, a worry line he shouldn’t have.


    “No need to get worried.” Dom slowly regains his own form. It’s more difficult than usual with how long he’s been out of it. The picture in his head is tinged with memories of fighting in the sewers. He has to exert strength to make sure he appears normal and not enhanced.


    Bastian is frowning at him. “What’s wrong with your morphing abilities? You’ve never had that much trouble regaining your facade before.”


    Dom laughs softly. “It’s nothing, really. I’ve just spent several hours completely melded. I had an encounter which preoccupied me. I almost forgot what my humanoid form is like.” He tries to keep his tones even, to not show his concern about the power the alien properties in his body have over his human components now.


    “Almost forgot?” Bastian raises an eyebrow. “You’ve used it for as long as I’ve known you.”


    Dom shrugs and walks over to the desk, plopping himself into the chair in front of it. “I know. But since my communication channels were liberated from the other dominos, I have to say I’ve been feeling a little odd.”


    “Odd?”


    “Exactly.” Dom raises a hand and morphs it from human to weapon and back again. “There are these instincts I have, part of how and why I was made. Whenever I think of revenge or imagine the damage I could do, I experience this type of...glee. It’s like the parasite was contained and only gave me a tiny portion of its strength. Now, it wants to give me everything, as long as I let it do whatever it wants.” He looks up at Bastian, who still hasn’t sat down. “Killing. It makes me good at it. I was made for it, Bastian.”


    “You evolved past it. I’ve never seen you like this. You’ve killed two people I know of recently, and you’re envisaging yourself as a weapon, not a person. What’s happening to you?”


    “I don’t know.” Dom puts his heads in his hand with a sudden cold realization of how true those words are.


    “We can figure it out, Dom. I’m sure Mathur can help you figure it out.” Bastian pats his friend on the shoulder as he walks past and lowers himself into his own seat.


    “But he can’t.” Dom doesn’t take his head out of his hands. It feels oddly comforting even if it muffles his voice a little. “He can’t because I’m finally becoming what he created. He didn’t create a great bodyguard or a friend. He created a killing machine far more advanced than the Damascus.”


    “You’re not a killing machine, Dom. You’re very much a person. What you started out as has little to no bearing on what you’re becoming. The only way it can use you is if you let it.”


    “But you’re wrong. What I started out as has everything to do with what I’m becoming.” This time he raises his head from his hands and really looks at his friend, pushing with his mind, trying to show him what he means. “What I’m becoming scares the hell out of me. And what’s worse...”


    Dom takes a deep breath, trying to fight the recurrence of that feeling of enjoyment every time he thinks about how much more volatile he’s become. “What’s worse is I think I like the power it lends me.”


    Bastian leans forward, elbows on the table. “That’s a different story. Do you want to tell me why?”


    “Why?” Dom leans back and stares at the ceiling, searching for the answer. “I’m not sure. I think it’s because feeling in control, feeling powerful—it’s addictive and I want more.”


    “That’s the problem, then.”


    “What is?”


    Bastian laughs. “You’ve always been powerful. You possess an inhuman strength. But contrary to you, I’m fully aware of the control you’re able to exert over yourself. I don’t think you give yourself enough credit.”


    Dom laughs. “Control is irrelevant. I’m fully aware I have it in me to control it. The thing is, this damned parasite is bloody persuasive.”


    He watches his friend digest the information. Perhaps it was reckless to blurt it out so bluntly.


    “You said you often find yourself not wanting to rein it in.” Bastian leans back in his chair and runs a hand through his hair. “When do you find yourself wanting to?”


    “Nicely played, Bastian.” Dom can’t help but laugh. “She’s the only reason I have to maintain or lose my control.”


    “For both?” Bastian raises his eyebrow. “She makes you want to both keep control and lose it?”


    “I want her to see me as someone she can trust, and I want to hurt anyone and everyone who hurts her or tries to.” Dom pushes himself up from the chair. “It’s a strong feeling, almost overriding, and it carries over to the rest of the Exiled. I don’t care so much what they think about me, but I care what she thinks and that they survive for her.”


    He paces over to the window and looks down at the ant-sized patrols below. “It’s difficult to reconcile these feelings.”


    “But you came to tell me something anyway. Would it have anything to do with the huge beacon of ‘come kill us’ that went up yesterday?”


    “Everything to do with that.” Dom keeps watching the activity far below and briefly pulls his attention away from himself, attempting a scan of his friend.


    “How the hell did you make it here from there in that short time? The Damascus are still trying to find the fastest way to amass troops and send them out.”


    “I flogged Mele a bit. And when I say flogged...” Dom turns away from the window and leans against it, smoothing over his features so his irritation doesn’t show. Bastian is heavily shielding himself. “She needs to recharge, so I’ll be here a few days. Let’s hope nothing too dire needs my attention.”


    Bastian is quiet for a moment. “What am I supposed to do about the beacon? They know the general vicinity. The Exiled have, at most, three days to scatter from their current locations.”


    “They’ve already started moving. Mathur isn’t stupid enough to stay where they are. Although he’s slightly preoccupied with rebuilding his pet project.”


    “You say that as if it leaves a bad taste in your mouth.”


    Dom shrugs. “It does sometimes. I’m not sure he actually ever thought my creation through. It wasn’t an I will do this because it will make a better world. It was an I’ll do this simply because I can. Do you understand what that’s like, Bastian?”


    His friend shakes his head. “No.”


    “I was never meant to be anyone’s friend. I was never meant to be anyone’s protector. And I was certainly never meant to have these feelings that have been cluttering up everything since I came to at the accident site.” This self-preservation instinct, this strange annoyance of attachment he has to his human life, makes it difficult to confine his thoughts to where they’re most needed.


    Bastian leans over and rests a hand on Dom’s shoulder. “Do you think something’s wrong with you?”


    “Not technically, which probably doesn’t help.” Dom moves out from under the personal touch, pushing his friend’s hand away irritably. “I think I’m finally functioning within the parameters Mathur originally intended. I believe the weapon in me is emerging, and I don’t think he had a clue how involved it would be.”


    “It’s really not like you to be scared. You’re sure there’s not a crossed something or other somewhere?”


    “I don’t have wires, remember? I’m the improvement over the Damascus.” He pauses for a second, calming the anger he can feel rising again. “Speaking of which, I took out a couple of lieutenants a little while ago.”


    Bastian takes a step back and crosses his arms. “You took out two of them? Lieutenants? With kernels intact?”


    Dom shrugs. “Only one was a true lieutenant, so only one kernel. A couple is doable. I could probably take out an entire patrol if it got down to it.”


    “And entire patrol?” A look of admiration crosses Bastian’s face, but it’s gone with Dom’s next words.


    “I didn’t say how intact I’d be afterward.”
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    Bastian wakes up to a loud pounding on his door, and for a moment he feels disoriented. He scans the room for telltale signs of Dom’s presence as he pulls his robe on and sighs with relief when he realizes his friend isn’t there and hasn’t left any unusual conversation pieces lying around. The lining on the inside of his pocket hides a tiny pouch of Shine, just in case it’s an emergency. He refuses to admit things might be getting beyond his control just because he keeps having to dose more for the same effect.


    The door is shaking under the pounding as he nears it.


    “Give me a moment.”


    The noise subsides, and he thinks it better to not stand in front of it as he opens it. He fingers the silvery-white substance and frowns for a second, knowing full well Zach is the only human psionic outside of those doors.


    If the doors were capable of slamming open, they would have. As it is, they’re only capable of a long inward swing. Not even a groan emanates from their hinges as a patrol of Damascus precede Zach into the room.


    “There’d better be a good explanation for this, Zach.” Bastian deliberately relaxes his shoulders and puts on an expression of exasperated disdain.


    “We’re checking on everyone.”


    On closer inspection, his childhood companion’s face is harried. He looks pale and worried, circles under his eyes, and his normally well-manicured nails are rough and surrounded by hangnails. There’s a slight shake to his hands. Whether it’s out of fear or exhaustion, Bastian can’t tell, but he steps aside and beckons Zach to sit.


    “Thanks.” Zach takes the seat, his eyes darting back and forth between Bastian and the Damascus.


    It’s not the first time Bastian has wished Zach possessed the ability to speak into other’s minds. His expressions are always so hard to read. There are times when he could almost swear Zach is using his brain cells and coming to his senses about a lot of things. Right now seems like one of them. Either that or he’s acting.


    Bastian fishes a water out from the refrigerator on one side of his desk and takes the chance, while pouring it, to scour for any untoward signs. Zach’s reactions seem...too extreme, even for him. Nothing flares his senses, though, and he pushes the glass over and watches Zach gulp it down before some color returns to the man’s cheeks.


    “What are you checking on people about?”


    “One of the lieutenants was found just below the city a few hours ago. His operating center was ripped open. One of his arms was ripped off. Gruesome.” Zach’s voice is far more even than it should be, given his shaken appearance.


    Bastian raises an eyebrow, debating a surreptitious dose of Shine. “Really?”


    Zach nods and draws a shaky breath. “Not only that, he had an aid with him—a modified soldier. He was in worse shape and put out of commission. Both of them. We can’t tell by how many assailants, but they had to be strong.”


    “Both of them?” Bastian mutters, mulling over the facts in his mind. Dom did well. “Two Damascus and no evidence of what group did this?”


    “We’re assuming it has to be the Exiled. Why on earth would anyone else try to interfere with our plans to flush them out? It’s not like Austrasia or Eussia care.” Zach’s laugh wheezes out.


    “Valid point there,” Bastian murmurs, still deep in thought. Dom didn’t leave behind any type of evidence to link him to the crime. That’s really the most important piece of information to come out of the whole situation. Bastian smiles softly before speaking. “And you thought I might be in danger?”


    “Perhaps.” Zach stands up, his entire body more steady than it was when he entered the room. “It’s more that I’ve been checking on everyone, regardless of the time. Realistically, it could have been an inside job.”


    “Inside job?” Bastian raises an eyebrow in disbelief and leans against his desk. “Who on earth would do that? Much less how?”


    Zach shakes his head and sighs, the frail countenance suddenly gone, leaving the business man in his place. “I have no idea, but I had to make sure everyone was safe and accounted for. You understand, I hope?”


    “Completely.” Bastian smiles, suddenly wishing he’d dosed Shine as soon as the knock on the door began. This whole meeting sits uncomfortably with him. “You checked on Deign first, of course?”


    “Of course.” There’s only a trace of a shy smile evident on Zach’s face before he conceals it with a knowing smirk. “Just make sure to let us know if you notice anything at all.” He bows his head for a moment before moving closer and lowering his voice. “You were always good with the mind stuff—less brute force than me, more subtle. Anything, Bastian. This shouldn’t have been able to happen.”


    Bastian nods and resists the urge to jump back from the almost contact abruptly. “I understand.” He answers in just as low a voice, fairly certain the Damascus can hear every word.


    It’s a non-committal answer, but it seems to be enough for Zach, who smiles before turning and leaving Bastian’s quarters.


    Bastian stands at his desk with the doors still open for a long time, wondering if Zach has any inkling at all. If it was perhaps all a ruse to see if he could figure out if Bastian was the traitor. It could be. It could also be that Zach has hidden away his true intelligence for the past twenty years, only to now reveal himself to be a mastermind.


    With a chuckle, Bastian walks to his doors, choosing to swing them shut manually instead of using his mind. A mastermind, Zach has never been, but he is observant. Even if his old friend doesn’t realize it, there’s something in his subconscious mind that led him to this room tonight. All Bastian has to figure out is if it’s dangerous enough for him to run sooner rather than later.
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    Moments later, Dom pushes into the dojo through the hidden side-door, almost giving Bastian a heart attack. Recovering quickly, he motions his friend to be silent and come into his quarters. He’d been reluctant to use that entrance himself recently since they upped security in the lab tunnels, but if Dom times it right, it’s probably the better option. “You cut that close, Dom.”


    Dom shrugs. “I could hear him when I arrived, so I waited. It’s odd though...”


    “What is?”


    “I don’t remember feeling like this, tapping into my speed and camouflaging abilities. It’s like I woke from some dream where I was hampered and not myself. I made it through that passage this time, even with the heightened security. The more I try to work at it, the easier it is to control, I hope?” There are a few seconds of silence before Dom shakes his head and looks back at Bastian. “Anyway, I heard everything he said. I should have tidied up better, but I was in a crunch for time. I figured it would take them a while to find the scraps where I left them.”


    “It did, just not long enough.” Bastian sighs and seats himself in his favorite recliner. “Everything would have been a whole lot easier if the kernel wasn’t such an obvious thing. I’m glad you knew to deactivate it without contaminating it. Most people who stole one would have been caught by now.”


    Dom nods. “I have other news, Bastian. It’s not good.”


    Bastian laughs and runs a hand through his hair. “And today has been a barrel of good news?”


    Dom shakes his head. “No, I’m being serious. It’s early, so I took the chance to go back to the labs. I think the Damascus are masking their signals somehow. Making it harder to locate them without a direct transponder. If I don’t get the kernel back to them in one piece soon, the Exiled are going to have no hope in hell of surviving anything.”


    “You’re not about to say, ‘but wait, there’s more,’ are you?”


    “Funny you should say that.”


    Bastian groans, but Dom isn’t smiling. His body shifts subtly, a faint wave running over his form.


    “They’ve adapted their own sensors. From what I overheard, it seems they’ve realized there’s adrium cloaking on the Mobiles. They’re attempting to modify their own programming to compensate for the camouflaging effect. Now, if it were dominos they had to worry about, this wouldn’t be a problem. We’re small and fast, at least in comparison to them. However, when it comes to the Mobiles...”


    Bastian blinks back the sudden rage that threatens to engulf him. “They’ll be sitting ducks.”


    “Sitting ducks?” Dom frowns, sort of, in a face scrunching way. “I suppose the analogy works.” He shrugs and looks at Bastian expectantly.


    “I don’t have a plan, Dom. I seriously don’t know what to do.”


    “I’ll warn them. It’s almost dawn. I need another thirteen hours for Mele to be back at good strength, and then I can push her to her limits. Letting her recharge is still quicker than it would be if I left now.” He glances around and frowns. “It’s not safe for me here?”


    Bastian shrugs, his coat suddenly a world more weight than he’s used to. “I’m not certain. They didn’t seem to notice you arrived toward the end of their visit here, so I’m thinking they might not be able to tell you’re here at all. You are, after all, on a different frequency, correct?”


    Dom nods, shimmering briefly in what Bastian hopes is for effect.


    “Fine, then. Wait the day out here. Just make sure you stay in my quarters. They’re heavily shielded, enough that it should protect you, just in case.”


    “You have a busy day?”


    Bastian smiles. It feels good to have his friend here, calming in a way, even if he wishes it were under better circumstances. “Busy in a way, but not in the way I wish. I have to try and keep the more radical idiots of this governing entity at bay. I have a morning and an afternoon meeting, as well as two classes to teach.”


    Dom nods. “I’ll use your guest room again and not leave a trace of myself.”


    “Good.” Bastian watches Dom walk away and disappear behind one of the dividers. He has an uneasy feeling. Not about Dom, but about the situation. Everything is coming to a head and suddenly the world feels far too small for comfort.
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    “You can’t mean that.” Markus smacks his hand down on the table as he stands up, glaring around at the rest of the board. “You’re telling me they came into our territory, right under our noses, and yoinked a couple of these bots out from under us?”


    “I wouldn’t call them bots.” Owen pushes his glasses up, even though they never slipped in the first place. It’s a nervous gesture that makes Bastian almost feel sorry for the poor guy.


