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    This is the second book in the bestselling House of Dolls series, so if you’ve missed the first, you can find the link here: 
 
    https://geni.us/HouseofDolls 
 
      
 
    Continue for a recap of the first book. (Spoilers!) 
 
    The world is known as Centralia, which is also the name of its largest country. Centralia is a heavily populated country, the center of all civilization, with buildings and development as far as the eye can see.  
 
    To the west is the aptly named Western Province, a once-popular but currently battle-torn country where proxy wars are fought. To the east is the Eastern Province, which is the poorest country in the world and the producer of the best technologies. 
 
    To the north is the Northern Alliance, a country located in the hottest region of the world and whose people are isolationists. To the south is the Southern Alliance, the coldest country in the world, rich in history but very exclusive and backwards in many of their views. 
 
    Exemplars and non-exemplars make up the world of Centralia. Exemplars are people with known superpowers that have been classified, and each country has its own classification system. Non-exemplars have a propensity for superpowers, but they are at best half-powered. Non-exemplars are treated differently in some of the countries, most notably the Southern Alliance. 
 
    In the first House of Dolls, we were introduced to Roman Martin, a Centralian immigration administrator, and his two co-workers, Kevin Blackbook and Nadine Unders. 
 
    Also a Centralian, Kevin attempts suicide and is later kidnapped from the hospital by two cat girls, Turquoise and Obsidian, who are working for a Western Province spy named Paris Renara. Intoxicated by the cat girls’ neurotoxin, Kevin eventually forms an alliance with them and begins a life of crime. 
 
    After being attacked by a shadow-wielding man named Hazrat, Roman finds a Hero Ticket in Kevin’s former cubicle, which grants Roman the ability to animate inanimate objects. He is given a trainer named Ava to bring him up to snuff and help him sort out his new life as an exemplar. Roman gets the idea to animate sex dolls after one of his Heroes Anonymous meetings, and he eventually animates two dolls, one named Coma and the other named Celia. 
 
    Roman has also been covering up the fact that his wife has been in a coma for two years, during which time he’s been seeing multiple women, including a waitress named Harper. This comes out after his wife’s condition takes a turn for the worse. It is then he makes an alliance with Nadine, someone he thought was a coworker but who has since turned out to be an Eastern spy. 
 
    Nadine Unders is working undercover in the Centralian immigration office trying to discover why people from her country (the Eastern Province) are being taken prisoner. She also has a rivalry with a spy from the Western Province named Paris Renara, a spy who just so happens to be trying to work Roman, too. Nadine is kidnapped by one of Paris’s henchmen, a man named Ian Turlock, who knocks her out and brings her to Paris’s warehouse. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Nadine, Kevin, her former co-worker, is also staying at Paris’s warehouse with the two cat girls. While Paris and Ian go to give an ultimatum to Roman, Kevin and the cat girls free Nadine, but not before Kevin can steal her ring—a ring that grants the power to nullify superpowers. 
 
    Confronted by Paris and Ian, Roman and his dolls are forced to fight them, Roman killing Ian by animating the man’s bones. He is just about to kill Paris when she tells him what she’s trying to uncover in Centralia. As it turns out, all the world’s healers have disappeared, taken by the Centralian government, and Paris is trying to understand why. 
 
    Roman forms a shaky alliance with Paris, hoping to use his newfound power for good, even if that means he’ll have to fight against his own government. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Centralian Power Classifications 
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    Prologue: The Woman 
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    There were signs of a struggle in the warehouse, but anyone stumbling upon them would really have to pay attention to the concrete flooring to find the treasure beneath—a treasure in the form of a towering man with red skin, a Type II Class C with the ability to grow spiked protrusions from his body—a man named Ian Turlock. 
 
    A dead man, but a treasure to the right person. 
 
    And the hooded woman standing over Ian Turlock’s gravesite was indeed the right person. Her eyes narrowed on the bulge in the concrete, her face twitching ever so slightly. 
 
    It had been a hasty cover-up; had she been responsible for hiding the body, she would have sunk the big man deep enough into the concrete to make extraction all but impossible. 
 
    The work of an amateur, someone not fully aware of their power. 
 
    With a smirk on her face, the woman raised her hand over Ian Turlock’s resting place, the sleeve of her robe dropping open as her fingers curled. 
 
    The concrete began to move. 
 
    A whirlpool formed over the surface of the concrete as the red man’s crippled body was unearthed. Once Ian was out, his form floating above the ground, the concrete hardened again, creating a flat surface for the mysterious woman to rest the dead body. 
 
    “What a pity.” The woman crouched before Ian, running her hand along the protrusions that had been turned around, used to skewer him in what had ultimately been his death. 
 
    She started there, her unique power moving through her as she reversed the course of Ian’s protrusions, growing them back into his body and repairing his red flesh. 
 
    Ian’s eyes flickered open, the pupils now completely black. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to reanimate the dead, but it was something the hooded woman was entirely capable of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One: Almost-Exemplar 
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    Everything was on fire. 
 
    The plumes raged all around Roman Martin, filled with horrifying images of agony, demonic faces, sharp teeth, clawed hands. 
 
    A terrible inferno. 
 
    Roman was protected by a suit of water, and he’d formed the equivalent of an air bubble around his mouth that allowed him to breathe. To avoid the heat, he actually had the air bubble dispersed throughout the entire suit of water and kept another layer of water on top of this, cycling steam. 
 
    He had never seen Ava use this much force before, nor was he familiar with how she’d animated her flames; it was a wonder the building hadn’t entirely burned down by this point. And had he not been surrounded by the suit of water, which steamed off him and recirculated into armor with each step he took, Roman would have been toast. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I have to find her, he thought as he scanned the wall of fire, knowing full well Ava was somewhere in there. 
 
    She was a hell of a combatant, he’d give her that. Roman couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually go up against her in the field, and he had a feeling she could produce even more fire than this. More heat, more utter destruction. 
 
    Not far from him, Coma stood with water armor twisting around her body. Her fists were at her sides, covered with metal gloves he’d created at the start of the fight. 
 
    She wore a training outfit, her black hair in two pigtails, and her eyes beamed red as she too scanned the fire. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Roman’s power dial showed he was doing better than he thought, but still—red is dead. He knew he’d need to keep an eye on it when manipulating multiple elements. 
 
    With this in mind, he tried something he’d been thinking of doing since their last bout over the weekend. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Roman took control of the concrete floor and the thick walls behind Ava. 
 
    Imagining a tsunami, he began swirling the ground together beneath her wall of flames, even as she hit him with a piping-hot blast of blue fire—the hottest he’d seen her use yet. 
 
    In the way a Venus flytrap would catch an insect, the floor lifted and swallowed the entire wall of flames, the side walls also moving outward to help with the entrapment. 
 
    Ava’s flames disappeared as she focused on navigating away from the pit Roman had made in the concrete, and he responded by bringing ridges down from the ceiling, forcing her to dodge and switch strategies, which was exactly what he wanted. A wall of flames was hard to handle, but a melee attack would hopefully put the ball in Roman’s court. 
 
    A fireball hit the front of his suit, and he ignored it completely as he chased the flying Ava around the room. Her hair had completely turned to fire now, long strands of it fluttering in the wind behind her as she raced toward Coma. 
 
    The two met, Ava’s fist and Coma’s metal-encased knuckles, and for the first time that afternoon, Coma actually held her ground. 
 
    Ava sprang backwards just as the concrete formed a hand that eventually swiped her out of the air. 
 
    The enclosed concrete fist grew into a sphere to contain Ava, and try as she might to break free of it, her flames had little effect on Roman’s trap. 
 
    “I give!” she shouted—the first time in the training session he’d heard her say these two words. 
 
    Roman let the concrete sphere drop almost immediately. 
 
    He took a knee, and as he did, the water armor surrounding his body fell to the ground. Coma’s fell too, a pressure suddenly leaving his chest. 
 
    As Ava lowered, Roman cursed himself for not relinquishing control sooner. 
 
    This was something he’d have to work on in a combat scenario: as soon as he didn’t need to control something, his best bet was to let it go to focus his power elsewhere. 
 
    He’d done this with Celia before, focusing all his power into Coma as the first doll simply fell to the ground. 
 
    It was sudden, but desperate times called for inventive measures. 
 
    A smile formed on Roman’s face as he briefly thought of Celia, who was back at his apartment waiting for the delivery of the new doll. 
 
    The more he was around her, the more she embodied the qualities of his deceased wife, whose body had gone to the cremator as of this morning. 
 
    He sighed as he ran his hand through his white hair, which caught Ava’s attention. 
 
    “From happy to sad that quickly, huh?” his teacher asked. “It’s not often someone at your level beats someone at my level.” 
 
    “It was just luck,” he began to say. 
 
    “Not at all. I let you win. I don’t need to be looking at an object to ignite it, just spatially aware of it.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you could have struck me down even though I’d blocked your ability to see me?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And since I was covered, I would have actually formed the fireball outside of the shell you created around me.” 
 
    Ava’s flaming red hair settled, morphing back into her long, crimson locks, which she pulled into a ponytail and threw over her shoulder. She glanced around the gym to the western corner near the entrance. This was the only part that hadn’t been partially destroyed by either her flames or Roman’s serious rework of the concrete foundation. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roman finally said. 
 
    “I was going to wrap this up, but I might as well show you,” she said, pointing at a set of kettlebells. “Bring me one of those kettlebells; then we can get cleaned up for our little date.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Ava had been teasing Roman about the date ever since they’d begun their training session nearly two hours ago. 
 
    Even as Roman turned to the kettlebells, he didn’t know what to expect from the “date” with his teacher. 
 
    The reason he’d flirted with her in the first place was out of habit, and the fact that he was now a widower and had his hands plenty full with Harper, his dolls, plus a few other females on the periphery such as Nadine and even Catherine—the Type III Class C from the Northern Alliance who specialized in air manipulation (and who had already sent him a mental message that day)—only made him more reluctant to start up anything else. 
 
    So maybe it was best not to think of it as a date, although it certainly felt like one. 
 
    Roman’s stomach grumbled, interrupting his train of thought. He was supposed to have his Heroes Anonymous meeting and then meet Ava after. But he was hungry now, and besides, he had attended all the meetings last week. 
 
    Bill would be all right if he skipped one. 
 
    “We can start our date sooner,” Roman suggested as he grabbed a kettlebell. 
 
    “Why did you walk all the way over there when you could have used your power to bring the kettlebell to you?” she asked. 
 
    “I could have gone too,” Coma offered, her stance indicating she was still ready for anything. 
 
    “No worries.” Roman grabbed one of the lighter kettlebells. 
 