    Markus glares at him, but his eyebrows sag at the last moment, making him look more tired than angry. “A lieutenant, Zach. You said they got a lieutenant?” His voice is quieter, more controlled this time.


    Zach nods and Markus folds into his chair, face suddenly ashen-white. “How many of them were there? Do you know yet?”


    “We’re not sure, but we think a small group. They cleaned up after themselves very well.”


    For a few moments, complete silence reigns as the reality hits home that their invincible soldiers had been defeated twice in short order.


    “We’re dead. We’re all dead,” Markus whispers, just in time for Deign to walk in, fashionably late as usual.


    Bastian hides his sigh and leans back to watch the show. Sometimes Markus doesn’t know when to shut up.


    “Dead?” Deign raises an eyebrow as she heads to her seat. “I think that’s a slight exaggeration. One of the lieutenants is defunct. That’s all. A lieutenant and a soldier. We’ve placed the units on higher alert. And I do believe—” she glances toward Owen, who nods nervously “—we’ve succeeded in giving the entire Damascus formation a way to be instantly aware when one of them might require aid. I’m sure Owen can explain it to us.”


    Bastian watches as the young man grimaces while standing up. His lab coat is far too large for him, dwarfing his presence into the laughable.


    Owen has to open his mouth twice before words come out. “We’ve linked them together in the same way we had the dominos linked before their malfunction. Due, however, to the different elements, this infrastructure communication should work a lot better. Damascus already have an inherent ability to network to each other. This just made it easier to tighten the connection.”


    He sits down, owlish eyes blinking rapidly from behind his coke-bottle lenses.


    “Exactly.” Deign claps her hands, startling everyone at the table into looking directly at her. “This isn’t the time for complacency, Bastian!”


    He raises a hand to his mouth as if suppressing a yawn. The action helps dull the slight panic at her summons. If he’d reacted, it might have appeared suspicious. “Yes?”


    “How is the school coming? Do you have the students picked out?”


    Bastian nods. “You’ll want Nimue and Sai’s other two classmates together. They know her—at least, they know her better than any of us do. Every little bit helps.” He knew it would never be the case. Sai and Nimue seemed to have a much stronger friendship than he’d anticipated.


    “The dominos?”


    Bastian shrugs at Deign’s question, pushes down on the unease trying nauseate him, and feigns boredom. “Not my area of expertise. Davies was much more in tune with them, and well...” He shrugs. “I wouldn’t know how to track them if my life depended on it. They’re strong, hard to reach. My psionic skill set doesn’t lie in that direction.”


    Deign clucks her tongue, and for a moment her face twists viciously. Gone almost as quickly as it arrived, she smiles condescendingly. “Just where does it...” She pauses and her face colors red. After all, she’s been the one to send Bastian on several of his assassination missions.


    Owen raises a hand tentatively, barely at half-mast. Or perhaps it is up all the way and just appears diminished because of his smaller stature.


    Deign nods at him, crosses her arms, and taps her foot impatiently.


    “I’ve been working on an adjustment at the request of the fifth lieutenant of the Damascus patrols. He was the closest to the group that got decimated out in the desert not long ago. I’m basically adjusting their sensors.”


    “Why?” Markus leans forward.


    “He...they...” Owen frowns as he tries to explain. “You have to understand that, when one speaks, it’s known by every other lieutenant and filtered down to their subordinates. So it’s sort of like speaking to a hive mind. It’s not the most advanced system, but since there appears no way to break down this depth of communication, they’re rather formidable in how quickly they can react to any given situation.”


    “Interesting.” Markus leans back in his chair, arms crossed, and glances around the room. No one, including Bastian, meets his gaze.


    Owen’s shoulders rise a little, and he seems more at ease now he’s explained his difficulty defining who he’s spoken to. “They requested I assist them in altering their perception filters. It’s an optical adjustment they can’t perform themselves. Apparently when that first group died, they sent out a partial signal—a recognition, as it were. It appears that the Exiled are utilizing some form of adrium camouflage, probably similar to our own netting. The adjustments I made earlier today allows for them to compensate and should at least enable them to see the shimmer of movement, if not the actual vehicle. It will make them easier to locate, especially now we have a narrower search field after that massive energy release two days ago.”


    “I suppose it makes sense that they’d be hiding from us,” Harlow murmurs, almost like she’s talking to herself. She doesn’t look up, though. Her eyes are focused on her implants, and her hands fly over her portable station in front of her.


    Owen nods, pushing his glasses back up his nose as they slide down.


    Deign laughs, her mood noticeably better. “Fantastic work, Owen. You might even have just proved yourself worthy of your newly acquired position.” She stands, smoothes down her shirt, and clears her throat. “With that in mind, we should launch a full-scale assault in a few days. As I understand, not all of the modifications have been completed yet, Owen?”


    He shakes his head. “But they will be done soon. I have twelve people working on it.”


    Deign nods and glances down at her reader. “We also have the research lab working on assembling or attempting to reassemble several more units of Damascus, correct?”


    A collective gasp goes up from everyone in the room, apart from Owen and Bastian.


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Don’t look at me like that. If we can figure out how to assemble them, then perhaps we can correct whatever oversight we made in the initial construction.” She glances down at her notes once again, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. It’s one of the few nervous tells she has that Bastian is aware of. “I do believe we’re as prepared as we’re going to be. I’ll gather you all here again at the same time tomorrow to go over the progress and exact timing. We’re going to be very busy in a few days. Rest while you can.”


    She waves them away, and Bastian pushes himself out of his chair. It’s an effort to keep his mind free of the panic.


    “Bastian.” Deign’s voice is soft. “Will you stay a moment?”


    He forces himself to stop and turn around to face her. “Of course.”


    “You have a school board meeting this afternoon, correct?”


    He nods.


    “I need you to make sure everyone is aware things are about to get...involved. Our students are our future, and I want them aware of that. I need you to assemble the best two groups you have. Ones who might be able to aid out there in the field or here in the city if need be. You’ve got the crème of our youth in those classes—the strongest, the survivors. If anyone can help make sure this runs smoothly, I think they can.” The wrinkles around her eyes say she’s worried.


    Bastian pries her fingers from around his hand, unaware of just when they became attached, and is extremely glad he’s wearing gloves so as to avoid skin contact. “I’ll be blunt, Deign. There is nothing my students can do that the people already under your command can’t. Half of them came from my school. Most of them are older than me. If fully trained grown men and women can’t help us when the Damascus turn—and mark my words, they will turn—then there is no hope for us. My students are not the miracle you’re seeking.”


    “If they can get to the switch, everything will be fine.” Her eyes are full of assurance, of complete confidence that this is the right path, even if her back is a little too rigid.


    Bastian feels cold to the core at the look she gives him. “You want me to give them a signal to flip the switch should it come to that?”


    Deign nods. “It’d be better if you were the one. They’ll have to force themselves through, but you’ll have the passwords.”


    Bastian nods and listens as she hands over his psionically imprinted key and tells him everything he needs to know.


    [image: break.jpg]


    Bastian closes the door to his office tightly behind him, snapping his wards closed as they seal. He reaches out with his mind and locates Dom, right where he thought he’d be. It’s almost nightfall, almost time for his friend to go. If they’d had a plan, this would be it falling apart. He’d never expected Deign to come up with so many different ways to obliterate the people who should be taking care of what’s left of their world. The United Conglomerate deserves so much better than the GNW.


    “You’re agitated.” Dom’s voice is soft, and yet Bastian almost jumps out of his skin, even though he knew he was there.


    “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” he mutters, trying to stop his hands from shaking, his body from shaking.


    “I didn’t. You already scanned for me. You were completely aware I was here. What’s the problem?” Dom’s eyes flicker slightly in the dim light, concern shading them.


    Bastian sighs, broken thoughts flitting around in his Shine-filled head. “They’ll be ready to launch their offensive inside of a week. From the way Deign spoke, maybe less.”


    Dom blinks. “That’s not enough time for Mathur to get the device working. It’s not enough time for anything. Barely enough time for me to warn them.”


    “I know and I’m sorry, but there was nothing I could do. I’m not part of the science division, so sadly, I’m not in on everything I need to know. Owen has almost readjusted the optical sensors of the Damascus to detect the adrium camouflage wavelength. Everything is already in motion!”


    Bastian pauses and gulps in some air, aware that he’s dangerously close to losing it. When he speaks, his usual control is back, though tenuously. “He’s increased the potency behind their communications channels, in the same vein as the dominos, but because of their different make-up, he’s sure they’ll withstand it without breaking down.”


    A strange ripple crosses Dom’s face. “I have to get back.”


    “Has it been long enough to recharge yet?”


    Dom closes his eyes briefly. “By the time I get out there, it’ll have to do.”


    “Warn them. Do whatever you can to prepare. I’ll work on things from this end.”


    Dom’s form stabilizes. “Do you think...maybe you could find this core Sai talks about, too?”


    Bastian blinks at him. That could be his answer. Find his core, obliterate everything, and know his sacrifice meant something. Sai would never forgive him for taking that many innocent lives. He almost laughs, but shakes his head instead, staving off the hysteria. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to make time to try. But I have so much to do.”


    “What else can you possibly do, Bastian?”


    Bastian smiles grimly and pushes down on the disorientation threatening to sweep over him. “She gave me the codes today, the psionic access to the switch. If all else fails, when people are sufficiently distracted—and they will be—I’ll figure out how to activate the switch myself.”


    “And if they catch you? Can’t I do this?”


    “You can’t. The code won’t work with your imprint. It’s clued to mine.” Bastian bites down on the snake of fear that winds its way through his gut.


    “This could be a trap, Bastian.” Dom’s tone is soft, with a strange hint for the hybrid. It sounds oddly like fear.


    Bastian smiles. “Even if it is, I’ll flip the switch and escape. Don’t worry.” He wonders if the words sound as resigned as he feels.


    Dom looks at Bastian for a long moment, his eyes flickering, and he hesitates twice before speaking. “I will be back here in seven days, specifically to help you escape. Don’t do anything before I can get you out of here.”


    Bastian smiles, unable to hide his relief, even if it’s just that his friend is still himself, still cares this much. “I won’t do it without you.” He wonders if Dom can still detect lies. “Thank you. Now go.”


    Dom frowns and suddenly hugs Bastian so tightly his lungs whoosh the last of his breath out.


    “Don’t be stupid. Wait for me.” And then Dom turns and exits out the passage leading from the dojo section of the office.


    Bastian watches the door for a long time after it closes behind his friend, fighting the sinking feeling in his stomach that something is going to go horribly wrong.
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    Sai stands in the loading bay, her mind blank, staring at her hands. There’s nothing she can do anymore. People will die; the Exiled will die. There’s just no way for her to manage her abilities and teach everyone else to do the same. It’s the only thought in her head as Dom pulls into the bay in Mele.


    The expression on his face does little to alleviate her inner turmoil. “You have bad news.” Even to her own ears, the tone of her voice falls flat. She gives herself a little shake, determined to pull herself out of the funk she’s fallen into the last few days.


    He glances at her, his upper lip clenched between his teeth in an overly human gesture he seems unconscious of. “You’re not just worried about what news I bear—which, by the way, is worse than you think, but perhaps better than it could be. What’s on your mind? You’re not usually this...” He pauses, searching for the word. “Not usually this apathetic.”


    Sai feels herself blush with embarrassment at the accurate description. “It’s just been a bad few days.” She takes a breath and falls into step with him, hesitating a moment before touching his hand. Their fingers link lightly, feather-soft, but as she speaks, her grip tightens. “We didn’t make it out to the final nomad settlement in time—they’re gone. That’s the second one. Twelve hundred people. That’s a lot of people, Dom. Not captured, not taken away—just gone. All dead.”


    Dom clenches his jaw, and a ripple of color passes through him, so brief she’d have missed it if she wasn’t paying attention, but it shows how tightly he’s keeping himself under control. That and how hard he squeezes her fingers in return. “And yourself? Aishke? Mathur?”


    “Mathur has almost finished making adjustments. Just several more of your siblings to go and he’ll be done with the lot of them. They’ve been training, drilling, helping, and listening to James’ instructions. Sometimes they’re so silent you don’t know they’re there.” They’re not like you, she wants to add, but thinks it better not to. Dom isn’t quite being himself. There’s a subtle undercurrent warring beneath his skin, almost like it’s trying to break free. Her grip of his hand shifts, more about grounding him than anchoring her.


    He nods and glances at a packet he carries in his free hand. “I’ve informed Mathur we’re on our way to the observation deck. People should be convened by the time we get there. We only have a few minutes, and you’ve yet to tell me about yourself and Aishke.”


    Sai feels cold all of a sudden and hugs her chest with one arm as they walk. If she lets go, there’s a chance she might not reel him back to himself. “I’m as well as can be expected. There aren’t many of us with enough initial power to even make training with the technique I’ve been developing worthwhile. Iria is doing better than I expected. Both Mason and James are coming along in leaps and bounds. And Aishke...” She can’t bring herself to say it. The reality hurts far too much.


    “Aishke?” he prompts her gently as they round the final corner before the deck entrance. Bringing her to a halt with a tug of her hand, he looks her directly in the eyes.


    “Aishke hasn’t woken up yet.”


    Dom’s grip tightens. He opens his mouth, but stops and shakes his head, moving so his body is a hairsbreadth away from touching her. “It’ll be okay.” The words are so soft. They’re like a brush of air over her face, a cool and relaxing breeze, and in the back of her mind, she can’t help wondering just what the domino psionic DNA involves.


    “Yeah.” She squeezes back, and he focuses on her with a nod before dropping her hand as he turns and enters the conference room, the subtle undercurrent nowhere in sight.


    Even though it’s cold where he touched her, Sai suddenly feels relieved. Maybe not everything is lost after all.


    The view through the front viewport as the Mobile navigates the wasteland is equal parts beautiful and terrifying. Red soil emphasizes the barren landscape in front of them. It’s a sort of mockery that life-sustaining crops are no longer welcome here. A scattering of ancient electrical propeller mills dot the landscape in the distance. Those with still spinning blades are so rusted with age, the contraptions look like a slow whirl of blood-stained knives in the setting sun’s light. Most mills have fallen into disrepair, blades crumbling at the feet of the poles that once held them high—like they’ve given up. A shiver runs down her spine with an odd sense of foreboding.


    The feeling doesn’t last for long. Kayde bumps her elbow, pulling Sai out of her contemplations with a grin. Mason walks in with Jeffries, heads bowed in discussion of something Sai can’t strain enough to hear. Iria and James enter together, and Mathur stands behind a console, flicking through something that reflects light back onto his face. It’s probably why they’re meeting on the bridge. The tension is so thick it’s suffocating.


    “Our camouflage won’t protect us from them anymore. They’ll be able to hone in on us in an approximate area. The Mobiles are large targets once you know that shimmer on the horizon isn’t heat, but a huge vehicle city.” Dom starts in immediately, not beating around the bush.


    The silence is deafening. Sai’s sense of foreboding is confirmed. Great.


    “Maybe it’s not that bad? Mathur has almost finished reinitializing the other dominos. If we can set up an ambush, I can probably take care of most of them.” Her voice sounds stronger than she feels, but stubbornness won’t let her back down. They need to stay positive. They can’t let this cripple their plans.


    Dom shakes his head. “That’s not the only news I bring.” He puts the flat package down on the table and unwraps the protective cloth. “Bastian got this to me just before I left, probably at greater risk than he should have taken.”


    The reader lies on the table, gleaming up at them with an evil twinkle. Dom touches the screen, and it flares to life, listing names, locations, and duty divisions.


    “Bastian is under orders to instruct not only the faculty, but any students of the facilities who’re capable to use their abilities and learn to tap into the net in order to keep the populace calm. Those who are...stronger will be focused on specific problems away from the net.”


    “Isn’t that what the grid is supposed to do anyway?” Sai asks.


    Mathur’s speaks softly, yet loud enough that it carries through the whole room. “Technically, but not everyone is as heavily influenced. For those with some level of psionic protection by way of a dormant gene? Harsher, more forceful thought manipulation is a safer bet.”


    “Isn’t that a good thing?” James speaks up for the first time, his thick arms folded over a muscular chest. “Maybe they won’t get hurt that way?”


    “Nothing will bother them, James. Those with a dormant psionic gene are usually relatively safe, but with some amount of focus...” Mathur turns to Kayde. “With focus, many of them will be in danger as well. If at all possible, Kayde, we need the Ebony adaption soon.”


    Kayde laughs. “You’re lucky I don’t listen when you give me orders, old man.”


    Mathur nods, but the twinkle in his eye is outweighed by the wrinkles of concern around them. “I count on it. Timeline?”


    She closes her eyes, lips moving in a silent series of what are probably calculations. When she focuses back on him, her grin lights up her whole face. “Maybe ten days? Could push it to a week?”


    “Seriously? Have you been sleeping at all?” A scattering of laughter circles the room, ebbing the tension slightly.


    “I’ve been working on it a while, and Petri’s helped.” Kayde smiles, and her eyes sparkle. It’s her element. “Keep in mind that I’m limited in my testing here, and it’s not quite ready for that yet. I’ll put more emphasis on it.” Her brow furrows for a moment. “I can’t guarantee it, but I’ll work my butt off.”


    Dom holds up his hand. “That’s great and all, but the Damascus will be ready in the next few days. We need to scatter Mobiles now, so they don’t have a concentrated target. There’s one more thing. I brought you a present, Mathur.”


    He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a smaller wrapped object, which he places in Mathur’s hand. “A kernel.”


    Mathur takes, it, unwrapping it carefully. The tiny ball is littered with thousands of minuscule circuits. “Perfect, Dom. How did you...”


    Dom laughs, a little self-depreciatingly, and looks away from his maker. “Let’s just say, if all else fails before they take us down, I should at least be able to take some of them with me. You’ll need to make that machine faster than you thought possible. Everything has to happen quicker. Bastian is trying to delay them, but has to be subtle about it. Regardless, in just under a week I’ll go back to help him sneak in to shut them down.”


    “That’s far too dangerous. Is he suicidal?” Sai blurts the words out, that sense of trepidation back in full force.


    “Not at all. He’s considering the bigger picture.”


    It’s the first time Dom’s origin has ever stood out this starkly. His voice is distant, almost alien. Sai shivers as he continues to speak.


    “If he manages to shut them down, he saves many lives for the price of his. You have to realize, Owen—their new science officer—is close to making Damascus production a possibility. The last thing we need is more of them. If Bastian uses the machine to shut them down, he will destroy it. If he destroys it, they can’t reactivate them again until they’ve repaired or rebuilt it. There are things that were done to those machines that only Bastian’s father and Mathur know about.”


    He scans the room for a long moment, meeting each person’s eyes. “We have few options. I will be back in Central within a week’s time to assist him with the escape, should he need it. There’s a time crunch now. Thanks to Aishke’s outburst a few days ago, they know the general area we were in. There’s only so far we can travel.”


    “I have two full teams of medics prepared. It’s been the one thing I could organize this time around.” Jeffries shrugs. “There’s nothing more I can do until casualties start pouring in.”


    “There will be far too many of those,” Mathur murmurs. “Kayde, get that Ebony ready. If we release it when Dom goes to help Bastian, we may have more people on our side than the GNW was counting on.”


    “The gods know we’re going to need it.” Mason speaks for the first time since the meeting convened. His face is pale, eyes shadowed by the bags underneath them, but his voice still holds that leader’s strength. “So they’re going to utilize the psionic abilities of the students to seek out problem areas in the public and strong-arm them?”


    Dom nods.


    Mason purses his lips. “My brother isn’t stupid. Let’s hope he can pull this off. Are the dominos ready, Mathur?”


    “Almost. I will need at least another week with them, to be perfectly honest. There are aspects of their nature which were incorrectly acclimated. I have had to adjust and tweak a few behavioral norms which were fairly skewed. But give me a good week, and we’ll be done.”


    “Faster with Dom’s help?” Mason persists.


    Mathur shrugs. “Definitely. He is more adept than I.” He smiles a weary smile.


    Dom claps his hands together, making most people in the room jump. “If that’s it then, I think we have enough to work on.” He exits the room with Mathur before Sai can catch him. Somehow she manages to keep her earlier feelings of desperation at bay.
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    The beeps of the machine attached to Aishke are annoying. Sai finds herself counting each one, reaching sixty and starting from the beginning as she watches the slow rise and fall of her friend’s chest. There’s so much they’ve been through, so much they have yet to go through.


    All that’s left is to organize themselves and throw their best effort toward preserving the life they have.


    She sighs and draws circles on her friend’s hand. Round and round, figure eights, slowly counting the beeps.


    “You know, that really tickles. If I had energy, I’d laugh.” The voice is breathy, but definitely Aishke.


    Sai sits up with a start. “You’re awake?” She looks down at the still form of her friend whose eyes are still closed and frowns.


    “I’m awake. Just so tired.” Aishke’s lips barely move.


    Sai resists the urge to gather her up in a bear-hug. Instead, she leans forward and hugs the stray hand she was tickling. “I’ve missed you.”


    “I didn’t miss you.” Aishke smiles faintly. “I haven’t missed anything. It feels like I’ve been floating. I do have good news, though.”


    “Good news?” Sai is somewhat confused.


    “Yeah.” Aishke chuckles, and it turns into a cough that brings Marlena running.


    She glares briefly at Sai while checking all of Ash’s vitals and giving her a tiny sip of water. “Seriously. With the two of you, I’m going to grow old before my time.”


    “Sorry.” Aishke at least has the decency to appear contrite, her eyes cast downward. It’d probably be more effective if she also wasn’t biting her lip to keep from laughing.


    Marlena sighs and crosses her arms. “What will I do with you two? Stop getting hurt. Be more like Iria and be invincible!” She smiles to take the sting out of the words. “Rest up and take it easy. I’ll send for Jeffries. He needs to look you over.”


    And with that, Marlena leaves them both alone again. Sai blinks, watching as the door closes. “The good news?” she gently reminds her friend.


    “I know what I did wrong and how not to repeat it.” The tone to Ash’s voice is flat, and her eyes are closed again. The weariness practically drips off her words.


    “I’m really not sure you’re going to be doing anything anytime soon.” Sai admits reluctantly. “You’re weak at the moment. They’ve only fed you intravenously for days. You need to get up your strength before you can help.”


    “Help?” The word is faint, but definitely asked.


    “We’re closer to confrontation than we thought. We’ll be at war in a few days.” Sai feels a tear slip down her cheek and rests her head on Ash’s hand. “I don’t know what to do, Ash. I can’t figure out how to help us win.”


    She sits there for a few moments in silence, knowing her friend understands the situation. Sai didn’t really need advice or reassurance, just someone who understands why she is so down, why it feels like the world is about to drop out from under her feet.


    Despite the fact that most Exiled were born to this or escaped to it of their own volition, very few of them were ever a student of the facilities, and even fewer were subject to the true lifestyle evident under GNW control. What the Exiled have is luxury of choice and living. To have that taken away...


    “It won’t be taken away, Sai.” Ash’s voice is stronger now. “We’re not going to let them take it away. It might not be easy, but I know we can do this. You’ve given me so much hope and shown me so much. We aren’t giving up now.”


    Sai laughs and reinforces her shields. After sharing so much time in psionic training together, sometimes they creep into each other’s thoughts. “I know. I need to stop overanalyzing things. We’ll do this like we do everything else.”


    “With brute force!” Aishke’s shaky laugh almost turns into a cough again, and Sai can’t help her own chuckle. Tension leaks out with the sound, dissipating through the room. She squeezes Aishke’s hand again.


    “Thanks.”


    “I’ll rest up for a day and join you, but if I’m not mistaken, you have better things to be doing than sitting in here wasting time wallowing with me.”


    “Ouch, don’t pull any punches.” The words sting a little, but Sai knows she’s right. “Okay, okay. You get better fast, and I’ll do what I can for now.”


    Jeffries walks into the room and frowns at Sai. “You shouldn’t be wearing her out. You can come back this evening.”


    Sai winks at Aishke and mock-salutes the doctor. “I’ll do that, then. Take care of her.” She saunters out of the room, aware for the second time that day that maybe they do have a chance. Snowballs can withstand heat for a moment, right?
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    “Have a chance,” she mutters to herself as she pushes sweat-soaked hair out of her eyes. “Sure, sure, be optimistic.” Domino Thirty-Five charges her again, and she only narrowly misses his quick grab at her. Instinctively she juts her hip out and catches him off-guard, sending him careening. It’s not as easy as it was in her test. Probably something to do with Mathur having tweaked them so they’re not constantly off-balance.


    “Time.” Mathur frowns and jots something down on his clipboard. Iria crosses her arms and comes to stand next to Sai.


    “You know,” she says and pauses to pant for some air. “Aren’t we supposed to not be able to fight these? If we can fight them, doesn’t that mean the Damascus will rip them apart?”


    Sai shrugs. “The dominos are just scaling their reactions. They’re not actually trying to hurt us. Like I don’t try to hurt you when we spar.” Because this is nothing like the test she barely survived in the training facility. Iria doesn’t need to know that, though. It’s in the past, and if everything goes right, Sai will see to it that no one ever has to go through them again.


    Mathur turns to the girls. “I need to make a few adjustments. Can you wait?”


    Sai nods and wipes the back of her hand over her perspiring forehead. “Sure, Mathur, we’ll just keep warm.” She turns to Iria.


    Her friend looks at her incredulously. “What now?”


    “He’ll be done tweaking in about ten minutes, or he wouldn’t have asked us to wait. I, for one, would prefer to be ready when he is and not to be cooled off and stiff.”


    Iria grunts and brings up her fists. She’s not the sparring partner Bastian was, not even as good as Aishke, but she’s solid and quick. Sometimes she can land a surprising hook, but generally, Sai wins. It’s all character-building, but Sai can’t deny feeling stronger than someone feels good.


    Light on her feet, bouncing on her toes has a whole new meaning since she got her new legs. As long as she keeps that strange shadow to the edge of her vision, she doesn’t have any weird urges. Well, not very often, anyway. Sometimes, when no one is around in the middle of the night, she gets the sudden desire to make it all stop. But it never lasts for long and always leaves her with little explanation.


    Iria has improved as a sparring partner over the months. She has a way of throwing a hit that moves through the elbow at the same instant. It’s very difficult to judge where her punch will be thrown before it is. Ducking, Sai grins and sweeps her leg out in a quick movement that takes Iria by surprise. But as their limbs contact, Sai pulls back a bit on the power to avoid hurting her friend. Iria lies panting on the mat with a big smile.


    “Looks like those grafts are finally synched right,” she says, sitting up and wiping sweat off her brow.


    Sai laughs. “Yeah, right? It’s been almost three months.”


    “Since you woke up,” Iria adds.


    Sai blinks at that. “Since I woke up. Is there such a huge difference?” She really hadn’t thought there would be.


    Iria smiles brightly. “Oh, nothing, just another few weeks you’re missing.”


    “As in, another month?” She knew she’d been out, just never realized quite how long and never thought to ask.


    Iria grins. “About that, but you’re here now, and that’s what counts.”


    Mathur walks back in with Thirty-Five. Its moves are stronger, less clunky. Sai finds it difficult to focus her mind again, though. So many weeks she could have trained people that she instead spent in a hospital bed. She shakes her head to clear her thoughts when she realizes Mathur is speaking.


    “Just an adjustment in their visual acuity cortex. Her reactions were slightly off, as if there was a delay from you to her. Should be more of a challenge for you this time, Sai.” Mathur grins like it’s a contest, and she takes it as such.


    Sai glances and realizes the domino is indeed a female. Or more so than Dom, anyway. Her it is, then.


    It’s a good workout this time. Dodging punches from something that can easily kill a Damascus with its fists makes her adrenaline rush. If she concentrates just a sliver of her psionic powers to strengthen her muscles and speed, to preempt the attacks aimed at her, she can stay ahead of its movement and avoid a direct hit—barely. She’s under no illusion about the benefit her legs give her now.


    The blood coursing through her veins heightens her senses and brings her back to the day she passed her test. Closing in on a year ago now—eight or nine months depending on how long she was out after her accident. Reinforcing the surface of her skin and tendons so they absorb impact and stave off injury. Heightening her senses so she can preempt the movement an instant before it actually happens. Dodging out of the way and sending her own sweat flying in her wake.


    For the first time in months, she can feel the life coursing through her veins—able-bodied and capable of holding her own. Nothing like her fight with the Hound, which was nasty but quick, or the fear and panic that caused her to decimate that Damascus lieutenant. This is control; this is what it’s like to be psionic, to push yourself. Even if the strength of a domino is different, honing her skills can only be to her advantage. It has to be. She can’t afford to think it means nothing.


    Sai stops, ducks a punch, and throws her heel into the back of the domino’s knee, sending it to the ground. It rolls and jumps back up to the balls of its feet as the answer hits her like a jolt.


    “No time now, Mathur. They’re good. I have to go.”


    Mathur looks at her, one eyebrow raised in question. “You have to go? Are you injured?” He glances down at his notes with a frown, as if sure there’s no way she could be.


    “Not at all. I’m energized. So energized, in fact, I have to go try something out before I either lose the nerve or forget the idea.”


    “Try what out?” Iria has stopped her sparring match now and is curious as well.


    “I’ll let you know if I’m successful, but if I am...I think I’ll have figured out a way to use that technique as the weapon we need it to be.”
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    The arrow of light flies through the air so fast her eyes can barely track it, only to land smack in the middle of her makeshift target. Inside a split second, the dummy she’s using disintegrates, a halo of power radiating out several feet. Sai looks down and blinks at her hands, glad she chose to position it in the middle of the room. “It works...” she murmurs, surprising herself with the realization. “Wow! It works!” She feels like jumping up and down, the same way she did as a small child when her parents had bought her a cheap teddy bear on the one birthday they’d remembered.


    “What works?”


    Sai turns around and cringes at the expressions on Mason’s and Dom’s faces. Maybe she should have waited for them to catch up to her.


    “Sai...” Dom’s voice is full of concern, lower pitched than usual, as if he’s encouraging her to tell him a secret. “Mathur was worried.”


    Sai mentally kicks herself. The old man has enough to worry about without her dashing out of the training room after she’d promised to help him. “Well, you see...we were sparring and I was using the method Bastian taught me to reinforce my abilities and I started adapting it and then I realized I could adapt the coating—that’s what he used to call it—in a way which would actually make handling that much power so much easier and safer and probably focus it more definitively, and I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up but it worked...” She shrugs helplessly, not sure how much sense she just made, and gestures to the obliterated target. “See?”


    Sai really hopes they see, because damned, if it wasn’t draining.


    “How many shots?”


    “Just one.” She lets herself slump to the floor and stretches out her calves, which are whining like a teething baby.


    “And you’re still standing.” Mason looks down at her, his brows pinched. “Or, at least, you’re still awake and were standing.”


    Sai nods and smiles. “Yep. I’m still coherent, too.”


    Dom is over at the target, a frown on his face as he fingers the crumbling composite base. “It’s not as powerful as what you obliterated that patrol with. But if it leaves you conscious so that you can recoup some energy and keep fighting? It’s worth it.”