    Ava nodded. “Good, now bring it somewhere off to my side. And seriously, Roman, you need to start thinking like an exemplar—and I’m not making social commentary here, I’m simply saying to think with your powers.” 
 
    “I can’t in public. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    She beamed a fiery smile in his direction. “That’s right, you won’t be able to until I apply for approval. But don’t get ahead of yourself; we’re still some time away from that.” 
 
    “Aware,” Roman said. 
 
    “And what’s this about starting our date sooner? I won’t have time to get cleaned up,” she said. 
 
    “Just go with your flaming hair. That’ll keep everyone’s attention away from whatever you’re wearing.” 
 
    Coma chuckled at Roman’s joke. Ava, not so much. 
 
    “Wait a minute, don’t you have your Heroes Anonymous meeting after our session?” Ava was aware he had to participate in this government-sponsored program, and she’d teased him about it a few times before. 
 
    “Yeah, I do, but I can cancel it.” 
 
    “No, you should go.” Her eyes lit up, the flames disappearing just as quickly as they’d appeared. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Roman said. 
 
    “How’s this? I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “But…” Roman shook his head, his free hand still holding the kettlebell. “But you’re an exemplar and they’re all non-exemplars.” 
 
    “And you’re an almost-exemplar. No one will know; don’t worry.” 
 
    “Bill will know.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The sponsor who runs the meeting.” 
 
    Ava placed a hand over her eyes. “I can play a pretty good non-exemplar, believe me. And aside from that, I’ve always wondered what these meetings are like. Now, set the kettlebell on the ground and step back.” 
 
    “Well, don’t get your hopes up.” Roman looked to Coma. “And before we go, I’ll need to send her back home; showing up with one super at the H-Anon meeting will be strange enough.” 
 
    “Awww, she can’t go on the date with us?” Ava teased, her hand still over her face. 
 
    “I’d be a great date,” Coma said, “and I know a thing or two about pleasing a woman.” 
 
    Roman nearly dropped the kettlebell on his foot. 
 
    He had seen Coma go at it with Harper that one time, and he was keenly aware the sex doll had taken on part of his persona—the aggressive part—which meant her reply shouldn’t have been as shocking as it had initially seemed. 
 
    Rather than say anything, he set the kettlebell on the ground and stepped back. Fire appeared in a space about three feet away from Ava’s free hand. The flames grew in size, and it spun in the air as it slammed into the grounded kettlebell, the heat from the fire instantly reaching Roman’s face. 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Like I said…” Ava uncovered her eyes and turned to the locker room. “I let you win.” 
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    Roman stood outside the back entrance to the lottery commission recalling his meeting with the council that had granted him his extraordinary ability, the power to animate inanimate objects. It was odd that he hadn’t heard or seen anything of the council since; he also found it strange that he’d never seen anyone else training. 
 
    Am I the only one? He discarded the thought when a portal opened up, the space around it fizzling as it took shape. The teleporter that stepped out was an older woman with oval glasses and furry red earmuffs on, even though it wasn’t very cold out. 
 
    “Tell Celia I’ll be home a little late,” Roman said to Coma. She was back in the gothic Lolita outfit she’d been wearing earlier, a frilly number, black with white stockings and elbow-length white gloves. 
 
    The masked doll paused for a moment. “And what if she comes early?” 
 
    “Emelia said the new doll wouldn’t be delivered until later,” he assured her. “If she comes early, leave her sitting there. I’ve already signed off on the payment.” 
 
    “Will do.” Coma’s red eyes flashed, and she turned to the teleporter, who immediately opened a portal into Roman’s living room. 
 
    For a split second, Roman could even see Celia the doll at the other end, slowly lifting a hand in his direction as the portal closed. 
 
    “That must be a trip,” Ava said, approaching Roman from behind. 
 
    “You clean up nice,” was all he could say when he saw his teacher had gone for a tight pantsuit, her red hair in a bun, dark pink eyeshadow adding an odd sense of depth to her face. 
 
    “Thanks. You don’t look too bad yourself.” 
 
    Roman wore a dark blue suit with a single line that extended from the top of his shoulder over the right side of his chest and down to the bottom of the jacket. He’d picked it up earlier that day, using more of the money he had minted himself at home. 
 
    “You should have told the teleporter to come back,” Ava said. “You’re already late for the H-Anon meeting. No worries, I’ll order one.” 
 
    A male teleporter appeared a minute or so later, this one with silver hair and tattooed sideburns. Two flashes of blue energy later and the three of them appeared in front of the H-Anon building, the teleporter gone before Roman could thank him. 
 
    “Just sit near the back,” Roman told Ava as they entered a two-story building made of gray stone. The community center had a few other meeting rooms, none of which appeared to be occupied at the moment. 
 
    After moving down a poorly lit hall, Roman and Ava found the Heroes Anonymous meeting and claimed a couple of chairs at the back. 
 
    Sam, the guy who had sparked Roman’s foray into the red-light district with his weird sex-doll story, stood at the podium with a disgruntled look on his face as he recited the H-Anon mantra. 
 
    “I am not a super-powered individual. I am not an exemplar. I have never had a superpower. I am not a hero, nor will I ever be a hero. I am not a superhero. I am half-powered. I will always be half-powered. I am a non-exemplar. There is nothing about me that is extraordinary. I am not a hero. I am not a superhero. I am half-powered. I will always be half-powered. I am a non-exemplar.” 
 
    Out of habit, Roman mouthed the last part, his eyes moving from Sam to Bill, the shaved-headed leader of their chapter who was shooting him a look that could knock a strongman through a couple of buildings. 
 
    Roman smiled, shrugged, nodded at Ava and gave Bill two thumbs up. 
 
    Bill rolled his eyes. 
 
    Roman winked at him. 
 
    Bill nodded to the door. 
 
    Roman placed his hands behind his head and got comfortable. 
 
    Ava chuckled for some reason as Sam spoke up. Sam was a thin guy with a five o’clock shadow, black hair, and hazel eyes. 
 
    “I think I freaked you all out last time with my story about the sex doll,” the lanky Sam said, “whose name was Dolly. I mentioned that, right? A sex doll named Dolly. Thought you guys would appreciate that. But I’m over it now. Lots has happened since then—and I mean lots.” 
 
    “Ahem.” Bill cleared his throat. 
 
    “Yep, back to the story. Sorry, Bill. Anyway, it really wasn’t my fault school kids were visiting the vineyard the same day I was there with Dolly. My family should have told me. Maybe they wanted me to get caught. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Sam…” Bill started to say. 
 
    “Got it, I’ll cut to the chase. So all of us are non-exemplars,” he said, beaming a smile to Roman in the back, “and we all have some sort of slightly heightened power, usually endurance-based. I mean, well, I guess we have no one to compare it to, so how do we know if it is actually heightened? Stupid question, but have you ever thought about that? Is it just something they tell us to make us feel special? Beats the fuck out of me.” 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    “Sorry, Bill. Yeah, so I don’t have much endurance,” said Sam, flexing his muscles and revealing he had none. “But I do have a damn good sniffer, and I’m not talking about the size of my nose. I’ve had it since I was a kid, and I’ve tried to get classified as Type IV Class C, but Centralia’s fucked-up system…” 
 
    “Sam,” Bill sighed. 
 
    “Centralia’s messed-up system doesn’t have a good classification system. What can I say? We all know that. I mean, how many classes are there?” 
 
    “Seven in Centralia’s system,” Roman said from the back. “Class A, telepathy; Class B, shifter/absorber; Class C, elemental mimicry/organic manipulation; Class D, kinetic/energy related; Class E, intelligence based; Class F, teleportation; and class H, healer.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” Sam asked the group. “All those classifications and nothing for the people who have heightened senses.” 
 
    “That would be intelligence based,” said Roman, “Class E. And you don’t have heightened senses.” 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow at him. “Want to bet?” 
 
    “We don’t bet here,” Bill said, his eyes twitching. 
 
    “Don’t lead him on,” Ava whispered. 
 
    “He doesn’t have a heightened sense of smell,” Roman whispered back. “Everyone here is a non-exemplar.” 
 
    “Well, what will it be?” Sam asked, still challenging Roman. 
 
    “How does your power work?” Roman asked, a question he’d asked exemplars before during their immigration advisory sessions. 
 
    “No, let me finish, Bill,” Sam told the H-Anon leader with a wave of his hand. “It’s easy, really. I can get a sense of the history of something just by smelling it.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “We’re not here to test supposed powers,” Bill reminded both of them. 
 
    “All it takes is one sniff,” Sam declared. 
 
    “And what do you mean by getting something’s history?” asked Roman, ignoring Bill. 
 
    “Roman,” Ava whispered again. 
 
    “I mean I can get… images, like moving thoughts or something—okay, flashbacks. Secrets. I believe that’s the best way to describe it.” 
 
    “And all it takes is one sniff?” someone from the front asked, a woman Roman saw at every other meeting or so. “That’s a cool power!” 
 
    “But my power isn’t so heightened; I mean, I haven’t had any exemplar training, which would really let me develop it,” Sam said. 
 
    Roman stood and took off his jacket. He made his way up to the front of the room, the eyeballs of the eight or so H-Anon members following him as he reached the podium. 
 
    “It’s a new jacket,” Roman told Sam as he handed it to him. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “This has gone on too far...” Bill said. 
 
    A wild look splashed across Sam’s eyes as he brought Roman’s jacket to his nostrils. He was just about to sniff it when he decided to blow his nose instead, which he did into a handkerchief he had in his back pocket. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s best to do this with clear pipes.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m allowing this to happen,” Bill grumbled. “But it’s a good example of what not to do when someone who doesn’t have a power claims they have a power. Hurry up, you two; others need to speak.” 
 
    Sam took a big whiff of Roman’s jacket and gasped, dropping the jacket to the ground. 
 
    “Hey,” Roman said, on the verge of animating his jacket and bringing it back to him. He stopped himself just in time, cutting a quick look over his shoulder at Ava, whose face had gone from amused to concerned. 
 
    “You’re… you’re an exemplar?” Sam asked, eying Roman suspiciously. “You bought this jacket with fake money. No… counterfeit money. That’s it! He’s an exemplar!” 
 
    Roman slowly started to shake his head. “Are you serious?” 
 
    A few of those seated behind him started to laugh. 
 
    “That’s quite enough, Sam,” Bill said as he ushered the thin guy off the stage. 
 
    “But I know what I smelled!” he said, much to the audience’s laughter. 
 
    Roman started to laugh as well, turning back to his chair. “Trust me, Sam, if I had a power, I definitely—definitely—wouldn’t be hanging out at H-Anon meetings.” 
 