    Sai nods and grins. “Exactly what I was thinking. See, when I reinforce my epidermal layers, just put a little steel and a bit of protection behind them, I create a stronger outer shell. It’s harder to damage. Not impossible, mind you, although perhaps I could adapt some of the adrium in my system...” She absentmindedly rubs at her legs.


    “Not now, Sai.” Dom shakes his head, and dons that odd excuse for a smile lingering on his lips. “Don’t even think about that yet. Maybe when you have time to not kill yourself with a mistake, okay?”


    She laughs at the irony. “I promise. I won’t fiddle with that quite yet. But still, basically I adapted my psionic energy to the...I guess you might call it the frequency of the core inside me? Does that make sense?” She waits for Dom’s nod before continuing. “I was building up to help me contain the power, and then I tapped into it. That way the ball or sphere or whatever you want to call it was solid and stable. I could extract and focus the energy and voila! I’m still conscious, right?” Sai pinches her arm. and rubs the spot ruefully. “Sorry for that. Sometimes I dream vividly.


    “So you can harness this now?”


    She nods at Mason, who’s looking at her intently. His overcoat, so similar to the one Bastian wears, hangs limply on his frame, and she frowns at the sight.


    “Not only can I harness it, but I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before. Aishke and Iria—not to mention James and you—will be able to grasp this so quickly that you’ll think you were born doing it.”


    “Aishke’s awake?” Dom glances over from his inspection with mild surprise.


    “She woke up earlier. I’m going to see her tonight. This will thrill her.” Sai hits herself in the head and falls back onto the mats. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before.”


    If she had, their location might not be pinpointed. If she had, their current situation might not be so dire. If she...


    “Stop that, Sai.” Mason’s words whoosh out softly, tiredness in each syllable.


    “I’m not doing anything,” she pouts.


    “Yes, you are. Like teacher, like student. My brother plays the exact same what-if game with himself all the time. You need to cut that out. We can’t change anything, and even if we could, maybe it wouldn’t have been what we needed right then. There could have been other consequences we’re unaware of. So cut it out and be happy you’ve figured this out now.”


    “You’re right.” She shakes her head and picks herself up off the floor. The wooziness is gone and her energy is returning. “I need to refine it, though. If I spend the next few hours on it and get a good night’s sleep, I’ll be ready to instruct others in the morning.”


    Mason looks at her. “Done. Can I watch?”


    She pauses for a second and whispers, knowing Dom can probably hear them anyway. “If you tell me what’s wrong with you when we have a spare moment?”


    The lines on his face grow hard. Annoyance flickers through his eyes, or perhaps it’s resignation because he sighs softly. “Deal.”


    “Also as long as you don’t attempt it without making me aware first. I can correct you if I’m watching. I can’t if I’m not. I don’t want another Aishke.” Her tone falls quiet at the end, and a moment of silence follows.


    “We don’t need to give them any more help finding us than we already have, right?”


    Sai laughs, feeling better than she has since before Aishke’s accident, and focuses her sight inward.
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    The morning after Dom’s arrival, the first communication hits. Sai wakes up as Aishke walks through her door, face paler than usual but eyes bright in intensity. “Sai, Iria’s come for you. You’re needed in the navigation room.”


    Immediately awake, Sai jumps out of bed and drags her body armor on. She buckles the boots she favors over the typical runners and nods to Aishke as she heads out of the door. “You take it easy. You’re supposed to be recovering.”


    She falls into an easy jog with Iria a moment later, to get them there that whole minute faster. “What is it?”


    “They hit their first target a day sooner than anticipated. Sai...it sounds bad, and we have no one we can send fast enough.”


    Sai nods and steps into the room, heart pounding in her ears. “How far away is it?”


    “Three quarters of a day.” Mason’s tone is grim as his hands fly frantically over the control panel in front of him.


    “That far?” She controls her temper and resists smashing her fist into a nearby desk. Maybe they played into the GNW’s plans by scattering so widely. “Is there no way to make it in time?” It’s more of a statement than a question, and no one answers her except Dom.


    “Not even in Mele.” It’s all she needs to gain perspective.


    She closes her eyes and reaches, feeling the darkness rear its head. She pushes down on it, sapping only a minimal amount of its strength to boost her sensory vision. It’s there, just on the edges—nothing exact, nothing visible, just out of her reach. She frowns and snaps a surge of power at the sulking shadows trying to leak from the adrium in her system. They back away, a slight hesitance to them, wariness.


    “Is there any good news?”


    “Some.” Mathur sounds grim and bags hang under his eyes.


    She knows he had to have had a sleepless night since Dom got there with the kernel. Not only is he in the middle of reconfiguring the dominos, but now he’s also working on the pulse machine that will theoretically save them all. “And it is?”


    “They started the attack too close to sunrise.” Dom moves away from the viewing window. “Gamma sustained some damage, but while it can move during the day, not even the Damascus can accompany it. Their distress call came via their communication chip, because their normal transmission beacon was damaged. We could only send brief coordinates to them. If we leave now, we could maybe save what’s left.” He glances at the sun. “Mele can’t carry more than eight or nine people. I’m not sure what use that’d be.”


    It’s there, in the middle of the room as big as an ox. Eight or nine people will ensure death for them if the Damascus contingent is anywhere near big enough to be effective. Yet to stand back and do nothing is to condemn a whole Mobile to death.


    Mason stands up, suddenly looking weary and far too old for his age. Sai fights the urge to hug him and tell him everything will be okay.


    “We have four vehicles capable of traveling at maximum speed during the day. It will take them about eighteen hours to reach the site. They know as well as we do how far away help is. We can’t risk leading the Damascus back to our other forces. As cold-hearted as it sounds, the best we can probably do for anyone until the dominos are up and running is make our way to pick up any survivors.”


    Silence falls over the room. As true as his words might be, part of Sai rebels against it, wants to help and save the people she’s never met. Realistically, they all know Mason is right.


    “We’re running out of time, though.” Dom breaks the silence. “I can go with you this round, but I need to leave in a few days. Unless Mathur can finish the device beforehand, I have to make sure Bastian is safe.”


    Mathur shakes his head. “I am pushing it as it is to finish. It took us two months to do it originally; there is only so much time I can shave off it now.” His skin hangs, like he’s lost weight, and for a moment Sai wants to tell him to stop, to find someone else to take the stress off his shoulders. But ultimately he created the only two chances they have for survival now, and like it or not, they need him.


    “We’ll take three teams and make sure they understand we cannot intervene. We won’t have the people or firepower. Gamma is executing evasive maneuvers. We have to hope they can hold it off and that the Damascus can’t somehow tap into our communications. Maybe we’ll make it in time to help in some way.” But Mason doesn’t sound very convinced or very convincing.


    Sai nods and starts to leave, but Mason grabs her arm gently, stopping her. “Not you, Sai. You’re staying here. I need you to train a few of James’ people whose talents are exhibiting signs of good psionic strength. Cadets Darrien, Michael, and Argyle. They’re fresh recruits, and they need to be trained yesterday. Crash course the hell out of them. Understood?”


    It’s an effort to keep the glare off her face, but she understands his reasoning. Sai nods. “Understood.” But the word comes out snappier than she intended. “I’m sorry. I just...”


    “You want to test out that bolt, don’t you?” Mason looks away and doesn’t wait for an answer. “I know how you feel. Do you think it’s easy to tell our people not to interfere in a losing situation like this? There are a lot of ifs and buts, but overall? If it means I might preserve more people by giving that order, I’ll give it.”
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    The message hits her consciousness like a sledgehammer, tossing her to the ground. Sai rolls and groans, and then all the images pour into her mind at once. Dismembered body parts scattered across the desert, baking in the sun. Limbs and dangling intestines wedged in the shutting mechanisms of the loading bays, causing the ramps to open and close in a strange parody of a laugh.


    She retches, gagging, and rolls to her feet in one smooth movement, wiping at the spittle on her chin without any trace of embarrassment. Sai can’t pinpoint who sent her the images, who sent her the message, but it doesn’t matter how clumsy it was, only what it is.


    “Aishke, take over class. Show them what you know. Iria, come with me.”


    The images superimposing themselves over her vision are worse than anticipated. She stops by Mathur’s lab, knowing instinctively she’ll find Kayde there.


    “We have a problem.” And it hurts her to say it, to admit it, but there’s no time for feelings or emotions or regrets. “Kayde find Jeffries and send him. Tell him we have incoming wounded. There’s no way I can heal all of them.”


    She’s gone before they can ask questions, fighting the stupid tears that threaten to overwhelm her, and when they escape, she ignores them. Iria walks beside her, keeping up despite the speed Sai moves at now her legs have fully adapted. Sai isn’t sure what she’d do without her friends. She reaches over and squeezes Iria’s hand briefly. “I need you to go to the hospital wing. Grab Marlena and all the supplies you can carry or fit in a cart.”


    “Won’t Kayde get her when he grabs Jeffries?”


    “He’s not there. He’s helping Mason.” She doesn’t tell Iria why. Not everyone needs to know that Mason’s psionic channels have been bleeding out and sometimes he needs help. He’s wearing himself out, and the sad thing is, they don’t have time for him not to. When this is over, he’ll need weeks of rest.


    When Iria leaves her side, Sai feels suddenly alone, like she’s the only one on this huge contraption. But it’s no excuse to fail in what she has to do.


    She arrives at the empty cargo bay. As the ramp lowers itself silently, there’s still only dust in the distance. A thin red coating of dirt starts clinging to the bottom, like the blood that’s been shed. She can feel the thrum of the Mobile as it slows to docking speed.


    The anger twists up and around her esophagus, threatening to choke her in a fit of rage, but she pushes it down, despite the lingering darkness it leaves. Dom always said it was dangerous, that you had to control it, and yet it needs to be a part of her. If what the message told her is true, she’ll be drawing on any reserves she can shortly.


    By the time the first transport hits the bay, Jeffries and Marlena are there. Sai bites her lip to prepare herself for the worst. Except the worst has nothing on this.


    Someone stops in front of Jeffries. “Eighty-seven survivors. Technically...” He keeps his voice low. His face looks a little familiar—and a bit green. His eyes shift from side to side, not focusing on anyone. Sai recognizes him as Walstein, which is good, because his name shield is covered in gore.


    All the bodies become a blur of wounds. There are no faces, no designations. There’s only reaching into herself to fuel the power she needs to knit wounds, piece together veins sluggishly pumping out blood, set bones, and tap into the healing centers to speed the recovery.


    Sai loses count of how many people she tends; the only things that are real are her power levels and how many more she can help and a vague sense that all the time in the world still isn’t enough.


    “Hold still,” she murmurs, holding a hand on her patient’s chest, pretty sure she just slurred her words. “You don’t let me staunch the leak of blood into that lung, and you’ll be doing a lot of fertilization soon.” The guy leans back on his pillow, face pale—although to be fair that’s probably from blood loss and not her words. Sai dives in, pulling on her power.


    But it doesn’t respond, so she digs deeper, only to be rewarded with the clear pool of doom. She hesitates just long enough for a darkened tendril to sneak out, like a peace offering, and she grasps it, steadies it, and allows it a minimal amount access.


    The power the parasite lends to her psionics is slimy, like she’s bathing in grease, unclean and oily. Yet her results are the same. Blinking, she withdraws from her patient, whose color is already improving, and sighs.


    But when they pull his table away to line up the next one, she stumbles. A hand on her shoulder steadies her, and she looks up through dark-tinged sight to see Jeffries.


    He smiles. It’s a pallid version of the proper expression, but it does the trick. Sai relaxes, and all her muscles begin to feel like mush.


    “You know, Sai, I’d say you have a crappy bedside manner, but I’ve never seen so many people saved by one person.”


    “Screw my bedside manner.” Sai blinks at her own voice. It’s a sibilant, almost drunk sound, nothing like her normal timber. She clamps down on the adrium’s eagerness and banishes the darkness back. None of that. Not even for this. Not yet.


    Jeffries chuckles, even while Sai fights to stay upright. “I’ve never seen the healing gift in action this way before. Impressive.” He gives her a gentle shove, which ends up with her on a bed herself.


    “Hey,” she says, struggling to sit up, only to have two different hands push her back down. One is Jeffries, and apparently the other is Dom.


    Jeffries winks at her. “Yes, I brought backup because you’re stubborn.” And with that, he walks away.


    Sai wants to glare at him, but the energy fails her. “What?” she asks Dom.


    “You overdid it. And I hate to tell you, but that weird sort of frustration and anger thing you’ve got going on?”


    Sai blinks at him and slowly nods as he starts wheeling her bed along the corridors.


    “It’s leaking out to pretty much the whole Mobile.”


    “What?” She can’t believe it and checks her shields, only to find their strength is weakened. “I pulled that much...” Damn it. How careless. She needs to set her own alarms for them.


    “It’s okay,” Dom says, that odd smile on his face briefly. “I’m shielding you. I can’t heal like you unless I can tap into the patient’s own healing ability, and you’re the only one here who has that. This was the least I could do.”


    Blood and pain, torn muscles and veins, punctured lungs and bowels swim in her vision when her eyes close, but none of it scares her anymore. If Dom could just split himself in two...


    He chuckles. “If only, Sai. If only.”


    He pushes her along in silence for a minute and the bed stops. “We’re here.” He says the words softly, a distant look in those silver eyes.


    “Yeah.” She pokes at her shields, still too drained to rebuild them, but aware of her strength returning even as they speak.


    “That Mobile had crappy luck, Sai. You can’t blame yourself.”


    Sai wants to be angry and scream and yell at him. She wants to stand up and punch things, phase to the Damascus and make them all pay. It all flashes through her head and she almost yells it all out loud, but then she realizes why and jolts the adrium back into the background.


    She opens her mouth, shuts it again, and sighs, staring at the ceiling.


    Dom leans over, his gaze locked to hers like he’s searching for something.


    “What?” she says, a little disturbed by the intensity.


    He doesn’t say anything, just rests his hand over hers for a moment. “You tapped into it, didn’t you?” His voice is soft, velvety, and somehow full of sadness.


    “Just a little,” she admits, knowing full well what he means, just not how he knows.


    “Sometimes I forget how young you are. I think everyone does.” His eyes are steady in their silver hue, no sign of red anywhere.


    “Sometimes, Dom.” She squeezes his hand, glad he’s with her. “Sometimes I do, too.”
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    One good night’s sleep and Sai is back at full strength. Helping the previous day, even if it was emotionally and physically taxing, went a long way to reinforcing her determination.


    “You have always been useful.”


    Sai raises an eyebrow, proud of her ability to conceal her shock at Dom being there. “And you’re like a shadow.” Her shadow. She suppresses a smile at the normalcy that’s entered their relationship again.


    He steps a little closer. “You are useful.” The focus in his eyes is intense, as if he won’t let her entertain the thought.


    “Maybe, but watching the scouting parties load up for the last days has made me want to stomp my feet and yell.” She laughs, aware of how little she sometimes thinks her actions through. “Pretty sure most of the guys have my technique down now. Mason said we need to send out a test team and see if this is even a viable weapon.”


    “Sound theory.” Dom shrugs, cricking his neck higher as if he’s adjusting something.


    “You okay?” Sai tries to keep the sudden concern out of her tone, but he looks at her and smiles that ghost of a smile he has.


    “Still adjusting a little bit. Sometimes I get this pang of air, like it rushes through me. Maybe a phantom pain, I guess? A phantom absence?” He starts walking, and she falls into step. “Do you have a destination yet? How will it work? I have to get back to check on Bastian soon.” There’s worry in his tone, an overlying melodic sort of sound. Sai wishes worrying weren’t a bad thing.