    Once he was seated, Ava elbowed him in the side. “That was way too risky,” she hissed. 
 
    Roman gulped. “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting him to actually peg me like that. Sorry.” 
 
    His teacher simply rolled her eyes, both of them watching as Bill shuffled Sam away from the podium. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two: Emelia’s Surprise 
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    It had been a great night so far, and Roman Martin found he quite enjoyed conversing with his fiery teacher Ava Montague. She’d definitely given him shit about the incident at the H-Anon meeting, but as time had carried on with wine from the Southern Alliance pouring freely, they’d both loosened up. 
 
    Since Roman had the week off for bereavement, he felt no pressure to get home early or follow any set schedule. His plan was to dedicate the week to training and learning more about his strange power, but he also had some real-life affairs he needed to see to, such as the cremation of Celia’s body. 
 
    As Roman had done before, rather than focus on the truth and what needed to be done, he decided to keep things light and not beat himself up over this anymore. Not now—not with Ava sitting in front of him talking about other exemplars she had trained with and what it was like to be part of a team of superheroes. 
 
    At some point at the end of dinner, a message came in from Emelia that took him off guard: There has been a delay in retrieving your newest doll, Mr. Martin. I hope you don’t mind having a substitute until we can address this issue. I took some liberties with the substitute; please let me know if this is an issue. I hope to speak to you soon. Emelia. 
 
    Even as Ava spoke, Roman visualized Emelia, the sales assistant at the sex-doll shop who was always dressed professionally, a clip in her light-gray hair, her violet eyes, her mysterious smile. 
 
    How would the mysterious sales assistant react if she knew why Roman needed the sex dolls? Emelia was an exemplar, a Type IV, Class E and A, so maybe she’d be impressed. 
 
    Then again, animating sex dolls was a rather strange thing to be doing. Roman knew that, and he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about his power anyway. 
 
    “Ah, look, I’ve finally lost your attention,” Ava said, finishing her third glass of wine. 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It was one of my business associates.” 
 
    “Business associate? You work in immigration,” she reminded him. 
 
    “True, and I’m off for the week.” 
 
    Ava hadn’t said anything to him about his wife, but she must have known what had happened from his files, or from the update she’d likely gotten from… 
 
    Actually, Roman didn’t know how updated his teacher was regarding his troubled past, and he didn’t want to know. Sometimes it was better that way. 
 
    “So you plan on training all week then, huh?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” he said, the weight of guilt and remorse suddenly on his shoulders. It was going to be a tough week. 
 
    “Did I say something?” 
 
    “No, I just—well, I’ll be honest with you.” 
 
    Ava snorted. “Oh, this I’d like to hear.” 
 
    “It’s not as exciting as it sounds. I got a message saying that my next doll had been delivered, but they had to send a replacement or something because the one I ordered isn’t ready.” 
 
    “Why do I find myself interested in whatever sex doll you’ve had delivered to your home?” Ava tilted her wine glass, allowing the waiter to top it off. 
 
    “What can I say? I guess we all have issues.” 
 
    “Agreed, all exemplars have issues. That’s the first thing you should know about us.” 
 
    “I kind of figured it out over the last few years of dealing with every type of exemplar the world has ever seen.” 
 
    “You think you’ve seen them all? Get over yourself, Roman.” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with so many…” 
 
    “There are many more that you’ve never even heard of—powers too,” she said, her voice rising. “Trust me on that, especially if you head out to the Western Province. That’s where the freaky ones are. You of all people should know our classification system is overly simplified.” 
 
    Roman had to agree there. Centralia’s system definitely wasn’t up to par, which was something everyone knew. 
 
    Hell, his old officemate, Kevin Blackbook, had rambled about this at least once a day, complaining how the system hadn’t been updated in fifty years. 
 
    Ava emptied her wine glass and smiled contently. “Enough for me. Look, Roman, it’s been nice, but I’ve got to get to bed early tonight.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, “let’s call it a night.” 
 
    “But first, I wouldn’t mind seeing this new doll you somehow picked up…” Ava swept some of the red hair out of her face, offering Roman a pouty grin. 
 
    Sometimes he felt like she was flirting; other times he felt like Ava was simply fucking with him. And since he didn’t know which it was, he had to toe the line a bit, not assuming but ready for anything. 
 
    “Well, if you’re inviting yourself over, we might as well order a teleporter,” Roman said as he waved the waiter over. 
 
    “Is your house clean? You never know with men in Centralia…” 
 
    Now it was his turn to chuckle. “Of course it’s clean. And besides, why would that matter?” 
 
    “The last male non-exemplar’s house I visited was filthy. Then again, he was a criminal.” 
 
    “First, I’m not a criminal; and second, I’m not a non-exemplar,” he said under his breath, “so I think you’re safe.” 
 
    Ava shrugged. “Okay, but I just want to check this new one out, though. Then I need to head home.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me.” 
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    “This has to be some sort of joke,” Roman said as he ran a hand through his white hair. 
 
    Celia and Coma were sitting on the couch, both of them on either side of a polished wooden box. Ava couldn’t help but laugh, a long hard cackle that ended with her hands on her knees as she tried to recover. 
 
    “It’s just so funny!” she said, her face red from wine and laughter. 
 
    “Hi, Ava,” Celia said in her sweet, melodic voice. The doll with the orange hair and light-purple eyes, pale skin and a shapely body was wearing some of Coma’s clothing, a black dress—frilled, low-cut—and a necklace that dipped into the space between her breasts. 
 
    My wife’s necklace… 
 
    Roman recognized it immediately, recalling their trip to the market along the southern border on a three-day weekend and how much his wife had bargained to get the necklace down to the price she’d wanted. 
 
    It was apropos in a way for Celia the doll to be wearing it, but it also made Roman feel uneasy, completely exposed, due to the alcohol he had ingested over the night coupled with a fair amount of guilt. 
 
    And then there was the box. Two boxes, to be exact, one on the couch and one sitting on the bar that Coma had already told him was from Harper. 
 
    A box of chocolates. 
 
    “So this is like a prank, right?” Ava asked as she moved over to the small wooden box on the couch. 
 
    “We didn’t check inside yet,” said Coma, her bright red eyes beaming behind the mask on her face. “We didn’t check the chocolates either,” she told Roman. 
 
    “And the chocolates are from…?” Ava began. 
 
    “Harper, a friend. But that’s not what is important.” 
 
    “Clearly,” his teacher said as she picked up the wooden box. “And it may be too early to tell, but it looks like you have a new little friend.” 
 
    “We wanted it to be a surprise,” Celia said. “Also, are either of you hungry? I tried some recipes that I found in the cooking book.” 
 
    Ava shook her head. “Not tonight. I’m not planning to stick around much longer.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Coma. “I figured because you came with Roman that you would be staying.” 
 
    Roman dropped his face into his hand. 
 
    “So that’s what happens around here,” Ava said, her arms crossing over her chest. She gave Roman a sly look, and he merely shrugged it off. 
 
    “Nothing happens around here,” he finally said, taking the wooden box from her. “I really need to send a message to my contact…” 
 
    “I thought it was a business associate?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Same difference. She didn’t say anything about this,” he said, shaking the box secretly. 
 
    “You don’t even know what it is yet,” Ava said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I know what it is.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a head,” Coma suggested. “But that would be a little strange, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Open it already!” Ava said. 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Roman sat the box on the bar stool. Rather than fiddle with the locking mechanism, which wasn’t completely locked but still snapped shut in a clever way, Roman simply waved his hand over it, and the metal lifted on its own. When he removed the lid, his eyes widened once he saw what was inside. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three: Two Down, More to Go 
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    It was the last time Kevin Blackbook would ever see his home. 
 
    It used to be the place he loved to be the most, a place he’d put his personal touch on. From the paint in his study to the built-in bookshelves, Kevin had worked pretty hard to get the place up to his standards. Well, and the standards of Susan. 
 
    But Susan’s standards no longer applied. 
 
    This soon-to-be deceased wife was on the floor, frothing at the mouth, the cat girls’ poison surging through her veins. 
 
    Obsidian and Turquoise had done the dirty work—Kevin was aware of that—but he had plans for their next arrival. 
 
    “Shhh…” The fat former immigration advisor told Susan, placing a hand on her head. He felt tears come, memories of their time together flashing across his mind’s eye. 
 
    They hadn’t been unhappy, but what Susan had done was unforgivable, and Kevin’s response had led him here with Obsidian and Turquoise at his side, both crouched, Turquoise admiring her claws. 
 
    “She was beautiful,” said Obsidian, her prayer beads falling from her wrist to her hand. She stood poised on the balls of her feet, her hand naturally running through the prayer beads as she whispered some ancient mantra, her perky ears flitted backward. 
 
    Kevin found the cat girls incredibly fascinating, and it only made him want to visit the Western Province more, to uncover the secrets it held. In doing so, he was fairly certain he would discover new types of exemplars Centralia had never encountered. 
 
    “When will he be here?” Kevin asked again, his voice a low growl. 
 
    “Please…” Susan whimpered, true terror in her bloodshot eyes. “Please don’t.” 
 
    His wife’s face was pressed against the floor, her hair matted to her skull and her cheeks, arms, neck and throat covered in slashes. 
 
    It was a wonder she wasn’t dead already, and Kevin had to ignore every instinct ingrained in him to look the other way. She was suffering, clear in the way her body was hunched forward, stink all around her as she could no longer control her bowels, her legs spasming and fingers twitching. 
 
    “Let me have a little,” said Kevin, extending his arm toward Turquoise. He needed a dose to calm his nerves, remind himself this was all part of the plan. 
 
    Kevin kept his ringed hand close to his side, away from Turquoise and her quick reflexes. 
 
    The cat girls hadn’t quite figured out how he had come to have the power to turn off their abilities, but they respected it, practically worshiped him now—and in turn he would take care of them, their relationship formed of mutual respect and circumstance. 
 
    “Please,” Kevin said, losing his nerve as he heard more of Susan’s whimpers. 
 
    Turquoise took Kevin’s beefy finger in her mouth and bit down onto it, drawing blood. He felt her poison almost immediately, and it wasn’t long before he rolled his head back, sighing as it swam through his bloodstream. 
 
    Kevin was a large man, overweight, with a bald spot at the back of his head barely covered by his blondish-brown hair. He had lost a few pounds since being kidnapped by Obsidian and Turquoise, but not much. 
 
    Turquoise’s ears twitched, a wicked smile forming across her delicate, soft face. “He’s here,” she said, tensing with excitement, quickly wrapping her prayer beads around her wrist again. 
 
    Obsidian silently made her way to the side of the door and crouched, her black tail lifting into the air above her and forming a hook shape. 
 