    “We have an idea of where to go. Mason is finalizing details about where he’ll send out the scouting party now.”


    “And if this works?”


    Sai mulls it over. “Then the drills I’ve been doing with the cadets and soldiers couldn’t be more important.”


    “And who’s part of Mason’s little experiment?”


    She can almost hear what he doesn’t say: because I can’t always be there to watch over you. Like he was for the first dangers she faced. Close and deadly. “Me, of course. Aishke, Iria, you and I.”


    He looks at her. “So we’ll be doing this soon then?”


    “Don’t worry. This scouting party will be over with plenty of time to get you to Bastian. We need him, you understand?” Because, suddenly, she has this horrible feeling that Bastian needs Dom more than anyone. All alone, no one close to him, security tighter than ever. Anyone else would just give up. Anyone else would just let the Exiled go it alone.


    Dom bumps her shoulder, pulling her out of her thoughts with his crooked smile. “Don’t worry. I know.”
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    Dust clouds gather on the horizon, getting bigger and bigger as the Damascus approach the hidden location. The first test to see if her weapon actually works. It’s all Sai can do to stay concealed and not bounce on her toes in anticipation.


    Mason’s fingers lower one by one, counting down from three.


    Three.


    Sai’s senses hone in on the insects. She can hear everything from tiny feet to dragging tails. Every plaintiff cry of a desert rodent hiding beneath an outcrop, the hoarse sound a product of the changed atmosphere. And the heartbeats—the adrenaline-filled heartbeats, pumping hard. All except for Dom, whose echo is inhuman, and yet somehow beautiful.


    Two.


    She watches the Damascus move closer to where they’re hidden and can make out their powerful limbs of strengthened steel. She locates her target and waits, poised to move. If only this works.


    One.


    Every pore pulsates and comes alive. She feels as each bead of sweat forms on her head, and the pulse beneath the tender flesh of her recent wound threatens to tear it open and spill out. She keeps her focus on the lieutenant, determined, grim. She motions with her crossbow, feeds energy from the pool in her gut into her center, and waits for the go-ahead.


    Mason moves his fist slightly forward, and they spring into action.


    Sai releases her carefully held trigger and watches, in slow motion, as her psionically-shaped bolt takes a seeming age to fly home. Pain wrenches in her gut from the reinforced walls she’s erected around her power core, and another second passes as her world, still in freeze frame and heightened motion sensitivity, passes her by.


    Aishke dealt swiftly with her Hound, although exactly how, Sai couldn’t see out of the corner of her eye. But the lithe girl is now taking care of the mostly disabled soldier Dom left behind. Mason is focused on his own target, with two more still to be dispatched and moving in the same way everything else is in her mind: slowly, with Iria shielding them all.


    The bolt finds its home with perfect aim, straight through the lieutenant’s head, ripping out the kernel and most of the visual and movement cortices of the thing’s brain—including its transmission center. At least she hopes that’s what it did. Sai blinks and watches the heads of the other soldiers react in the same way—but something is wrong.


    Intent on their assignments, they all missed one crucial thing. The whole point of this exercise was to see how effective their core bolts could be, but they never expected a second Hound.


    Sai reacts instinctively. She steps to the side and pushes out her shielding, rapidly weaving a complex brace around her skin before reaching out her right hand to catch the creature by thee teeth. The feel of the stretched, decayed-smelling flesh clings to her skin like a second armor. But she ignores it as it tries to mash its jaw, writhing against the psionically reinforced strength in her fingers. Sai feeds another slice of raw power through her left hand and smashes straight into the beast’s eyes. A high-pitched scream of terror breaks through the otherwise silent night, just a split second before the Hound’s body explodes from the inside out, splattering everyone within reach with a fine miasma of festering gore.


    Sai blinks through the sudden red-brown sheen running down her face and shakes her head a little, trying to clear out her ears.


    And the slow motion stops.


    “Sai!” Dom yells, still too far away from her and suddenly running on an angle.


    Sai’s knee hits the ground as she realizes she’s on the angle, not him. “Oh,” she giggles, foreign blood and saliva bubbling at her lips. “I don’t feel so good.”


    She can hear their voices and watches them running around as she starts falling slowly to the side.


    Instead of the hard, cold sand, the hands that catch her are familiar, as is the voice soothing her when darkness starts to claim her.


    Except she’s still aware. Not blacked out, just exhausted and weak. Perhaps her modified shielding helps more than she originally thought.


    “I didn’t think I’d have to fend off a second,” she murmurs, at first not realizing she’s speaking out loud.


    “What?” Dom’s voice is soft and right next to her ear. There’s a warm puff to his words that tickles her ear—his friendship and caring, her need for him in her life. Her eyelids are too heavy to push open, so she doesn’t. “I’m just tired. Wasn’t expecting there to be a second. May have overdone it.”


    “There’s not much left of him now.” Aishke’s tone is relieved as she wipes cool water over Sai’s face, taking away the blood and sinew plastered to it.


    Sai gives herself a brief inner examination, both excited and chagrined by what she sees. “Definitely overdid it. Reaction instead of planning made me waste a good two shots in one.” The others laugh nervously as Dom carries her to Mele. “Hey, at least I’m conscious, though.”


    “Only in a manner of speaking. You really need to work on that endurance.” Mason’s tough voice overshadows a hint of relief. It’s his way of showing he cares.


    The seats underneath her don’t make the best bed—she knows, she’s tried to sleep on it before—but right now she doesn’t care. Sai can hear the others strapping in, and Mason climbing into the passenger seat. Dom buckles her into her seat himself, but before he leaves, he bends down and brushes her hair away from her face. “You always overdo it. Stop before you can’t anymore,” he whispers, so close to her skin she can feel his lips graze it with a tingle, and then he leaves her alone.
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    Board meetings aren’t exactly Bastian’s cup of tea, so he drinks some coffee to try and chase the way the aftertaste of Shine sitting at the back of his tongue. His head has a stuffy sensation to it, like he’s in a soft haze. Nasty, but necessary when Zach is around. Bastian frowns, the recollection coming far slower than he’s used to. Zach has been around a lot.


    “No,” he answers Owen’s question. “I don’t believe Sai was close to anyone. Those left from her graduating class will be perfectly safe, although Nimue’s inclinations lie...” He glances over at Deign. “Elsewhere.”


    “I see,” Owen jots something down on his tablet and frowns, brow pinched in consternation. His expression smoothes out as he raises his head. “I’m ready to begin with unit production experimentation, Deign. You wanted me to let you know when.”


    Bastian perks his ears up, focused on the bright-eyed scientist. “Unit production experimentation?”


    He schools his face to look at Owen with surprise. Even though Dom’s report gave him some suspicions, having it confirmed still helps. It appears everyone else’s shock is genuine, though.


    Deign smiles and taps her coffee mug lightly to get attention. Her long nail makes a slight ringing sound as it hits. “We’ll be restarting production of the Damascus shortly.”


    Bastian can feel the blood drain out of his face, but attempts to show no other outward signs of shock. Harlow and Jamieson aren’t anywhere near as adept.


    “You’re kidding, right?” Harlow doesn’t even try to hide her displeasure. She bites the corner of her mouth, eyes flickering through blues and greens, flashing briefly white as she does something to the system. The subtle movement of the Damascus lieutenant in the corner doesn’t seem to phase her. She’s the only one, though. Harlow has always been a little fearless.


    “You have a problem with my kind?” The lieutenants rarely speak, but the distinct metallic and empty clang of its voice echoes the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard. Everyone in the room cringes.


    “No.” She doesn’t rush to apologize, but turns to face it instead. “I merely wasn’t informed we’d be using resources in this way. I wasn’t informed I’d need to adjust my security systems to compensate. It’s a lot of work to adapt it to accept the Damascus imprint, let alone the marginally different one we’ll have from a new batch.” Her voice is steady, firm. She doesn’t add that the last time it was fully reconfigured was when the Damascus went on a killing rampage.


    Bastian gives her mental props for having the guts not to back down or show any obvious fear in the light of so much danger.


    It blinks at her and moves to stand as it did before, but its beady beams of light never stray from her form. Bastian isn’t sure how, but he’s quite certain it just imprinted everything about her on its memory. He’d have to keep an eye on Harlow, for her own safety.


    “Are we launching our offensive before or after the new units join our current ones?” Bastian schools his voice to sound neutral, almost bored.


    “Before. We have enough units at this point in time, but we’re expecting some losses and would like to make sure we have enough backups.” Zach taps the screen of his reader and doesn’t look up. “We’ve sent out several repaired versions, and they appear to be functional.”


    Typical Zach—always coming up with fantastic strategies without ever thinking of the consequences. Bastian swallows slowly. There’s no time to get word out. He’s their last line of defense now.
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    “Frazzled.” Bastian pushes a hand through his hair and bites his lip. Neither of them are usual habits, but that’s what happens when you finally realize the meaning of a word you never completely understood before. “I’m frazzled,” he whispers to his huge empty office. Funny how he never thought it was too big before.


    As long as Dom was around, things were easier. He had a friend, someone to bounce ideas and conversations off even if he wasn’t the most talkative person on earth. Though, lately, Dom’s changed. He’s not sure if it’s for the better.


    The tangent isn’t helping, and Bastian closes his eyes to try and force himself to refocus. His list of student divisions lies half-finished next to him, scribbled in old-fashioned manner with lead on a piece of paper. It was an attempt to let the tactile sense of writing bring him back into line. Nowadays paper is a commodity, but sometimes the scent and feel of it grounds him in ways nothing else does. But it’s not working. Sometimes passing notes with psionically tuned triggers helps, too, but right now there’s no one he trusts within proximity.


    Instead of finishing his work, Bastian finds himself running simulations through his mind of just how impossible it’s going to be to access the device to send out the pulse and disable the Damascus. No matter what way he twists or turns it in his head, the outcome isn’t going to be pretty. Not only that, but the remote possibility of achieving anything appears to be days out.


    “Damn it.” He lets himself fall into his cushy chair and stares at his ceiling. “We deploy tomorrow, at least a day ahead of schedule. Reproduction of the Damascus is about to begin. Think, Bastian, think!”


    But he can’t. Every time he tries to think of a way out, he hits another wall. Maybe he should have gone with Dom while he had the chance.


    “How did I ever think I’d make a difference?” He laughs at the words as he bites them off. No one can hear him. No one will ever know how much he’s fought for.


    He glances over at the lists, assigning little more than children to control the minds of an entire population, to tap them into a net. To tell people what it is they should be thinking and zap their own freedom of choice. Wasn’t that one of the freedoms this region of the world had been built on? A freedom of choice and speech and everything that no longer exists?


    The view out his window is far bleaker than he remembers. Oversaturated advertisements flicker in and out for their allotted time. They reflect off the dome and the buildings, vibrant colors muted against the concrete walls, images distorted by the windows. There was a time he enjoyed that view, when his idealistic young mind showed him the wonders that might be. But now even he can’t fool himself into believing the crumbling walls of the buildings at the edge of the city will ever be more than that.


    So he sits at his desk and transposes the hand-written list to his reader. In the morning, it will be a new day. A day full of tactical meetings as the Damascus are deployed, a day full of reasons and excuses to destroy tens of thousands of people—all in the name of protecting a dying city system.


    “There has to be a way.” Perhaps if he mutters the words over and over again to himself, maybe he’ll convince himself it’s true.
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    The next morning Sai can barely move. She groans as she flips herself upright in bed and lowers her legs to the floor.


    “Overdoing it?” she grumbles to herself. “Who else is going to overdo it if I don’t overdo it?”


    She gasps as she hoists herself out of bed and swivels around to face Aishke sitting in the chair next to it.


    “I heard that.” Aishke doesn’t look up from the reader in her hands. “You should make sure your room is empty before you talk to yourself. Don’t want any witnesses after all.”


    “Witnesses?” Sai’s head feels a little foggy.


    “Yeah. Y’know how they used to say that they’d put you away if you talked to yourself?”


    “Smart ass.” Sai pushes herself up from the bed, grabs her clothes, and heads for the shower, yelling back over her shoulder.


    “You’d better be out of my bedroom by the time I get back...” The threat peters off as Sai remembers the destruction caused by Aishke’s meltdown. They don’t have a shower. “...from the hospital shower!” she finishes, heading out of the apartment.


    There’s a soft humming noise coming from where Aishke’s bedroom was, and will be again, as a maintenance crew attaches new plates. Or, as Sai squints a little closer, recycled plates. They don’t have the same perfection about them. Older and of a different material. It lends a more lived-in look. She thinks she likes it and then realizes she’s still dressed in her pajamas. They’re navy and loose, but the shorts don’t cover her legs fully and Sai doesn’t have the energy to spare to camouflage her legs to skin. Nor the inclination, really.


    “I’ve heard it’s not decent to walk around like that.”


    Sai stops in her tracks. “Dom?” she whispers, an odd surge of happiness making the smile easy on her lips.


    “In the...adrium, as it were.” He winks and falls into step with her.


    “You know I’m headed to the shower, right?”


    He nods, a slight smirk gracing his lips.


    “Did you want something?”


    He shakes his head. “Not really. Just...” He pauses and is silent until they make it to the infirmary. “I’ll wait here. You’ll be more comfortable afterward, yes?”


    The shower, as usual, takes all of four minutes. But they’re four minutes spent with Sai wondering what Dom could want to talk to her about. She glances down at her legs. His comment made her a little self-conscious, even though she’s fairly sure he didn’t mean to. Anyone seeing them for the first time would assume they’re real now. Until they touched them, anyway. Adrium can only mimic the appearance, not the texture.


    She washes them routinely, even though she’s fully aware they don’t require it. So strange to feel the joint where her real leg starts blending into adrium. Strange to feel the smooth cool metal underneath her fingertips with the warm pulse reverberating through it every now and again.


    It makes her wonder how Dom works. Does he have a heart, a brain? Her fingers itch to see if all of him is as smooth as her own legs. She misses their hugs. If it wasn’t for him, she wouldn’t have this experience, this extra strength. Whenever she feels like she’s going to pass out or give up, there’s a force from somewhere inside her. Sometimes she wonders if it’s the legs or just her imagination. Whatever it is, he’s her reason.


    Dom was right, though. Once fully dressed in every day clothes, she tiptoes past the occupied beds, and emerges feeling one hundred percent like her usual self.


    “So,” she nudges him with her arm, lingering maybe a touch longer than usual. He doesn’t shy away. “What were you saying?”


    “Are we good now?” He turns to face her, his arm brushing hers, and he tugs at her hand. “I feel it’s almost better than before. I...” He glances at her legs and then away, confusion on his face, but there’s a sense of relaxation about him again that hasn’t been there in months.


    Sai stares at him to reaffirm what she’s already quite certain of. After a few moments, she smiles and feels the truth of the words on the tip of her tongue all through her body. “Yes, we’re more than fine, Dom.” His skin has a faint sparkle in it, and on impulse she reaches up on tiptoes and kisses his cheek, lips lingering longer than she intended. “See? Better than fine.”


    He looks at her as his eyes flash through a dozen colors at once, and he pulls her into a tight hug. “Sometimes you’re confusing, Sai.” But there’s a hint of wistfulness in his voice, and it feels so right to be held against him in that protective embrace. It’s warm in its own way and more comforting than she realized.


    She pulls back and holds both his hands, watching his expression. “I know.” They fall in step, hands intertwined. His fingers have this smooth quality, and when they squeeze, it’s a gentle, almost liquid hug of her hand.


    “Anything else?” She sort of hopes he says yes.