    “We’ll go with the plan,” said Kevin, his thumb on the bottom notch of his ring. “And move a little further away,” he reminded Obsidian, who obediently did as she was instructed. 
 
    With a deep breath in to steady himself, and another to gather his wits, Kevin approached the door and waited for the knock. Once he heard it, the sound seeming to ricochet across the quiet room, he reached for the handle and stepped to the side, then activated his ring as soon as the flying exemplar stepped in. 
 
    “You!” the man said, his brazen good looks at odds with the shock forming on his face as Kevin’s ring took his power away. 
 
    The man was muscular and fit, something Kevin stupidly hadn’t considered, and his first response after Kevin had deactivated his powers was to swing his fists wide, catching Kevin in the cheek and sending him to the floor, where he accidentally pressed the bottom of his ring twice. 
 
    Deactivating it. 
 
    “Kevin!” Obsidian hissed, springing into action and missing as the super burst into Kevin’s old home. 
 
    “Susan!” the man shouted once he’d landed and spotted the woman on the floor, her hair sticky with spittle. 
 
    He moved toward her just as Turquoise leapt into the air and looped her arms around the flying man’s neck, her nails immediately digging into his shoulders as she tried to hold on and released her toxin. 
 
    The flying exemplar managed to buck her off, sending Turquoise straight into a wall. 
 
    He stumbled forward, and within seconds, Turquoise was back in action, holding on to his leg and biting into his flesh. Obsidian joined her, the cat girl seeing her opening and darting forward. She used an ottoman to launch herself into the flying exemplar, who was attempting to fly free of their grip. 
 
    Both cat girls kept their grips on the man, their tails poised and flickering, both ignoring any action he took to throw them off—even when he kicked Turquoise into the wall again and tried to throw Obsidian over his head. 
 
    “He’s mine!” Kevin said, lumbering towards the man, his finger in the bottom grip of his ring, ready yet again to activate his power-negation ability. 
 
    Delirium was already sinking in. The flying exemplar had fallen on one knee, Turquoise wrapped around his arm going to work with her claws, blood streaked across her face and staining her teeth as Obsidian anchored his other arm with her claws digging into his bicep. 
 
    “You’re… Kevin?” 
 
    Kevin paused, waiting for more of the poison to move through the man’s bloodstream. 
 
    He pulled the man’s hair back and punched him as hard as he could in the face. 
 
    His knuckles still stinging, Kevin activated his ring. Both cat girls dropped to the side, their claws exposed as they glared at the flying exemplar. 
 
    Revenge was his. And as Kevin brought his fists back and punched the man again, he let out a howl of sheer animosity, a sound he had never made before. 
 
    A primal utterance from a man who was now in control. 
 
    Kevin stepped back and the man dropped, his chin cracking against the wooden floor, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. 
 
    For a moment, Kevin wondered what the man’s name was, aware he’d never gotten it. He could ask Susan, but one glance over to her told him she’d stopped breathing. Her eyes were glued shut, the side of her face resting in her own vomit. 
 
    “Make sure they’re dead,” he told Obsidian and Turquoise, his heart thumping in his chest as he deactivated his ring. 
 
    Kevin slouched forward in his old lazy chair, the one he’d bought from a flea market and restored. This was just the start of the havoc Kevin hoped to levy on those who had hurt him in his previous life. 
 
    Two down, more to go… he thought, not looking as Obsidian tore into the man’s throat.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four: The Man Made of Light 
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    Nadine Under took a deep breath in, her dirty-blond hair cushioning her head against a hardened pillow. The Eastern Province spy knew better than to return to her apartment—not after the muscled red man with the terrible skin condition had taken her. Not after she’d been so blatantly targeted. 
 
    No, she would have to find a new place, and that meant she would spend time in temporary housing provided by Oscar, the Eastern Province communicator she had met with earlier that night. 
 
    The scars running up and down the side of her body ached, remnants of a fight she’d had with an exemplar long ago, a man whose arms turned into sharp blades made of hardened bone. 
 
    The scar hurt sometimes, but she was used to the pain by this point and glad to be healed. 
 
    Lying next to Nadine was Lisa Painstake, the 19-year-old exemplar from the Southern Alliance, the one Nadine had persuaded to come under her wing after she’d been caught smuggling for her brother. 
 
    Lisa wore a bodysuit this evening, the dark colors of which offset the shocking brightness of her pink bouffant and blond bangs. It was formfitting, in the fashion of those under the age of twenty, cute with a shade of inappropriate. 
 
    Lisa had a power that made her invaluable to Nadine’s operation. 
 
    The young woman’s Soul Speed ability allowed her to peel her soul away from her form and travel long distances, her soul always attached to her body through a light linked to her umbilical cord. 
 
    Even more unique was the fact that Lisa could increase the tangibility of her light body no matter how far away she was from her actual body, which meant she could do things like open doors, look through papers, and even lift things. 
 
    It was an entirely unique power, something that would cause Lisa to be exploited for the rest of her life. 
 
    And Nadine had qualms with the fact that she too was exploiting the young woman. 
 
    Lisa had been caught doing something illegal, and she could have been deported had Nadine not intervened. Nadine was starting to like Lisa. Once the young woman had accepted her role as an asset, she had lightened up some, realizing this was her fate. 
 
    These were the most valuable assets. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Let’s do this. And thank you for coming here tonight.” 
 
    “Your new place is a lot smaller,” said Lisa as she locked hands with Nadine. 
 
    Nadine sighed. “Not my favorite place to be, but I won’t be here much longer.” 
 
    “Why’d you switch homes?” 
 
    “That’s another story entirely.” 
 
    Lisa considered this for a moment. “Does this have anything to do with the bruises and scrapes on your face?” 
 
    Nadine didn’t say anything; instead, she closed her eyes, immediately skipping to being attacked by the big red man, dragged up a flight of stairs and knocked out, her ring stolen from her. 
 
    She had tried her damnedest to recall the face and voice of the person who had taken her Zero Ring, but it was all but impossible. Her mind was at the point where it had started replacing the face with other people’s faces, acquaintances and closer associates. 
 
    Useless. 
 
    At one point in the afternoon she’d even been convinced Roman Martin had taken the ring, which she knew wasn’t the case. 
 
    She would have to return to the Eastern Province and physically get another device, as they didn’t normally smuggle them into Centralia—too dangerous, and there was no telling what Nadine would be given anyway. 
 
    She would also have to file several reports, two of which she’d already started working on when she’d met Oscar earlier this afternoon. 
 
    And what was there to tell, really? 
 
    Nadine had been ambushed by Ian Turlock, an ambush orchestrated by Paris Renata, the elastic spy from the West who would probably come for Nadine again. 
 
    But she’d be ready this time. 
 
    Nadine was so concentrated on her thoughts that she didn’t feel her spectral body lift from her actual form. 
 
    She was suddenly standing in the room next to Lisa, both attached to their real bodies via umbilical cords of light. Lisa had a soft, yet solemn smile on her face. 
 
    Before she could say anything, they appeared near the entrance of Prison South. The prison was on the southeast side of Centralia, a no-brainer for storing captives from the Eastern Province considering the border was less than ten miles away. 
 
    “Thank you for doing this,” said Nadine as their forms took shape. The string attaching her spectral form to her real body had twisted until it was at the small of her back, allowing her to go forward. 
 
    Nadine didn’t need to thank the young woman for her work, but she wasn’t the type to abuse an asset, to treat them as a lesser human being. 
 
    She had learned in her training that the best asset was one who trusted their handler as much as their handler trusted them, and even though this couldn’t always be the case, she approached the subject with this in mind: respect and consideration equated to better cooperation. 
 
    Lisa took a few steps forward, motioning for Nadine to follow. 
 
    The two passed easily through the security checkpoint, which consisted of a wall covered in razor wire at the top. There were also security measures meant to stop exemplars, one of which being other exemplars on patrol. 
 
    It wasn’t always easy to tell an exemplar from a non-exemplar, but these patrols actually wore uniforms marking their status with the letter E on their sleeves, which Nadine felt was a poor choice on behalf of the Centralian government. 
 
    Nadine bristled. 
 
    She got the feeling someone was watching her, but a quick look around confirmed that no one had moved, nor had anyone made an action to indicate they’d spotted intruders. 
 
    The building before them had been built from a material that was impossible to teleport into, but this wouldn’t stop Lisa, whose power didn’t work the same as a teleporter’s. 
 
    They easily passed through, as if it had never existed. 
 
    While Centralia claimed to have invented this special type of metal, Nadine knew it had come from the East. After all, the East’s technology surpassed the tech of the other countries. 
 
    The East’s problem was that it had never leveraged its tech in a good way. They sold new technological breakthroughs or kept them for military use only, and the people remained poor. 
 
    Case in point: the metal used to prevent teleporters from infiltrating the prison. 
 
    Nadine was sure there were more examples of Eastern technology within Prison South, but it wasn’t like she would have time to catalog them—she had come here to see what Centralia was doing with the kidnapped citizens of the East, which was mission enough. 
 
    “Let’s move up,” said Lisa, her hands lifting at her sides. 
 
    She was floating in a matter of seconds, Nadine next to her, both of them gravitating to the ceiling of the main building. 
 
    The next floor contained a series of long, clean hallways of white marble. The place looked opposing in a bureaucratic way, showcasing Centralia’s wealth. 
 
    And to think such a stunning series of hallways would be in a prison… 
 
    Nadine wanted to physically see the prisoners from the East, but she needed to know what cellblock they were being held in first. That normally would have been tricky with the sentinels at each end of the hallway, likely exemplars with ranged and heat-seeking abilities, their arms crossed over their chests as they watched the space through thin visors over their eyes. 
 
    Nadine smiled. 
 
    Some Class Cs had the ability to turn themselves invisible, but they would still give off heat patterns, unlike the spectral forms Nadine and Lisa had taken. 
 
    Nadine knew this from when they had broken in to the administrative building, as she had seen the heat sensors in the corners of the room beaming down, and none of them had been triggered by Lisa’s ability. 
 
    And now, sure enough, the exemplar standing guard saw absolutely nothing as Nadine and Lisa passed in front of him. 
 
    As they moved into the next room, Nadine couldn’t help but imagine her parents being taken. Even though she hadn’t had contact with them for years, if Centralia forces were simply taking people from their homes in the East, who was to say they wouldn’t eventually take her mother and father? 
 
    It was something she couldn’t risk. 
 
    Nadine and Lisa continued forward into a waiting area for the warden’s office; the prison rolls would be here somewhere. 
 
    She paused when she saw a single exemplar in the room, a man sitting in a chair, looking straight at them. He wore a white, collarless shirt that extended all the way down to his ankles. 
 