    “Not really. I have about ten minutes before I have to meet Mathur and spend the day on the dominos. I have to leave tonight around midnight. Bastian will probably need me shortly.” His grip tightens slightly, and he keeps his eyes on the floor ahead of them


    Sai ponders the words for a few moments. “You said he’d shut them down in seven days, correct?”


    “He said around seven, but I believe it may be eight or nine.”


    “I’m going to hope for seven. I like the sound of it better.” She pauses, trying to get the vision of injured people, of the torn-up bodies who didn’t survive the transit out of her head.


    “You don’t deal well with the death, do you, Sai?” Dom’s voice is soft.


    “I don’t. I want it to stop. I want everything to just stop.” And she stops walking, tugging him with her to lean against a wall. “But if we stop, everyone will end up dead, so we have to do something, right?”


    “Right.”


    “And if I didn’t want it to stop, there’d be something wrong with me.” She doesn’t voice that she’d have given in to the parasite, to the darkness that has the potential to do things she doesn’t understand.


    “There’s nothing amiss with you.”


    “Easy for you to say.”


    Suddenly he’s in front of her, leaning in with the other hand on the wall, face inches from her own. His eyes glow silver-white, and the wave of auburn hair tickles her forehead as it hangs down. “It is easy for me to say. Don’t overdo things while I’m gone?”


    “I’ll try not to.”


    “Don’t just try—please?” There’s a note of concern to his voice she’s never heard before, an intensity to his eyes that seems so sad. “I can’t lose you again. You don’t...” His eyes flash red briefly, but the silver chases it off. He looks away from her, down at the floor, scuffing a dent into it with his foot.


    “I don’t?” Sai asks, her voice soft, and reaches out to lift his chin back up. It brings his face so close to hers.


    But Dom flinches away from the touch, bringing his eyes up to meet her reproachful gaze. “You don’t understand what I am. I need you to be careful, because I don’t function well without you anymore.”


    He brushes his hands on either side of her face, gently cradling it, and kisses her forehead. His lips are warmer than she thought they’d be, and Sai closes her eyes. A tiny bubble of peace, of things how they should be, surrounds them, just for a moment.


    And when she opens them, Dom is gone.
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    “How many units did you deploy, Owen?” Deign doesn’t even glance up or give the man the respect eye contact would demonstrate. As the Damascus are unleashed and wreak havoc, her position becomes more assured. It shows.


    “Forty-nine.” Owen’s owl-like eyes flutter their lashes in the light, like a butterfly caught in a spider’s web.


    Now she looks up. “Forty-nine and twenty-seven units left here, then?” She purses her lips. “Well done, but we may be able to spare a few more units for other city’s protection. Remember Central is not our only base.”


    “Understood.”


    “And the experiments?”


    “Underway. We should have our first operational unit by tonight.” There’s a faint smile to Owen’s lips this time, demonstrating his pride in accomplishing more than his predecessors.


    Bastian listens more intently than at previous meetings. So much hinges on his navigation of their plans. He can’t help wondering what Dom would do with this information. Would he perhaps eliminate Owen as well? The young man seems bright, but solely devoted to his work—which in this case is the Damascus. Not the safest hobby for him to have around Dom. Though the heightened security around the scientist is nothing to laugh at.


    Deign’s face is frozen in a perpetual frown, and only minor fluctuations in her expression give away that she’s alert and aware. She’d be interesting to watch, if she wasn’t partially insane.


    “And your lists, Bastian?” Her question is sharp, like she could hear some of his thoughts, even though he realizes it’s impossible.


    “Should be on everyone’s device. I transmitted them early this morning.”


    She glances down and taps the screen a couple of times before smiling tightly. “So you did. Pardon my lack of organization. I didn’t check back that late. Are these assignments awaiting approval, or did you hand them out already?”


    Maybe Bastian is the only one who can hear the weariness in her voice, but it’s definitely there—in the way she doesn’t round out her words with the usual finesse. “Already assigned and executed. There should be little to no reactionaries left. Excluding, of course, the dormant carriers.”


    “Dormant carriers.” She spits the words like there’s a bad taste to them.


    Bastian has to choke down a sudden laugh threatening to overwhelm him. He’s never understood the rampant dislike of potential psionics who have no control or of those who might not agree with the way the governing body does things. After all, some of their parents were dormant carriers of the psionic gene. But then, as it negates a lot of psionic effect on the person, perhaps it’s a threat. Just like a clear and free mind.


    Deign glances over to where Zach usually sits and frowns. “Does anyone know why he’s late today?” Somehow she manages to keep the exasperation on her face from leaking into her voice.


    Owen clears his throat and nervously pushes those glasses up. “He was down in the lab with a contingent of lieutenants the last I saw.”


    “What time was this?”


    “About an hour before the meeting. He may have lost track of time down there.” Owen huddles into his lab jacket like it’s a protective cloak and looks down at his feet beneath the table.


    Deign closes her eyes briefly and takes in a deep breath before tapping her screen once more, and continuing as if she hadn’t had that little interlude. “Housing situation?”


    “We’ve moved many of the families residing in the outskirts a little closer to the main hub. It’s easier for the Damascus to control and allows less of a standby base for the Exiled should they succeed in breaking through.” Harlow recites it as if she’s reading the back of a box. The boredom in her tone is almost obnoxious.


    Deign laughs. “You really think they’ll break through?”


    Harlow shrugs. “Perhaps not, but all things considered, they have before. While I’ve done everything and more, I’d done that last time, too.”


    “Point.” Deign leans back in her chair as the door opens and Zach pops his head around it. “You’re late.”


    “I apologize.” It’s the first time in his life Bastian’s ever heard his childhood friend sound even partially meek. But, then again, it’s also one of the first times there’s no one else he can blame his tardiness on.


    “Report.”


    “Units are ready and deployed. We should have communication from them within the next few hours.” Zach’s habitual smirk works its way back onto his face as he lowers himself into his seat.


    “Is it safe for them to be traveling in sunlight?” Jamieson sounds dubious.


    Harlow raises an eyebrow. “Owen had me adjust the frequency on the vehicle’s plating to help compensate. It’ll get warm in there, but that doesn’t matter. Some will still travel by foot overnight, but there are several patrols who can use a vehicle during the day.”


    “Harlow.” Deign smiles for the first time that morning. It’s not a nice expression. “Sometimes I forget you’re there.” Her sarcasm hangs in the air for a moment before she continues. “Please tell me you have vehicles ready as backups and replacements. We better not have sent out the only ones we have.”


    “No, we have three spares and two currently being worked on.” Bastian can almost hear the you know me better than that added onto the end. But Harlow is smart enough not to push her childhood friend.


    “Excellent. Everything seems to be going to plan.” Deign plants her reader on the table in front of her and is silent for a few moments before looking at each of them in turn.


    “Zach, share the intel. Do we know where Sai is?” She practically spits the name out, a nasty scowl etching itself briefly on her face. “And are we close to implementing your plan?”


    Bastian is grateful he’s not the only one who sits up at the question. Plan? Intel? And what the hell do they want to do to Sai?


    Zach grins, that know-it-all grin Bastian grew up hating. Largely because Zach was full of crap. Usually.


    “We believe she’s with the main command center and part of a special tactical force.” He stops and looks directly at Bastian. “You sure as hell trained her well. Good pick.”


    Bastian shrugs as nonchalantly as he can manage, trying to sort through a brain that’s far too sluggish on the Shine he keeps downing to find an appropriate response. “It’s my job, though sadly, telling the future isn’t one of my talents.”


    Zach laughs before continuing. “We also believe they’ve developed some kind of scouting party, using psionics in ways we...haven’t done ourselves yet.”


    Bastian takes care not to let even one muscle twitch on his face at the mention of experimenting with psionics. He knows he’s being watched, even if it’s through surveillance. If anything gives away that he cares in even the slightest amount for the Exiled, they’ll have all sorts of things to hold against him.


    “We know the story, Zach.” Deign is impatient now. “Cut to the chase.”


    “Fine.” He glances at his own reader. “The plan is to lure them out, find out what sort of tactical teams they have, set a trap, and wait. If we can lure them into a false sense of security and make them think the force we’re sending is something they can deal with, we should be able to flush them out and take care of their meager defense.”


    “That’s the great plan?” Harlow asks, eyebrow raised in disbelief.


    “It’s a tried and true plan.” Zach shrugs. “You didn’t come up with any better ideas, did you?”


    She shrugs. “No, I was just expecting it to be...well, a bit bigger and perhaps more original.”


    “Originality doesn’t matter as long as it works.” Deign stands up and stretches her arms high. “As long as we can flush them out and take out some of their leaders and teachers, we weaken the core. If we weaken the core, we may have a chance to get back what was stolen from us. That, along with wiping out these moronic rebels for good, is really the aim in the end.” She stands tall, her lips curled in a predatory smile.


    “Bastian, Owen, I need you to stay behind, but the rest of you, get back to working on what you’re working on. We need this to go off without a hitch.” Deign aims a meaningful glance at Zach, who pales just a little before letting himself out of the room.


    She doesn’t look at the two men until everyone else has left, and when she turns around to face them, Bastian is sure he can see some nervousness there. For a woman who’s known what she wanted since she was nine, he finds it rather unsettling.


    “Between the three of us, I’m worried about the Damascus experiment.”


    Owen blinks. “Why on earth would you be worried?”


    “Because they’re unpredictable. They’ve always had that fault—a fault that once their original objective is fulfilled we can’t exert any type of control over them unless it’s in form of the device.”


    Owen smiles, large teeth surprisingly white. “I’ve readjusted that in the experiment. These are not the same models and will listen as they should have when they were first built. You really don’t need to worry, you know.”


    “Are you sure?” Deign’s voice is a whisper, deadly serious.


    “I’m very sure.” Owen’s voice is steady, proud of his work.


    “Fine, then.” She turns to Bastian. “You have the failsafes. If everything goes wrong in the end, you know what to do, right?”


    Bastian nods and sees the flood of relief on her face. It seems the last thing Deign wants to do is condemn her people to lives ended by rampaging Damascus. Sometimes it almost feels like her heart is in the right place.


    Sometimes.
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    “It’s a good thing we built the Mobiles with forethought toward growth or we’d never be able to house these casualties.” Mason flicks through the reports in his hands and covers his eyes for a moment. If possible, he’s thinner than Sai remembers.


    “It’s not all dire news.” James stands looking over Mason’s shoulder. “We’ve had several very successful skirmishes and neutralized several patrols.”


    “Several?” Mason counters. “Several from seventy-odd? We’ve barely put a dent in their attacks. We’ve got four groups of psionics who can direct this new ability. That’s it. On a good day, we could take out four or five patrols, if they were all single patrols, which they’re not. We’re lucky to get one in. This isn’t working.”


    “It has been too long, anyway,” Mathur says, motioning both men to sit down. “Dom left this morning to retrieve Bastian safely.”


    Sai notices the definite tone of his speech. Bastian will be saved; Dom will succeed. Simply because, if they start thinking negatively, reality will beat their door down.


    “I’ll take my team out tonight.” Sai twists an escaped strand of hair, frustrated with their lack of choices. “We can do one run per day at least. I could probably do one more, but I can’t take on a patrol by myself.”


    “Not and leave you functional.” Kayde smiles, trying to calm the tension. Her blonde hair is limp, like she hasn’t tended it in the longest time, cast back in a half-hearted bun. “If anyone is interested, I sent the first batch of Ebony with Dom today. It should work. I think. I didn’t really have time to test it.” She runs a hand through her hair and grimaces as her fingers catch in it before she continues. “With any luck, the GNW might actually find some resistance from the population it purports to protect.”


    Mason nods with a frown, still swiping through his lists. “Are you sure we should have sent untested Ebony?”


    Kayde shrugs. “It’s the best I could do. I haven’t had the time to test it as thoroughly as I’d like. Dominos took precedence.”


    Bastian’s brother smiles tightly, but his skin sags when the expression fades. A nasty cough escapes him, but he seems unfazed by it. “We’ve lost communication with numerous Mobiles. Not everyone is staying within range. The Damascus courses of attack aren’t predictable, and I do believe they’ve been successful in recreating the experiment. A few of the patrols we’ve encountered are...well, less old.”


    James shakes his head. “Just what we need, more contingents to fight off. Still, the dominos are almost done, yes, old man?” The term would be insulting from anyone else, but from James it’s filled with a fondness for Mathur Sai knows everyone has.


    Mathur shrugs. “Almost. Dom helped with a few of the last touches, but there are still a couple of adjustments I need to make—easy but time-consuming. It is not the same as creating them from scratch. Dom is... Dom is still different and very special.”


    Sai glances away as Mathur’s eyes deliberately search for hers. She hopes he realizes they’ve gotten past their difficulties to...somewhere new.


    He sighs before speaking again. “I need a few more days. Just a few. Buy me some time. In a few more days, I will have both the pulse and the dominos ready. If we even need them by then.”


    “Bastian will get to that control box, and you know it,” Mason says definitively. He doesn’t mention the likelihood of it being the last thing Bastian does if he’s caught or what it will mean for them if it doesn’t happen.


    “Right now we’re holding on by the skin of our teeth. With communications inconsistent, and thousands of Exiled in hiding or dead, we need this to go right for us.” Mason waves his hand, dismissing the meeting, and Sai can’t fight off the chill that creeps down her back.
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    Bastian takes a deep breath and counts to ten. With the launch of the new Damascus, matters seem to be slowly unraveling.


    Deign calls daily meetings that drone on and on about tactics and deployment. About ambushing and annihilating a group of humans because they wouldn’t conform to the GNW ideal. Bastian has become part of the problem. Whether or not his actions are from an advantageous point, where he can sabotage from within, they’re still actions he abhors.


    He buries his head in his hands and mumbles softly to himself, trying to keep it together while everything else falls apart. “You just have to disable them. It’s been a week already. You promised you’d get it done.”


    If it would help, he’d slap himself in the face, several times, to wake up or prove he’s not asleep. It’d be fantastic if he was, though.


    With no way to get word to the Exiled, it’s going to pack a punch right into the heart of the rebels. They’re aiming for a centralized location to the Exiled movement patterns, one where Sai and her team will definitely be called in for help. A lure. A trap. An ambush. Even projecting his thoughts out can’t get past the amped-up grid. They’re so confident they’ll retrieve the source that they’re utilizing all the Shine they have stored.


    The Exiled forces won’t stand a chance, including Sai. While they’re preoccupied, a smaller contingent of the Damascus will be on another, very specific errand. Bastian’s only hope is they’ve underestimated the Exiled and, above all, underestimated Sai.


    He takes another deep breath and shakes his head to try and clear his thoughts. “Focus.” He says the word as he breathes out, over and over until he feels calm. Bottling his feelings up and refusing to show attachment or emotion has dire consequences if he doesn’t take care of it every now and again. The human condition never meant for him to push them away.


    First thing’s first. Create a distraction and get himself down to the level he needs in order to access the device, trigger it, and disable it. Without it, they won’t attempt reactivation again. “But what distraction, what distraction...” Sometimes speaking out loud genuinely helps.


    “You need a distraction?” The words are quiet and right next to him. So close, in fact, he would have jumped out of his skin had he not recognized the voice.


    Bastian smiles despite himself. “You always turn up at precisely the right moment.”


    Dom steps out of the shadows and shrugs. “You should have been expecting me. In fact, I was expecting to have to scrape you off the pavement outside and take your body back with me to the Exiled camps for interment, but I see I was wrong.”


    Bastian shakes his head. “Security has been tighter than I thought it would be. The tactical meetings have been stringent and controlled. In fact, my freedom, since you left, has gone steadily downhill. It’s almost like I’m a prisoner.”