    “So there are two of you,” the man said, rising. 
 
    Lisa gasped, a hand coming to her umbilical cord of light, ready to yank herself back to her actual body depending on the outcome of this conversation. 
 
    “You can see me?” she finally asked, fear trembling her voice. 
 
    “I can do much more than that.” The man’s body turned to light in an instant, a blistering oscillating energy radiating around his form. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Lisa said, grabbing Nadine’s wrist. 
 
    But the man was too fast, and within a moment, he had chopped through Lisa’s umbilical cord with a blade of energy. 
 
    The young woman cried out in pain, instantly falling to the floor, her form not passing through as it should have, her spectral body tangible. 
 
    “Lisa!” Nadine shouted. 
 
    “I was wondering how you were able to check the files in the administrative office,” the man said, moving menacingly toward Nadine yet speaking calmly. “And now I see. Spectral body—it’s genius. But there are so few of you, aren’t there? You may actually be helpful to us.” 
 
    “Not another step,” said Nadine, steeling herself even though she had no way to defend Lisa. “The people I work for will find out who you are, and they will kill you. And if you have family, they will kill your family. And if you have children…” 
 
    The man started to laugh, energy filtering out from his open lips. 
 
    Nadine couldn’t remember what he’d looked like before taking this form; all she could recall was seeing him sitting there, then seeing his body blazing with power. 
 
    “Shall I cut your cord too?” 
 
    “Go back, Nadine!” Lisa cried. 
 
    Lightning fast, the man stood behind Nadine quicker than she could turn around, his arm coming back and… 
 
    Moving through her umbilical cord of light, but not severing it. 
 
    “Go!” Lisa rushed Nadine and slammed her palms into Nadine’s spectral shoulders, sending the Eastern spy tumbling backward, where she kept tumbling, her speed increasing as she returned to her body. 
 
    Nadine woke up in her safe house, a loud gasp filling the room as if she were coming out of a feverish dream. The soft light in the room was at odds with the blistering light she’d just witnessed. 
 
    She felt a cold hand in her own. 
 
    “Lisa,” she said, pulling the young woman’s arm. “Wake up. Please, wake up.” She tapped her cheek, moved Lisa’s arms, and opened her eyelids only to find her eyes rolled into the back of her head, all to no avail. “Please…” 
 
    Nadine placed two fingers on Lisa’s neck, detecting a soft pulse. 
 
    From there, she fired off a mental message to Oscar, telling him she was heading his way and to immediately send transport for two people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five: Pocket Protector 
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    “Are you going to animate it?” Ava asked. 
 
    Roman still hadn’t lifted the tiny, toy-sized doll out of her wooden box. 
 
    Part of him felt like this was some kind of joke, but he had already received another message from Emelia reminding him that the real version would be ready soon—this was only a replica to keep him company for the time being. 
 
    Roman examined the small doll, turning her over in his hand. She was about eight inches tall, with blond hair, and she wore a black bodysuit with a v-opening in the front, revealing some cleavage. 
 
    “Are those cat ears?” Ava asked. “Is she supposed to be some type of cat mutant? I heard they have those in the West.” 
 
    Roman examined the ears for a moment, seeing they were attached to a headband. “No, I think it’s just an accessory she’s wearing.” 
 
    He glanced down at his power dial to see it was at its normal levels, only Coma and Celia currently taking any of his power. 
 
    “Do it,” Ava said, egging him on. “You know you want to.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re way too serious. Just animate her, and if she has a bad personality, well, you know what to do.” 
 
    Roman looked to Coma and Celia, both of whom stood off to his left, waiting to see what he’d do. 
 
    “It could be interesting,” Coma finally said. 
 
    “Miss Ava is right,” said Celia, “you can de-animate her if it’s too strange.” 
 
    “You’re right.” With a wave of his free hand, the tiny doll came to life. She immediately sat down in Roman’s palm, her legs splayed outward. 
 
    “Is it late?” she asked in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    Ava nearly knocked Roman over as she came to the doll, her eyes just about as wide as he had ever seen them. 
 
    “I want to see!” said Coma, coming to Roman’s other side. 
 
    “Who are you?” the tiny doll asked, her tone less surprised and more seductive. “More importantly, how long have you been looking at me like that?” 
 
    Did she just bat her eyes at me? Roman thought as he held her out just a little bit higher so the others could view her better. 
 
    He recalled that the dolls he animated took on some part of his personality, and while Roman couldn’t quite place which part of him the newest doll had borrowed from, he had a sneaking suspicion. 
 
    “We should name her Casper,” said Celia. She stood next to Coma now, her purple eyes staring fondly at their newest addition. The toy-sized doll leaned back and propped her body up with her hands, which accentuated her chest. 
 
    “Casper. I like that name,” Coma agreed. 
 
    “This is so weird,” Ava said, a curious smile moving across her face. 
 
    “Where did you get the name Casper?” Roman asked Celia, still not able to take his attention off the tiny moving figure. She yawned, her cat-eared headband shifting a bit to the right. 
 
    “Casper. It was on the name of the brand of flour you bought. I used it to make noodles earlier.” 
 
    “Casper Flour,” Ava laughed. “Well, it’s definitely a name.” 
 
    “Sure, name me whatever you would like. But after you’ve done so, show me where I can sleep. I feel so tired right now—well, I feel other things too,” the small woman said, her eyebrows narrowing on Roman. 
 
    Ava moved in closer, cupping Roman’s ear as she whispered, “I think Casper’s flirting with you…” 
 
    “Clearly,” Roman said, and he got the notion to de-animate the tiny doll and return her to her lifeless form. 
 
    Casper stood with her knees touching, her feet facing inward. “Are you just going to stare at me? Or are you going to take me to my bed?” 
 
    “Take you to your bed, huh?” Roman said, heading over to the couch. 
 
    The pint-sized doll hopped off his hand and landed on a cushion, her hair bouncing as she got her balance. Once she realized the surface she was standing on was soft, she stretched her arms over her head, yawned, and fell backwards. 
 
    Celia sat on the armrest of the couch. “I think she’s cute.” 
 
    “Is she always going to be this sleepy?” Coma asked, a look of uncertainty flashing across her masked face. 
 
    “No idea,” Roman told her. 
 
    “Well, this is definitely about as weird as I would like my day to be,” Ava said, stretching her hands over her head. “Anyway, Roman, I want you come by the gym tomorrow afternoon. I have a new opponent for you to face.” 
 
    “Got it,” Roman told his teacher, still fixated on the small doll who was now resting with one hand over her stomach, her legs wide. 
 
    “And don’t have too much fun tonight…” 
 
    A blazing light flashed across the living room as Ava’s teleporter appeared. She was gone in a matter of seconds, leaving Roman with his three dolls. 
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    Roman turned to his bedroom, figuring he could deal with Casper in the morning. He had the option of taking her power away, but it wasn’t costing much to keep her alive, and he wanted to get a sense of who she was, how she would fit into his equation. 
 
    So he left her animated, asleep yet still alive. 
 
    Once he reached his bedroom, he took off his suit jacket and placed it on a green velvet hanger as the sound of his neighbors moving something across the wooden floor met his ears. 
 
    Celia appeared behind him. “Would you like some help?” 
 
    He wasn’t drunk enough to need help getting undressed, but Coma and Celia seemed to like helping him put clothes on. And while it was a bit of an odd experience, he kind of liked it to. 
 
    Roman nodded and Celia moved closer to him, where she began unbuttoning his shirt. The second doll he’d animated looked incredible in Coma’s exemplar clothing, Coma’s corset lifting Celia’s well-formed breasts. 
 
    He found himself staring at them for a moment as she reached the last button on his shirt, his focus narrowing on her and the suppleness of her skin. 
 
    Roman glanced away just as Celia’s eyes moved up to his face. She took the shirt over his muscled shoulder, careful not to touch the bruises he still had from his run-in with Ian Turlock, the red man who had nearly killed him. 
 
    Roman grimaced. Ian was dead now, buried beneath the cement in an abandoned warehouse, but Roman was sure someone would find him one day. Hopefully, that day wouldn’t be anytime soon. 
 
    Celia’s delicate hands came to his belt buckle. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” Coma asked from the doorway, startling Roman. 
 
    “No,” Roman said. 
 
    Coma unzipped her dress and stepped out of it, her breasts spilling out, which he paid little attention to as she undid her mask. She wore a black thong, socks, and a pair of house slippers she had taken a liking to, red with thick soles. 
 
    His attention returned to Celia as she unbuttoned the front of his pants and slowly pulled the zipper down. Then she brought his pants down to his knees, allowing Roman to step out and leaving him in his boxer briefs. 
 
    He ignored the fact that he had a half erection as he moved to the bathroom to wash his face and brush his teeth. He disregarded his urges, still feeling the alcohol and chalking it up to the wine. 
 
    By the time Roman came back into his room, both Celia and Coma were in the bed in underwear and socks, topless, neither of them under the blankets. They simply lay on top of the comforter, their eyes open, gazes fixed on the ceiling. 
 
    It was a little chilly out, and it struck Roman as odd to see them lying there like toppled-over mannequins. But then he remembered what they were, and for some reason, this thought brought a smirk to his face. 
 
    What have you created? 
 
    He climbed in the bed from the middle, relaxing his arms wide, and both of them rested their heads onto his biceps. 
 
    “Good night, Roman,” Celia said as she placed her hand on his chest. 
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    Roman opened his eyes. 
 
    He was in the same place he’d been the previous night, a meadow bathed in twilight, with purple stars in the sky and shadows on the periphery that reminded him of the exemplar who had attacked him a week ago. 
 
    Hazrat. 
 
    He recalled the man growing angry in Roman’s cubicle, bladed shadows lifting from everything around them, a darkness he’d never seen before gathering, preparing to strike… 
 
    For a split second Roman knew he was dreaming, but then his focus returned to something in the distance moving through the grass on top of a small hill. He quickly forgot where he was. 
 
    Something sinister was coming his way, aimed right at him. 
 
    He heard a humming in the distance, a soft whisper behind him, but he knew not to turn to that whisper. 
 
    He’d tried that before, countless times, spinning every time he heard her whisper his name. 
 
    Whatever this place was, it was a space in which Roman felt close to his deceased wife. The twilight landscape practically screamed Celia, all of her favorite things in one surreal environment: nature, a starry night, a soft breeze, a seemingly peaceful setting. 
 
    Aside from the evil force moving in his direction. 
 
    You have to act, he told himself. Now or never. 
 
    Roman sat, bringing his knees to his chest, awaiting what would eventually overcome him. Everything went dark, a thick shadow engulfing him and a brittle coldness moving into his bones, Celia’s soft whispers mere memories. 
 