    He pauses and runs through the last few weeks in his mind. The frown is involuntary as he realizes just how much he’s never been left alone and just how much control Deign has begun exerting over everyone.


    “She’s herding you all together to keep a better eye on you.” Dom’s words echo Bastian’s thoughts.


    “I just thought she was preparing for this unnecessary war.”


    “Perhaps she is, but in doing so, keeping you all where she can see you is probably helping her as well.”


    “No matter. With you here, I have a far better chance of completing my self-assigned mission.”


    “Are you sure it’s safe?” Dom’s tone is grave, deep concern leaking through his words.


    Bastian laughs and eyes his friend. “Are you serious? Since when was this idea ever going to be safe? Honestly? With you around, at least it has a better chance of being completed at all. Tonight is probably a no-go, but that doesn’t mean we can’t devise a way to trigger it tomorrow.”


    “I told them seven to nine days. I didn’t promise tonight, but I know they were hoping for it.” Dom’s voice is quiet.


    “I know. It just isn’t possible. I know the way down there, I know the codes, and I know how to deactivate it. I just don’t know how to get down there without creating suspicion or getting caught.” Bastian flips through the information on his reader for the fiftieth time that day.


    “It’s a two-person job?” Dom frowns a little. “You shouldn’t attempt this alone. It’d be suicide.”


    “One person’s suicide to save an entire division of humanity? Not really a question, my friend.” Bastian looks up from his files and smiles tiredly. “So will you help me devise a way, or do I still have to use my puny human brain to its breaking point?”


    “I doubt it would break, and it’s definitely not puny, but sure. What do they say? Two heads are better than one?”


    Bastian smiles. “They do say that indeed. Now...” He pulls out the blueprints locked in the secret panel directly under the lip of his desk, glad that Dom didn’t push the suicidal aspect of his mission. “This is the way down to the experimentation area.” He traces his fingers along the map. “I know you’ve been up this way. They have patrols here, here, here, and here.” He stabs a finger at each juncture. “Not to mention a plethora of cameras stationed in and around every corner. Especially now, they should all be working.”


    Dom nods and frowns at the plans. “What about here?” He indicates an old fire escape stairwell. “It’s rarely used. Some portions of it are crumbling.”


    “Exactly.” Bastian smiles. “That’s where I was planning to enter, but I need some sort of diversion to get the other guards away from their posts. Once I’m past this point here—” he indicates a small corridor running not far from the abandoned fire escape “—it’s not going to be that hard. I just slip away past this corridor and head for the laboratory. The device is located in this room.”


    “Have you seen it there, or were you told?”


    “Both.” At Dom’s questioning look, Bastian explains. “I helped to install it down here when the idea was first formed. I’ve not been told directly that it hasn’t moved, but it’s been implied. And if it’s not there...well, I’m sort of screwed, aren’t I?”


    “To put it mildly.” Colors flicker through Dom’s eyes, resting on silver as he stares at his friend.


    Bastian chuckles. “It’s odd how reasoning things out with you is much better than trying to argue with myself. Did you know that?”


    Dom pauses for a moment before breaking the stare. “It’s logical that conversing with yourself would never be as remotely as productive as talking to another person who can provide other perspectives. I need to try and release the Ebony into the air filtration system.”


    “Ebony’s finished?” Bastian raises an eyebrow as Dom pulls out a slim canister, almost the length of his forearm. He lets out a low whistle. “Nice.”


    Dom frowns. “It’s still a prototype, and I need to figure out how to get into the filtration chamber to release it.”


    “Pretty sure that’s guarded.” Bastian looks at the canister again. “Are we sure it’s safe?”


    There’s a moment of silence and Dom blinks. “I’m not certain, but I should be able to tell once I open it to insert...”


    “Sometimes you’re far too much a machine, Dom.”


    Dom’s expression is unreadable, and his words cryptic when he answers. “I’ve been led to believe that, on occasion, it’s also a good thing.”


    “Perhaps.” Bastian turns back to the map. “Anyway, do you think you can provide the distraction I’m going to need? It has to be something...well, big.”


    Dom grins. It’s not a nice grin, and Bastian has to stop himself from shuddering. Still, though, it should bode well for the plan.


    “I’ll take that as a yes, then.”


    “Take that as a hell yes.”


    By the time they’ve hammered out the details and caught up on news and developments, it’s early morning. Bastian grips his hands around the arms of his chair and stretches his back.


    “There are days I wish this horrible excuse for a world had been obliterated by Mother Nature back in the day.”


    “Oh?” Dom is busy flipping a pencil around his fingers with amazing speed and dexterity.


    “If we’d just blown up when the meteors hit instead of restructuring most of the landmasses and coastal regions, none of this stuff would matter. There’d be no one here for it to matter.” Bastian resists the urge to pout, even though it’s strong.


    “Philosophical, I believe you call that?” Dom asks, pausing his dexterous display.


    Bastian laughs. “Perhaps.” Silence falls for a while, a companionable one. “Do you think Sai is strong enough for this?”


    Dom’s brow furrows, an oddly smooth sort of wrinkle. “I believe Sai isn’t as strong as everyone wants her to be, but I don’t think that’ll ever stop her. Why?”


    “How do you mean?”


    “She’s resilient, stubborn, resourceful, and gifted in ways she’s still finding out. Most people attach too much importance to her strength and what she can do. Others will see an immature threat incapable of the depth she truly has. And others, like herself, will push her until she burns out.”


    “Interesting.” Bastian spins his reader around his desk. “They’re going to set up an ambush for her.”


    Dom’s expression darkens. “When?”


    “Soon. It’s all I know.” For a few moments, Bastian says nothing, trying to come up with the right words. “We need her. We need all of them, but in particular, the loss of anyone who’s been influential to the Exiled forces? It’s not a loss we can afford right now.”


    Dom smiles again, the same smile that makes Bastian’s blood run cold. “You’re doing it, too.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Underestimating her.”
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    Sai buckles herself into the reinforced gloves to help Mathur test out some of the domino abilities again. “Okay. I’m ready.”


    Iria chuckles. “How did Aishke get out of this again?”


    Sai laughs, bouncing lightly on her feet. Training always helps her focus. “She’s still pretty badly banged up from her accident. It was only, what? Just over a week ago? I’m surprised she’s been able to train with us at all.”


    “Point.” Iria wraps the underlay around her own hands before pulling the gloves into place. “These are supposed to help us, right?”


    “Adrium might seem malleable, but it really hurts if you hit it without psionic backing.” She tests her fists against each other. “These mean we don’t have to expend energy we might need.”


    “Exactly.” Mathur walks over to them and smiles, clapping his hands to line up Thirty-Five and Thirty-One behind him. “These two are close to ready. Maybe a minor adjustment or two away. They are fine to train in regular drills but not one-on-one combat with the general trainees.”


    “So give them to us?” Sai laughs, loving the release from tension it gives her.


    “I did not mean it like—”


    Sai cuts him off before he finishes. “I know, Mathur. I’m just making a joke.”


    He forces a smile and motions the dominos forward, signaling them all to engage.


    Sparing, especially with a domino, is always fun. It keeps Sai on her toes—especially in a harness. Throws take on a new meaning when they’re done by someone who could crush your skull without a thought.


    But the training session is interrupted as Mason turns up at the door, skin around his eyes reddened, panting more than usual.


    “We’re on standby mode, Mathur. We have to send teams in. There’s a patrol laying waste to Iota.”


    Sai blanches and the dominos stop. Iota is their care unit—where the elderly stay, or those who’re injured permanently. It’s a smaller Mobile without a full compliment.


    “We’ll go.” Sai pulls herself out of the vest. “Thirty-One, with us.”


    “I was hoping you’d say that.” The others fall into step behind her.


    She moves swiftly, leading the way. Time to see if another domino can do what’s needed.
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    The canister of Ebony fits neatly against Dom’s wrist and forearm, the end cupped in the palm of his hand. It’s the only way he can adapt his camouflage to surround it, and he makes a note to thank Kayde for the foresight. The filtration hubs sit well below street-level, in the remnants of what was, buzzing with the effort of circulating air through the entire city.


    Central systems and fans run in a complex design of air chutes, ultimately pushing out through huge concrete passageways with large propellers based on an outdated centrifugal design. Air rushes out through vents and into the dome of the city. There’s a constant whoosh of noise as the stale, used air is sucked back into the massive system, purified, and shot back out again. The filtration agent is housed in the main body of the machine. It shoots out the purifier in puffs of faint dust, so the air that reaches the city is perfect, if a little thick with low-grade combustibility.


    The chamber housing the system is cavernous.


    And guarded.


    The Damascus patrol is split—two soldiers inside and two outside. Their lieutenant patrols a loop of both. No Hound, though, which makes sense. More fragile than their counterparts, the Hounds haven’t weathered the test of time quite as well.


    Dom moves slowly around the initial two, only passing through the door when they change guard. One of the soldiers swivels in his direction, orange beads of light focusing but seemingly passing through him. It takes half a step forward, and Dom exerts all his will to camouflage, desperately wishing he could sink through the rock. Darkness hovers gleefully at the edge of his vision, but he tempers it with the sureness of loss against five Damascus. Even the parasite wants to survive, and it retreats almost like a sulky child.


    The soldier withdraws, stepping back in line with its partner, and they venture through the door. Dom slithers through with inches to spare and waits until they are well on their patrol before moving farther inside, glad that apparently being able to see adrium netting doesn’t extend to a fully adrium being. The lieutenant should be another ten minutes, easily enough time for Dom to work his way into the heart of the filtration room and add the Ebony agent to the mix.


    He moves slowly, past suctioning machines, swirling waters, and strange steam elements. Reaching the middle, he pauses at the huge filtration system. The massive steel machine has several inserts for the purifying agent, and as he’d hoped, some of the slots are empty. Which was always part of the plan. Can’t take away the air purification just to put the resistance agent into the air.


    The side panel requires codes and simultaneous insertion of the canister. He frowns at the distance between them, irritated. While he may be capable of morphing within constraints, stretching himself that far isn’t an option. He has no time to waste. There’s no way for him to insert the Ebony without setting off alarms. Not only would that cause the canister to be ejected, rendering the whole trip completely futile, but it would also warn the GNW of possible tampering.


    Anger seeps in quickly, and clamping down on the parasite’s whisperings takes precious minutes. Once it passes, he has to blend against the system and hope the lieutenant doesn’t notice him on its rounds. Each second that passes is cutting it closer to the deadline Bastian set for the needed distraction.


    But the lieutenant stands at the door, quite some distance from the center, and scans the area. Dom stays perfectly still while the patrols exchange, while the strange whirs and slightly off-key beeps that pass for their language are exchanged. Until, finally, the lieutenant lets the others through and reverses, going back to the windy corridors.


    Dom waits as patiently as possible before moving back through security, swearing that next time he’d find another way in and bring someone with him to do the job right.
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    Dom inches his way down the halls, past the surveillance cameras, and through the corridors down to the elevators. Just past those are the frequently used fire escape stairwells, sitting in relative obscurity. He waits until the door opens.


    Once in the stairwell, it’s easier to navigate the way down. There’s less of a chance of encountering people and less of a chance of being recorded. It’s also not one of the camera hotspots in the building, although security has increased since the initial infiltration a few months ago. Then again, a lot has changed in him since then, too.


    There’s a feeling in the pit of his stomach, probably akin to what people call fear, but Dom isn’t used to it. It’s annoying. The plan is seemingly foolproof if all the intel they have is correct. He wonders if it’s his trip down to the filtration system that has him on edge. But something else keeps tugging at Dom, cautioning him, making him aware that not all may be as it seems.


    Dom pushes it to the back of his mind and continues on his way down, checking his internal clock as he goes. He’s early, luckily. There’s about five minutes before he needs to create the promised diversion.


    Just get in and out, Bastian, he thinks to himself over and over. It’s all Bastian has to do—just dive into it and out of it as soon as possible. If needed, Dom will fight their way out. It’s currently late afternoon, and the corridors are far emptier than he remembers. Most people are still in their offices.


    He glances up and down, frowning. There’s one guard stationed at each point of contact. Each point he needs to drag them away from. The unused fire escape is down the left hand corridor, two guard points from where Bastian will need to go in order to get into the laboratory.


    If everything goes according to plan, it’ll be fine. Dom keeps telling himself so as he waits.


    He tries desperately not to think about the glee he feels every time he squeezes the last drop of life out of someone, tries not to think about how it’d just be so much easier to eliminate every single human in the GNW building. After all, would that really be such a loss?


    Somewhere, someone told him that killing innocents is what they aim to avoid in this conflict. Perhaps it was Sai.


    Fighting the need to leave his post and go to her side is difficult, but he should have time to do both. It was easy to help her and be there for her when she was originally undertaking assignments as a member of the GNW. Bouncing between Central and Alpha has made being there for Sai so much more difficult.


    The knowledge that she’s about to be in danger tugs at him, willing him to go and help.


    An internal alarm goes off, reminding him he has exactly one minute before he needs to begin the diversion. Noise and flittering sensor readings should create enough of an uproar. It’s an unpredictable plan, but it’s the best they’ve got.


    Dom is fully aware of how fast he can be and how lethal he is.


    He closes his eyes and concentrates, feels the darkness tugging, and allows it but a sliver of intrusion before bringing all of his abilities into line. Then he waits for the alarm to sound in his head.


    The second it goes off, he jumps from his hiding spot to the other side of the corridor, allowing his camouflage to drop briefly and reveling in the sound of sensors going off all around him. The guards’ stances change, on alert. Now, it’s going to be dangerous, with the aftershock of surprise still floating in the air.


    He can sense Bastian behind the door, waiting, and obliges, this time allowing his camouflage to drop for a split second longer. Even if a crossbow hits him, it’s not like it’ll do any damage. It’s not the first time Dom’s enjoyed a feeling of superiority due to the structure of his body. One more thing he has to remember to thank Mathur for.


    As the screeching sounds blare, he senses Bastian begin his dead run for the rear laboratory door. Dom launches himself into speed mode, flashing his camouflage on and off so fast he hears some of the sensors overload.


    The old saying “now you see me now you don’t” flashes through his mind, almost making him laugh. But the situation is dire, and he manages to control himself.


    The door closes behind Bastian and Dom stops, invisible again as he moves down the corridor, skillfully avoiding all of the Damascus guards and humans who’ve come tumbling out of their offices with terrified expressions.


    Dom waits for it to calm down, just that little bit, knowing Bastian needs one more full-fledged attempt at a distraction. So far, so good, he thinks. And then he launches himself into a final onslaught to confuse sensors to the best of his abilities. There is nothing in this world that is capable of finding him if he doesn’t want to be found. The scattered sensory alarms scream.


    He stops and walks twenty feet under full protection while the sensors finish their panic. Satisfied, he focuses inward and begins to take down his defenses.


    The yowl of a different alarm fills his ears, startling him so much he almost releases his camo. He glances back through the laboratory door behind him, narrowly getting out of the way of the swarm of military who make their way through it, and barely has the presence of mind to follow them before it closes.


    Lights flash and finally drop to red, the color of alert. Dom dims his eyes to better compensate for the red tint to everything in the laboratory.


    He can make out the cells where the Damascus are being reengineered. He can make out the test tubes pushed to the back of the room that were used in the creation of himself and the other dominos.


    But the thing that catches his eyes the most is Bastian, held between two very burly guards with a knife at his throat, while Zach circles him and laughs.


    “I knew it would be you.”


    Bastian doesn’t respond. There’s nothing he can say to make his situation better, only worse. Dom watches, knowing there is no way for him to take on the mass of guards in the room, as well as Damascus stationed in an open cube. He itches to help, the parasite nibbling away at his reserve. Maybe it’s not that aware of self-preservation after all.