    The ground gave way. 
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    “Roman,” Celia said, her hand lightly patting his chest. “Please…” 
 
    He gasped, his lungs filling with air. The morning light was coming through the drapes, and even though the room was cold, Roman’s brow was covered in sweat, his white hair matted to his skull. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the doll asked, her fingers falling back onto his chest. “Your heart was beating pretty fast…” 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, his heart still trembling. “Just a falling dream.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Coma, who was wide-awake, sitting up and leaning against the backboard. 
 
    Celia massaged her hand against his chest, her fingers surprisingly warm. 
 
    “Sorry,” Roman said, pushing her away. She shifted to the side, dropping her feet onto the ground so he could move past. Once he was standing, Roman offered Celia his hand and she took it. 
 
    The two walked to the living room together holding hands, both in their underwear, Celia also in a pair of socks. Roman eventually let go of her hand to boil some water for tea. But Celia wouldn’t let him, instead taking over immediately and instructing him to go sit in the living room. 
 
    “Thank you,” Roman called over to her. 
 
    He stopped before his newest doll, the one that was barely eight inches tall. Casper slept with her arms and legs spread wide, her chin and head veering off to the side. 
 
    “Wake up,” Roman said as he reached for the tiny doll. 
 
    Casper brought her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, and rolled up to a standing position. 
 
    “I wasn’t really asleep,” she said as she adjusted the cat ears on her head. “I was just waiting for you to get up.” Casper lifted one hand and did a cartwheel off the cushion, landing on the seat of the couch with a small umph. 
 
    His eyes still a little blurry from having just woken up, Roman tried to focus on the tiny woman as she took a few steps back. 
 
    She performed a running leap, latching on to his leg and using the skin to crawl up, over his boxers, stopping next to his member and punching her fist against it, then climbing even higher using his abs and finally his chest until she stood on his shoulder. 
 
    “You could’ve just asked me to put you there,” he told her, his skin tingling from where she’d just been. “And next time, no dick punch.” 
 
    “Is that what that was?” she asked. “What can I say? I felt like a good climb. When you’re this size, you can pretty much do whatever you want. The world is your oyster. Wait, where did I learn that phrase? You know, I think I have some of your memories.” 
 
    “You think, huh?” 
 
    “I get the sense I just know something about you, and your past and all these different things that have happened,” she said. “You were quite the fighter, it seems. Lots of tragedy too. By the way, I’ve been up for like three hours looking around—so yeah, I snooped.” 
 
    Roman took a quick glance around his apartment and noticed a few things out of place, from a stack of letters on the table to the corner of the rug, small details he wouldn’t have noticed had she not mentioned she’d been looking around. 
 
    “Well, hope you found what you were looking for.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have shut the door,” Casper said. “I could have just come to the bedroom with you three and slept there. But no, you shut the door, locked me out—and I do have manners, you know, so I didn’t want to knock or kick it, and I definitely am too thick to slide under the door. You don’t think I’m fat, do you? Also, did you rest well?” 
 
    “No to both those questions.” 
 
    A mental message came in from Nadine Under, and as it played out in his head, Roman’s expression went from barely awake to sudden surprise: 
 
    Roman, there’s been a development. Last night, I was trying to get information along with another asset who has the power of Soul Speed—a Type IV, Class C & F, just in case you were wondering. We were attacked by a man made of light, and he severed her ability to return to her body. I was able to make it out, but my asset wasn’t. If you’re interested in helping me look into this, I would really appreciate it. In fact, I would owe you a favor, which may prove to your benefit in the future. Care to meet for breakfast? Lunch? Are you at work this week? I can’t go there again, but I can meet you somewhere… 
 
    “Thank you,” Roman told Celia as she handed him a cup of tea on a small saucer, ignoring the fact that she was still topless. 
 
    “So everyone here is just naked all the time?” Casper began to tug at her black one-piece. “Because that can be arranged.” 
 
    “No,” Roman said. “Celia, please get dressed. We need to leave soon.” 
 
    “I’ll inform Coma,” she started to say. 
 
    “No need. Just you, and thanks for the tea,” he called after her. 
 
    Casper waved at Roman’s face. “You sure you don’t want to see a woman my size naked?” 
 
    “No.” Roman took his first sip of tea, wondering how he should respond to Nadine. Of course he would meet her, and breakfast would be fine, but what if she asked him to do something illegal? Something that would further taint his record? 
 
    The possibility of becoming some type of hero, someone that helped people, was still a dream Roman hoped to realize. The further he dove into illegal activity, the harder that would be. 
 
    Then again, if Nadine would go to this much effort for an asset, she would likely do the same for him or anyone else who worked with her, which was a type of loyalty Roman felt was important in this line of work. 
 
    Plus, he would definitely need a favor in the future. Roman would have to have his mind wiped, and only a handful of telepaths could actually do that without causing permanent damage. 
 
    “If we’re going out, I’m coming along,” Casper informed him. “I’ve got to get out of this living room and get some fresh air.” 
 
    “I would prefer you to stay here with Coma.” 
 
    “You mean the one that wears the mask? The crazy girl with red eyes and black hair?” Casper sighed miserably. “She’s a little bit scary. But then again, I don’t know her too well, and if she’s with you, well, I guess I trust you. Actually, no, I’m going with you. There, I’ve made up my mind. I’ll just hang out in your pocket or something.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six: Surprise Visit 
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    The brightness was something Hazrat had hated since he was a child. 
 
    But as it turned out, the immigration officials in Centralia had known what they were doing when they placed him in the facility known as Prison South, his cell painted in light so completely he was unable to open his eyes. 
 
    Telepathy preventers kept him from getting a message out to his wife, an utter fucking shame because she’d likely be wondering why he hadn’t come home. 
 
    All of this, all of this, because the immigration official known as Roman Martin hadn’t processed his paperwork the way Hazrat had wanted him to. 
 
    In the Southern Alliance, where Hazrat hailed from, there wasn’t a government issue that money couldn’t solve. 
 
    Bribery ran the frigid South, which was one of the reasons it was such a rich country. Those at the top could have anything they wanted, and those wishing to immigrate could simply buy citizenship. 
 
    But all that was a distant memory to Hazrat at the moment. 
 
    Suspended in the middle of the room, his wrists and legs bound, Hazrat had never felt so vulnerable in his life. He hadn’t been able to open his eyes for days now, the light shining onto him so incredibly bright that it had affected his skin, dehydrated him. 
 
    If only Hazrat had some shadows to work with… 
 
    He would never forget the first time his lethal power had come to him. 
 
    One of his family’s maids had made him food he didn’t approve of, something too spicy for his tastes, and rather than chide her as he normally did, Hazrat pictured the shadows near the door reaching out to strangle her… 
 
    The woman had suddenly started choking as the shadow hands met her neck. He suspended her in the air with the flick of his wrist and dropped her, the maid screaming as she ran out of the room. 
 
    It was Hazrat’s first attempt, and soon after, he’d go on to do some pretty remarkable things with shadows, from forming razor-sharp blades to creating creatures he could ride on. 
 
    But it had all started with choking a maid, and to use his power effectively he needed the right conditions. Being stuck in a room full of light with the inability to open his eyes made Hazrat feel more vulnerable than he’d ever felt before. 
 
    His thoughts returned to Roman Martin, reliving the incident in the pitiful immigration advisor’s office. 
 
    Hazrat should have killed the white-haired non-exemplar when he’d had the chance—should have sent one of his shadows directly through Roman’s throat, bursting out the back of his neck, blood spritzing into the air as the shadow looped back around and dipped into his forehead, skewering his brain. 
 
    This thought brought a smile to Hazrat’s face, as carnage normally did. 
 
    Being able to control any shadow had its advantages, one being that he could even use the shadow cast from a person’s nose, or the shadow under their chin, to choke them out. 
 
    Hazrat could use shadows to strip flesh, to break through bone. He could even send a shadow down someone’s throat and into their stomach, exploding it in an instant once it reached their guts. 
 
    Yet he had just sat there like an idiot after Roman called for security, shocked that someone would dare go against his wishes. And now his wife was still out there in Centralia, likely to be picked up by immigration authorities in the near future. 
 
    If Hazrat didn’t do something… 
 
    But what could he do? With too much light and no shadows in sight, his power was all but useless. That was one of his limitations—he had to see the shadow first to take control of it. Had Hazrat been able to simply feel for shadows, he would have been classified as a Type I in Centralia’s stupid system, and it would have been a lot harder to contain him. 
 
    “Water…” he whispered. 
 
    Hazrat knew the Centralian prison guard in his cell could hear him. 
 
    He sensed the man’s presence and had tried to strike up a conversation with him several times now, his conversation centering upon a single question: How much would it take for you to turn off the lights? 
 
    But the man never responded, and he only gave Hazrat fluid once per day, sticking a straw in his mouth and letting him drink just a small amount of sugary liquid. 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Hazrat was ashamed he had been reduced to begging. 
 
    This was beneath a man from the Southern Alliance; he already had his trial tattoos that stretched from the back of his head down to the bottom of the spine, tattoos administered by a strongman digging an ink-covered knife deep into Hazrat’s flesh. 
 
    He hadn’t shed one tear in the process. Hadn’t made a peep. And Hazrat had kept his shadows away from the tattoo artist. That was another thing about his shadows, they were tied to his instinct. If his temper flared, or he was in trouble, they came alive on their own. 
 
    He hadn’t even asked the tattoo artist to stop, to take a break so he could recover. Yet here he was in Prison South, begging for mercy, his muscles screaming, his skin on fire from the hot lights, his throat parched, bright pink all he could see through his closed eyes. 
 
    And that was another thing. Hazrat had been blasted with light for so long now that he was afraid to open his eyes, knowing all too well what may happen to his pupils if he suddenly let the light in. 
 
    Hazrat lived for the shadows. The cleanliness of the light was something he actively avoided, and they were using his Achilles’ heel to imprison him. 
 
    It was hours later when a faint sound reached his ears. 
 
    Hazrat had nodded off, dreaming about his home in the Southern Alliance. The architecture, pagodas, stupas, all the things that made the South more interesting than Centralia. He’d been in his family’s palace in the dream, playing with a shadow form, wrestling but still in control. 
 
    It was something he did often. 
 
    Without any friends as a child, mostly due to his rigorous studies and overprotective parents, Hazrat often created shadow forms of himself to play with. 
 
    Now awake, Hazrat was cognizant enough not to actually open his eyes, knowing that the light would seriously damage his pupils. But he did slow his breath for a moment, listening again for the sound. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was moving closer. 
 
    The lights cut out. Darkness washed over him. 
 