    “Deign was confident you wouldn’t do this, and so she eagerly agreed to plant the codes with you. You and Owen, actually, but it seems he was just too eager to play god with the Damascus. Really, Bastian, did you think you could fool me? I’ve always been stronger than you.”


    At least they don’t know that. At least doping down with Shine will have served two purposes. They won’t have realized how truly strong Bastian is, and he may have developed a slight immunity to the drug as well.


    It’s hard for Dom to watch the hopeless situation. To know that, in the end, it was never a question of how good the diversion was, just that the code Bastian would enter in order to disable the Damascus was going to give him away.


    Zach appears to be annoyed by Bastian’s lack of cooperation, of his refusal to rise to the bait. “We know it’s been you.” He leans forward, a knife in his hand, balancing it under Bastian’s perfect chin. “We know that at heart you’re an Exiled, and we’ll find out what you know.”


    “I don’t know anything.” Bastian’s words are flat, even flatter than Dom remembers him being while trying to bottle everything up. It’s like he’s already gone where no one can get at his mind. “I’m taking care of the Damascus before they kill us all, you idiot.”


    “We’re taking care of the girl at this very moment. Both the girl and the source.”


    At this moment. The words ring in Dom’s head, like a tolling bell. So much that he barely notices Bastian’s complete lack of response. They have Sai already? Or they’re about to catch her? Why won’t Zach say more? Why isn’t he telling them everything? There’d been no information that the GNW even knew where the main Mobile was located.


    Panic starts to rise, feeding the parasite, but Dom is almost beyond caring that he barely keeps it at bay. There’s no time to wait. He can’t help Bastian, but there might be a chance for Sai. Dom flits forward and appears directly in front of Bastian for an instant, dropping his camo while still moving, not even enough to set off the sensors. He hopes it’s enough.


    Out of the corner of his eyes, he thinks he sees Bastian’s lips curl into a slight smile before the frozen mask slips back into place. For now, that’ll have to do. Bastian isn’t the only one at stake. Right now he has to push Mele’s limits and hope to hell he gets to Sai in time.
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    Mason had to rest, so Cadet Darrien stands in his place, face pale, chest heaving, but an expression of pure determination in his eyes as he sights his beam rifle and fires. Out of the corner of her eye, Sai sees the light shatter through the chests of the two Hounds that were bounding toward him, ripping them apart and splattering remnants of their bodies far and wide. She can even hear some of it squelch on the belly of Iota above them.


    Darrien stumbles slightly. A beam rifle requires psionic strength to focus it, and it looks like he might have tapped himself out. Sai concentrates on making sure the lieutenant at her feet is completely disabled and scans the horizon, trying to get a grip on the part of her that wants to panic. There is no time for panic.


    It needs to become her new mantra. No more of this I will not be broken shit.


    Iria stands, panting, over her soldier, her cheeks flushed red with exertion and probably the heat that’s fast approaching them. There’s a nasty gash down her side, dripping sluggishly into the sand below, even though Sai gave it a quick shot of healing power. Aishke crouches, one hand on the ground, her eyes a bit too bright as she visibly chokes down on the power waiting bundled in her mind. Her solider is obliterated, but her control seems shaken.


    Sai glances to the right, knowing why.


    She’s never seen a dissected domino before, but there, to the side, where two Hounds and a soldier converged, is the domino that accompanied them in Dom’s place. The adrium leaks out as if it’s been boiled, odd tentacle-like slivers hanging out of the open wounds of each appendage, light-swallowingly black.


    It gave its life so the surprise attack didn’t kill them all—yet. Sai can’t even remember its number. She shakes her head and bites down on her lip as pain rips through her shoulder. She exerts only a tendril of her power to help it heal because she can’t spare any more. She’s already down one uncontrolled shot. Her legs wobble just a bit as she motions for them all to take cover behind the barrels at the base of the loading ramp under the now partially decimated Mobile Iota.


    Her mind races through all the possibilities. It was only supposed to be one patrol, which is why Mason thought they could handle it alone. But there’s more than one. While they’ve taken down the first attack, there are two or three more units out there.


    The few people left in the Mobile are scared—Sai can sense it without her abilities—and they’re depending on her team, but Sai isn’t sure they can depend on themselves. They gotten far too cocky.


    “Sai?” Iria’s tones are subdued, and there’s a slight red flush visible under her dark hues. Sai reaches out and squeezes her hand, feeling the tension release in her friend.


    “Let me think. There has to be a way out of this.” She tries to smile, but all the scenarios playing out in her mind aren’t good ones. With at least two other patrols out there, narrowing in on their position, and maybe, at most, one more good shot in three of them? They’re all going to die.


    Breathe. She has to remind herself to breathe, and she can’t say it out loud because the others can’t know she’s panicking. There has to be a way out because they’re not ready to give up yet. And hasn’t it been well over seven days, which is why Dom wasn’t there with them? Which is why domino Thirty-One—a wave of relief washes over Sai as she remembers its designation—was accompanying them? Something’s gone wrong. Something has gone horribly wrong.


    In reality, their hiding is prolonging the inevitable and allowing the Damascus to narrow in on their location. Hoping the Damascus will shut down is a feeble plan.


    She looks at the tired, dirty, and blood-streaked faces of her team. At the grim determination in the set of their jaws. At their torn armor concealing so many bruises she knows have to be beneath. No one is coming to save them. No one is coming to save Iota...because they’re the rescue team.


    The barrels aren’t a solid place to be, just the only hiding place there was. There’s an odd squelch behind her, and Sai cringes, knowing without a doubt that something just stepped on the remnants of one of the Hounds Darrien blasted. It’s nightmarish, a sound of bones crushing and flesh being squished together.


    Sai turns, and the world stops, slow motion, like far too much of her life recently.


    She sees the red-orange flash of their eyes, their metallic parody of a human face. Decayed flesh hangs off the side of the thing. It holds a weapon, and an adrium-encased finger reaches up to the trigger. With a push, a phase that she hasn’t used since her accident, Sai launches herself and her friends away from the Damascus. She can feel the burn of the shot as it barely misses her.


    She stands, panting, regaining her bearings, and hears Aishke scream. Sai turns but too slowly this time. They were lying in wait, surrounding them all. A flash of something hot rams into her side and throws her into the few feeble crates scattered around. Blood pumps in her ears, and for an instant, anger surges in her. Aishke screams again.


    Sai scrambles up, realizing that the hot thing in her side is only a graze, because the shot went right through Iria who jumped in her way. She looks down at her friend, kneeling as she gasps for breath, her hand still outstretched to push Sai away even as blood pools around her body. There’s a grey pallor creeping under her sepia skin, and Sai takes a moment to brush the blood away from her cheek, willing a tendril of power into her. But it’s not enough. The wound is gaping, and her healing can’t recreate skin. There’s far too much damage to undo.


    Tears run down Sai’s cheeks and she tries to tie off the wound, but there are too many shredded veins. Whatever it was had a shrapnel effect, and the blood leaves too fast for her to stop. Vaguely in the background she hears the blast rifle fire off and feels a psionic burst of power that has to be Aishke. But she can’t tear her eyes away from her fallen friend. Her friend who saved her at the cost of her own. The one person who brought sunshine into her life every day, even when she wasn’t feeling up to it herself.


    “Iria,” she whispers, still trying to staunch the blood, still refusing to give up. “Stay with me. We can win this.”


    Spittle forms on Iria’s lips, ruby red against the paling contrast. Her eyes focus on Sai. “No. You can win this.” The words bubble out of her mouth on a trail of blood that runs down her cheek. Iria’s eyes focus, just for a brief moment, and then start to mist over.


    “No! No...” Sai shakes her, still tries to staunch the wound, close the veins, heal her lungs, but she can’t. The heart peters out. “No, no, no, no, no!”


    The anger builds up, the floodgates slide down, and that little pool of power wells and starts to flow over, permeating every avenue of her psionic abilities. It forges new paths, and the parasite latches on and feeds. She can feel the glee and welcomes it. She can feel it rising, filling, blending with her, becoming one with her. The whole well of power, every flash of death she’s ever experienced, races through her mind inside a split second, building the rage, triggering her anger.


    “Sai?” Aishke’s yell barely breaks through to her. Sai stands in one smooth motion and turns to face the scene. Aishke is limping, a dark halo of exhaustion surrounding her. Sai tugs her forward, sending the girl off-balance, and grips her hand hard. There’s power in her, deep down, seething with some twisted form of life. She smells Aishke’s hair, that strange mixture of gold and raspberries, the strength and sweetness.


    “I need your strength, Ash.”


    There’s an answering nod, a determination through a squeeze back of Sai’s hand. What the two of them can’t do alone... Grasping a tendril of power from Ash, Sai takes aim.


    The almost careless blast catches Iria’s killer directly in the head, and its body crumbles with the force. Sai backs up with Aishke, barely able to stand, hands still clenched. They fall to their knees holding each other as the sheer number of Damascus surrounding them becomes clear. Seven of them. All looking at them, all wary.


    She can’t see Darrien, but she clings to Aishke. “It’s only us, Ash. We have to help ourselves.”


    “I know.”


    The pain in Ash’s voice spikes another shot of adrenaline in Sai. She raises her lips to Aishke’s ear and whispers as she pulls her closer. “I’m sorry. This’ll hurt us both.” She reaches into both Aishke’s pool and her own and tugs. She digs deep, gripping her friend’s hands fiercely. There’s a scream from somewhere—might be Ash, could be Sai. She’s not sure where either of them end now.


    Reaching out her left hand, she motions down, deeper than ever before, and shields the surrounding area with one thought, anchoring it to a surviving portion of Iota above them. She pulls from within and focuses their combined power.


    All the loss, the pain, the anguish burns bright. Sai clutches Ash’s hand and reaches, pulling everyone she can feel—even Iria—into the reinforced circle of their shield. It has to be enough.


    The rest of the power tears through her outstretched hand, arcing up and over in a blinding white light. She strains and pushes, feels it stain and decimate everything in its path. Even as she feels the last of it flow out of Aishke, even as the last drop of power drains from her own sphere to fuel what’s left of her shield, the tears don’t stop and the pain intensifies until she blacks out beneath the remnants of Iota.
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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    The rumble in his stomach feels like indigestion, but he knows it isn’t. Bastian puts his hand to his mouth as if to smother a cough, disguising the sliver of white powder he slips through his cracking lips, to control the outburst and dull the awakening. He glances to the middle of the courtyard they spend their school breaks in—where a group of adolescents huddle around a boy of similar age.


    Zach revels in the attention, basks in it even. It’s obvious he’s dramatizing everything, his moans of suffering far more pronounced that this feeling should cause. At least, it is to Bastian. Not that it matters. Zach can have all the adoration, after all, he craves it. The less attention, the less Bastian’s abilities will be noticed. Ever since he was young, his brother worried about when his powers would wake. He warned him, schooled him, and treated him as if he’d break—as if he’d be taken away.


    There’s too much Bastian has to accomplish to risk being locked up and leeched of power. Fear grips his gut again, and his breath comes quickly. Deep down, just like his brother Mason, Bastian harbors the same thirst, the same need - the same iron clad will to do whatever it takes.


    Another rumble interrupts his thoughts, fighting the drug and his own harsh control of the situation. Out of the corner of his eye Bastian catches a glimpse of something, and for a moment, just a moment, forgets his plight. It comes back with an extra sharp dig to his entire diaphragm, as if out of spite.


    He bites down on his lip and leaves Zach to his circle of adoration. A few steps bring him to sit on a brick planter near the outer wall of the atrium that serves the inner-Central elite. Once out of sight, Bastian clasps his arms around his middle and turns the corner only to stop short and cock his head to the side.


    “Twelve?” He asks softly, having heard of the experiment before. It looks liquid and odd, lacks any real definition but for arms, legs, and a head. None of the features are defined properly and an iridescent shimmer runs through it constantly, like stars in their own galaxy. It’s taller than he is, a dark oval shape where the face should be.


    “Domino.” Its voice is strange, alien sounding, as if it doesn’t get a chance to use its vocal chords much.


    “You’re a domino.” Bastian states, fascinated by it—so like himself and yet completely different. “You were the twelfth.”


    It nods and mimics him, cocking its own head to the side for a moment before straightening and cracking something that can’t possibly be bones because he doesn’t have them. Bastian fights off a shiver.


    “I am Domino.” The metallic clang is gone, leaving the tone softer, more gentle, and decidedly more human. It pushes itself away from the wall and takes a few steps back and forth. As it moves, its legs take on a more defined shape, followed by its upper torso and arms.


    “It’s the eyes that are hypnotic, fascinating as they whirl through a multitude of colors Bastian didn’t even realize existed. Slowly, the domino’s face takes on human shape, the mimicry is gone. There are edges to him, distinctly alien ones, but Twelve is definitely male. His skin isn’t skin, it’s a shimmering form of metal, fading in and out with his surroundings, disorienting Bastian a little.


    “Thank you.” And it... no, he smiles.


    The expression sends another shiver up Bastian’s spine. “You’re welcome,” he manages not to stammer. And still, he can’t tear his eyes away, despite the way his own gut it twisting and tearing at him, trying to break free. He stumbles and leans against the wall, aware that he probably shouldn’t be standing.


    The domino frowns, a strange expression on the reflective face. Bastian wonders why he can’t see himself in it.


    “You are not well.” He states.


    “No, no I’m really not.”


    “But you hide it. I understand this.” With one quick motion, the domino lifts Bastian up before he can protest, and carries him down the short flight of stairs he didn’t even know existed, just behind one of the brick walled planters. The glass at the top of the courtyard glints in the filtered sunlight as the hybrid carries him into a small room. Inside, there are padded benches and some worktables in what looks like the room used to maintain the break area outside.


    “I will hide you until you wish to be found.”


    Bastian wonders why it doesn’t feel dangerous. After all, the horror stories around the school about the Domino Project could chill anyone’s blood. But this one, the first one, feels nothing but safe. There’s a strange compassion in those flickering eyes, and even the weird expressions that flit over his face.


    The padded bench he’s placed on it firm but not uncomfortable, and the stress of standing, of holding up the appearance of not experiencing powerful awakening abilities has been more than Bastian can bear for a while now. He sags down onto the surface, finally allowing himself a break as a wave of dizziness washes over him.


    The domino frowns. “You are hurt.” He reaches out a hand and presses it to Bastian’s chest, eyes closed for a moment. “You should let it pass. Even I had to let it pass.”


    “I know, I just don’t want everyone to know.” Bastian sighs out the words with more effort than he expected.


    “Then not everyone will know.”


    Bastian blinks at the other, but there’s no change in stance or demeanor. “Why help me?”


    The domino shrugs, such a human gesture it’s difficult for Bastian to think of him as anything but. “Because you spoke to me. Because you do not believe all the thoughts fed to you. No one has spoken to me as a person since Mathur died. Not one.”


    “Oh.” It’s a good reason, a very good reason, and Bastian relaxes. “Thanks Dom.”


    “Dom?” Dom smiles, a scary parody of the human expression with a mouth that doesn’t seem to understand the concept. “I like that.”


    Safer than with Mason, safer than in the court yard, Bastian finally lets the power that’s been trying to bubble up through him for the last few days free rein. Even the Shine, still bitter on his tongue, can’t dull the pain as it tears through his body.


    But Dom—with his cool hand gently over Bastian’s mouth to subdue the screams of pain, and a strange bubble of domino shielding tightly clamped around the room—helps Bastian plant the seed of a long awaited revenge.
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