    The guard in his cell shifted his attention to the front door, and the sound of hissing muscles met Hazrat’s ears as the guard’s beast form took shape. 
 
    “So you’re a morpher…” Hazrat whispered, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. 
 
    It didn’t matter at that point. 
 
    There was some scuffling and shouting in the hallway, but it ended quite suddenly, the next sound to ricochet in Hazrat’s cell being the sound of a wall exploding below, then the floor creaking and bits of the ceiling coming down. 
 
    “There he is,” Hazrat heard a female voice say. 
 
    The beast-morphing guard sprang into action as soon as the wall came down. He quickly met his doom, his bones crunching as his attacker tore him to shreds. 
 
    Hazrat heard a body hit the floor, then more crunching bones, and the guard let out his last breath. 
 
    Rubble fell from the ceiling and the wall as someone stepped into the room. 
 
    “Hazrat Inayat?” a woman asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” came his reply. 
 
    “Will you swear loyalty to me if I free you from the cell?” 
 
    A wicked grin spread across Hazrat’s face. “Give me just another minute; I should be able to free myself by then.” 
 
    An enormous hand wrapped around Hazrat’s throat, a calloused hand—one that could easily snap his neck in two. 
 
    “There are two of you?” he said, gasping for air. 
 
    “There are,” said the woman. “Ian, don’t kill him. Yet.” 
 
    The big hand around Hazrat’s neck relaxed. 
 
    “It’s very simple, Hazrat,” the woman said. “Either you join us, or we kill you. There is no other option.” 
 
    An alarm was going off now, somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “I’ll join you,” Hazrat finally said. 
 
    “Good,” the woman said as his shackles came to life, opening on their own. He started to fall forward but was prevented by the man still holding his neck. 
 
    “It may be hard to walk for a moment,” the woman told him. 
 
    Hazrat felt the concrete move around his legs, solidifying, taking a life of its own. A scarf slithered up his arm, binding itself around his eyes. 
 
    His concrete boots let him forward, Hazrat not yet in control of his body. 
 
    “Keep your eyes shut for a little while,” the woman told him. “We need you to be able to use your shadows. You’re useless to me blind.” 
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    Lisa Painstake awoke to the sound of an explosion, the ground beneath her rumbling. Still in her Soul Speed form, she had been placed in a cell in the maximum-security part of Prison South. 
 
    The sound grew louder, guards shouting, and the lights flickered for a moment before turning off completely. 
 
    The building’s frame creaked, exemplars held in other cells yelling for guards, metal clinking against metal as they tried to break free of their shackles. 
 
    Lisa stood, her wrists bound by a sleek metal device that prevented her from dimming her form. The initial shock of having her umbilical cord of light cut hadn’t worn off, but she had gained her bearings some and managed to keep silent as the man made of light had interrogated her. 
 
    He’d promised the following day would be worse, that he would find a way to reach her, to affect her, a thought that scared Lisa to no end. 
 
    She wanted to blame Nadine, the Eastern spy who had gotten Lisa in all this mess, but it wasn’t quite Nadine’s fault. 
 
    It wasn’t like she could have seen this coming; hell, Lisa had never encountered someone who could actually see her in her Soul Speed form, so no one could have known this would happen. 
 
    The floor shook again; Lisa had the urge to press her ear to it, but her current form didn’t allow her the advantage of listening through objects. While she could stand, and the world around her was tangible, it was also soft, without the rigidity it should have had. 
 
    Lisa braced herself as the floor directly beneath her creaked, support pillars ripping from the outer-facing wall. She hopped to the front of the cell just in time to avoid the crumbling floor. 
 
    As the dust settled, Lisa took a few steps closer to the opening that now extended down to the second floor. Aside from an occasional pipe or loose brick, the opening seemed sturdy enough for her to try to navigate. 
 
    It wasn’t like she could get hurt in this form anyway, even with her wrists bound behind her back. Lisa scooted to the edge of the floor beneath her feet, glanced to the bottom once more, and jumped down, nearly catching herself but buckling in the end and landing on her knees. 
 
    No pain. Apparently, only the man made of light could actually hurt her in this form. 
 
    Lisa rolled to her side and used a large stone block to push herself to her feet. 
 
    Getting her bearings, she saw there was another hole through an opposite wall. She heard the footsteps of more guards outside the cell, followed by their screams as the floor came alive and sliced through their feet. 
 
    Hesitating, Lisa decided to take the hole in the wall rather than the hallway. And even as she moved over the brick rubble, she saw the bricks themselves trembling, rabid even, ready to move on the first form that came upon them. 
 
    “Stop!” a guard yelled behind her, and it was only a second later that the ground beneath him formed into a sharp pike, impaling the man. 
 
    Clear of the rubble and wanting to get as far away from the prison as she could, Lisa followed a trio moving in the distance, their forms barely illuminated by the moon. 
 
    She kept as low to the ground as she could without using her hands, walking crouched, keeping as large a distance as possible. 
 
    But Lisa was an eyesore in her Soul Speed form, light fizzling all around her, oscillating up and down her arms, and it didn’t take long for one of the people she was following to notice. 
 
    The ground lifted beneath Lisa, vines made of mud breaking from the soil and wrapping around her legs. They held her there as a hooded figure approached. Following close behind her was a towering man with red skin and spikes jutting out of his shoulders and forearms. 
 
    The two left the third man in their party behind as he simply stood in the shadows, a sliver of moonlight illuminating his blindfolded face. 
 
    “Who are you?” the hooded woman asked Lisa, as a vine made of mud tightened around Lisa’s neck. 
 
    The woman thought she could do all she wanted to Lisa in her spectral form, a fact Lisa wanted to keep a secret for now. 
 
    So she played along. 
 
    “A prisoner,” she gasped in her best attempt at a choked voice. “Please, let me go.” 
 
    “A prisoner made of light energy?” The hooded woman considered this for a moment. She stood before Lisa now, her face completely shielded by shadow. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Northern Alliance.” 
 
    “And why did they jail you?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Lisa lied. 
 
    A pair of Centralian teleports flashed behind the hooded women, both of them seconds away from firing off blasts of energy. 
 
    The shots went wide as their clothing tightened, squeezing the life out of the two. The look of utter fear was the last thing Lisa saw on one of the Centralian’s faces, a woman, her eyes bulging as all the blood rushed to her head, streaming out of her nose, her eyes and her ears before she fell sideways. 
 
    “And what is your ability?” the hooded woman asked her. 
 
    “You’re looking at it. I can, um, command light. I can’t get away from it,” said Lisa, surprised she was able to come up with this on the fly. 
 
    “Light and shadow…” 
 
    The vines made of mud dropped from Lisa’s body. She immediately turned, showing the woman her cuffs. “They prevent me from using any extensions of my powers,” she said. 
 
    “And your form is always like this?” 
 
    “I… I can’t help it.” 
 
    “It’s a bit jarring, but it will prove useful.” 
 
    The cuffs fell to the ground, and Lisa could instantly free her hands. 
 
    “You will be joining us now, or the cuffs come back on and you remain in Prison South.” 
 
    “Join you?” Lisa looked from the hooded woman to the big man behind her, and from there to the man still in the shadows, hunched over, his shoulders heaving up and down. 
 
    “Yeah, I think not.” 
 
    Lisa became completely transparent, seeping into the ground and moving forward, as if swimming through the soil. When she reached the wall used to prevent outside teleporters, she moved through it and brought herself above ground once she’d reached the final wall. 
 
    Completely transparent and no longer in the hooded woman’s vicinity, Lisa stepped into the street outside the prison and turned in the direction of the trolley station. 
 
    If anyone would know what to do, it would be Nadine, and Lisa knew how to get ahold of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven: Stranger Things 
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    Roman watched Nadine enter the diner. 
 
    Even with the distressed look on her face, she was beautiful, wearing a tight gunmetal-gray outfit that contrasted with her green eyes, her dirty-blond hair in a bun with a few strands hanging off to the side. 
 
    “I will introduce you; do not introduce yourself,” Roman said, aiming his voice at the breast pocket of his suit jacket. 
 
    “Are we meeting another one of your dolls?” a muffled voice asked him. Sitting next to Roman, Celia couldn’t help but giggle at the question. 
 
    Amazing she could hear it too, because the diner was loud—which meant Casper really needed to keep her voice down. 
 
    Really. 
 
    Feeling like he needed some fresh air, Roman had walked the ten blocks to a diner known as Centralian Central, a famous place with branches all over the country. He had let Casper look out as he walked, her hands perched on the edge of his pocket and her chin resting on the very same edge. Most people wouldn’t notice her anyway, or they would think her a toy. 
 
    But now that he was in public, public proper, she had been relegated to the bottom of his pocket, a useless strategy if she planned to talk loudly, her pitched voice audible in their booth, and the booth behind them if people were listening. 
 
    “No, we’re not meeting a doll,” Roman told Casper. “There are only you three, and you will stay quiet until we get to a better place for me to introduce you to Nadine. In fact…” 
 
    It only took a single thought. Casper was a toy again, no longer animated. It would be better this way, and it was something Roman should have done as soon as they’d arrived in the diner. 
 
    “Celia, Roman,” Nadine said as she sat down. She let out a quick exhale tinged in anxiety. 
 
    “And what will the lady be having?” asked a waitress, a thin woman seemingly without a chin. She was fast, already standing with her order pad ready in case Nadine knew what she wanted. 
 
    “Coffee, and a bran muffin if you have it.” 
 
    “Baked fresh this morning,” the waitress said as she scribbled down the order. 
 
    “Good, fine,” the Eastern spy said with a wave of her hand. 
 
    Once the waitress was gone, Nadine relaxed a little, a thin smile coming across her face as she took in Roman’s appearance. She tapped her finger against her temple and a mental message came to Roman: 
 
    Since we are in public, do not discuss anything outright. I’ve come to this location because I wanted everything to seem normal, and I wanted to make sure I wasn’t being trailed. I wasn’t, but we never know who could be listening, so keep things vague. We can discuss details later. 
 
    “So you say you haven’t seen a friend of yours since last night, right?” Roman asked, taking the cue. 
 
    Nadine wasn’t looking under his side of the table, but if she had been, she would have see that Celia had placed a hand on his leg. 
 
    “Yes, and we were at the party together,” the Eastern spy said, “We met someone…” 
 
    A telepathic message finished her statement: We met an exemplar who was able to cut through my asset’s incorporeal form. He tried to attack me too, but the asset saved me by forcing me back to my body. 
 
    “And did your friend go home with this person?” Roman asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes, and I haven’t heard from her since.” 
 
    “Where were you exactly? I mean, where was the party?” 
 
    “You know, I think it’d be best to discuss this in private,” said Nadine. “I don’t know why I agreed to meet you here. It’s just a very serious issue for me, and probably something we should discuss alone, because I like my friend so much and I’m worried about her.” 
 
    Roman nodded. “Do you have a place in mind?” 
 
    “Yes, but let me get my muffin first.” Nadine raised her hand and the waitress came back over. She instructed the woman to make her muffin ‘to go,’ and to cancel the coffee. As she did this, Roman finished his tea and paid the bill for the breakfast sandwich he’d eaten when he’d first arrived, as well as for Nadine’s muffin. 
 
    The muffin came at about the time a teleporter appeared in a free space near the entrance of the diner. They followed the teleporter to the space used for teleportation purposes and checked with the host to make sure they were fine to go. Once they got the okay, Celia, Nadine and Roman vanished. 
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    “Where are we?” were the first words out of Roman’s mouth once they appeared in a dark apartment, the teleporter gone as quickly as he’d come. Nadine was already getting comfortable, slipping out of her shoes and into a pair of house slippers. 
 
    “Sorry, the situation with my asset is just too sensitive for us to speak about in public,” she said, the house shoes comfortably on her feet. She took a seat at the table and unwrapped the packaging of her bran muffin. 
 
    The blinds parted behind her, Roman’s doing, revealing an industrial area with a few smokestacks in the distance and barely any skyline considering they were on one of the lower floors. 
 
    “Please, sit,” Nadine told him, “and to answer your question, we are in eastern Centralia, in a safe house paid for by my government. If I ever take you anywhere, the likelihood of it being in eastern Centralia is high.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Roman said as he took a seat. Celia stood next to him, her thigh inches away from his shoulder. “Um, you should sit too.” 
 
    There were only two chairs at the table, so Roman used his power to animate the ottoman, its stubby legs coming to life as it walked over to the table and provided a seat for Celia, who sat with one leg crossed over the other. 
 
    “Okay, so to pick up where we left off,” Nadine said, pinching off a piece of her muffin. “Firstly, my asset’s name is Lisa. She is a young exemplar from the Southern Alliance with a unique ability that will likely be exploited by someone long after she is done working with me. But I like her. And her ability allows us to basically turn invisible and move at the speed of teleporters, getting through any type of teleportation-preventing metal. And get this: she can actually solidify her form in her spectral state, meaning she can touch objects and open things, just like she can with her real body.” 
 
    Roman ran his hand through his hair. “That’s an incredible power.” 
 
    “It is. We were at Prison South, looking for information on the Easterners imprisoned there. We bypassed security using her powers, and then we came to a room with a single man sitting in it. I… I don’t know what he was, or what his actual power was, but he was at least a Type II, maybe even a Type I.” 
 
    “Think he was a Type V?” 
 
    “I really don’t know, but I do know he was able to cut through the umbilical cord of light that tethers Lisa Painstake to her body, which didn’t kill her, but it did prevent her from returning to her corporeal form. I know he was completely made of light, at least after his transformation. And like I said, she didn’t let me stick around to find out if he could do the same to me.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll tell them about you?” 
 
    “I…” Nadine broke off another piece of her muffin. She ate it slowly, her eyes not meeting Roman’s for a solid minute. “I really don’t know. That’s why we’re here. I can never go back to the immigration office, and I may have to work toward a new identity for future operations. I’ll have to change my hairstyle, my clothing style; I’ll have some of our modifiers in the East work on other things.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We have Type IV Class Es who are hyperintelligent. I mean, that’s what it means to be a Class E, which you very well know.” Nadine finished chewing her muffin. “Basically, there are ways to modify certain things about myself, from my build to even my eye color. But it’s not pleasant.” 
 
    “We talking surgery here?” 
 
    “Maybe. I really don’t know.” 
 
    Roman looked to Celia and shrugged. The doll smiled, her eyes softening as she took him in. “Fine, well, as you probably already know, I’m willing to help in any way I can.” He cleared his throat. “I also need something from you, but I’m not offering a barter here. If you are unable to help me, I understand.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” she asked. 
 
    “I need you to erase what I’ve seen and done. I have the hopes of becoming a, ahem, hero of sorts. Or, I guess the best way to put it is I want to use this power I’ve received to help people. But there are some skeletons in my closet that I need to go away, especially if Centralian authorities put me through a telepathic interrogation. Because they always get to that part, at some point anyway.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Nadine said almost instantly. “As for what can be done with Lisa, I need to speak to Oscar—who has now taken the role of my handler because my original handler is stuck in the East on official business—I’ll know more about what to do next after I’ve spoken to Oscar.” 
 
    “There’s more.” Roman looked to Celia, Nadine watching as the doll urged him forward with a nod. “So, I’m about to tell you a lot of information, and I just want you to take it in and let me know what you think about it afterward. Some of it may be useful to you.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “Yesterday, I met a Western Province spy who had been trying to blackmail me. Her name is Paris.” 
 
    Rather than say anything, Nadine broke off another piece of her bran muffin, squeezing it between her fingers. 
 
    “I believe Paris was going to kill me, especially after she had a man known as Ian Turlock attack me. I’m familiar with Ian because I did some immigration paperwork for him. He’s a Type II, Class C, incredibly dangerous…” 
 
    “With protrusions sticking out of his arms and a silver necklace that recalls a metal ball of sorts that he uses as a weapon. Sound about right?” Nadine asked. 
 
    Roman and Celia exchanged glances. “That sounds like him,” Celia finally said, “but I didn’t see him for very long. Roman transferred all his power into Coma to help him fight the big red man.” 
 
    “Finish what you were telling me. Then I will tell you what I know about Ian, and…” She gulped. “What he did to me.” 
 
    Nadine still had the bruises running up the sides of her arms, purple and brown bits of evidence that he had manhandled her. She could still feel the skin on her forehead screaming at times from when he’d dragged her up the stairs by her hair. 
 
    It was one reason her bun wasn’t as tight as it normally was: Nadine’s scalp hurt. 
 
    “Coma and I managed to fend him off,” said Roman. “Actually, if you really want to know how I did it, I animated his protrusions and had them turn inward, essentially killing him by his own weapon.” 
 
    “You can modify bone?” 
 
    “As far as I know, the only thing I haven’t been able to modify yet is light. I don’t think I can modify shadows either,” he said, his brow furrowing. “So those are my two known limitations as of right now. There may be more, but I’ve been able to modify fire, water, bone, and pretty much anything else.” 
 
    “So you killed him.” Nadine couldn’t help but smile at the handsome if not slightly naïve man sitting before her. 
 
    Something glowed behind Roman’s orange eyes for a moment as he took in her smile, a smile that faded as he continued to speak. “I did. I went toe to toe with Paris, who has a pretty interesting power—definitely a Type II with her complete elasticity. Hell, no sense in lying, the first time I met her I thought we were going to hook up.” He grimaced. “She ended up assaulting me with her tongue, which is how we started working together in the first place.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that was an experience.” 
 
    “It was, but I was able to beat her with my new power. I was planning on killing her as well, but then she told me what she was doing, and I didn’t go through with it.” Roman gulped, waiting for Nadine to comment. When she didn’t, he started up again. “Call it an unholy alliance, but I believed her story, still do, and I want to know the truth behind the matter. It may even be related to what you are trying to figure out.” 
 
    Nadine raised an eyebrow at him. “You mean the Eastern prisoners?” 
 
    “Yes, but this is just a hunch at the moment; you’ll need to verify some of this information and maybe run it past your sources, or whatever you do. See what they say. Because, and maybe I’m stupid for this, but I believe what Paris told me: Centralia has killed all but one of the healers in our world.” 
 
    “The healers are all dead?” 
 
    “According to her, yes, and there’s only one left. Originally, Paris’s mission was to find out more about healers, which is why she came after me in the first place. She wanted to know if any were immigrating. But—and this is just a guess here because she didn’t reveal her sources—she uncovered some information. And I don’t know how she got it, but it led her to believe there’s only one healer left. She seemed pretty convinced about this.” 
 
    Nadine wondered for a moment why she hadn’t been briefed on anything about this before. There were other spies in Centralia working for her government; maybe someone else was working on it, but it seemed like it would have been a pertinent piece of information to know. 
 
    “And you think the prisoners and the healers are somehow connected?” she finally asked, not ready to form an opinion on the matter. 
 
    Nadine would have to tap her own sources before she could come up with an informed opinion, but she was slightly swayed by the conviction in Roman’s eyes. She wanted to believe him. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t forget it was Paris who had told him this, the same woman who had tried to kill Nadine a couple times now. 
 
    And Paris, as much as Nadine hated her, was a decent enough spy that she would know how to manipulate someone like Roman, who was new to the scene. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re connected, but someone is up to something.” Roman laughed at his last statement. “I suppose someone is always up to something, but my late wife was never able to get a healer. And I know non-exemplars aren’t always up for healing, but I was a government employee, and from what doctors had told me before, there was a special program. I was even signed up for the program, but no healer ever came along. And seeing as how my wife’s coma lasted for so long…” 
 
    Nadine looked from Roman to Celia the doll, noticing the concern on her face. It really was an odd thing to witness, something once lifeless come to life, something without a heart showing just how much it cared. 
 
    “Then we will look into it,” Nadine said firmly. “I will talk to my people and see if they have any information on this. If it’s true…” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “If it’s true, then you are right, there may be some connection. Now, I think it’s time for me to share with you what I know about Paris, and my experience with her. You see, you weren’t the only one that was busy yesterday.” 
 
    Nadine unzipped the sides of her dress, loosening it. She pulled the shoulder of her dress down, showing him the bruises. 
 
    “You were attacked?” Celia asked, concern in her voice. 
 
    “After I came home from the hospital, I was attacked by Ian in my home. He took me to Paris’s warehouse—dragged me is more like it.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” asked Roman. 
 
    “I…” Nadine brought her dress back over her shoulder. “That I don’t know. I was in and out of consciousness, and at one point I was in a room—next point I was in an alley, my ring missing.” 
 
    “Your ring?” 
 
    She showed him her now ringless finger for emphasis. “I will get new tech in the future, but I had on this finger a ring that nullified any power in a six-foot radius of my body. It was gone when I woke up in the alley.” 
 
    “So someone saved you…” Roman said. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know who saved me, and whoever they were, they also took my ring. That is, unless Paris or Ian took my ring. But if that were the case, they would have used it against you.” 
 
    Roman relaxed in his chair for a moment, his hand on his head as he took all of this in. Finally, he spoke. “This keeps getting stranger and stranger, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It really does.” 
 
    “Somehow,” Roman said, glancing at Celia, “and I truly believe this: all this is related somehow. We just have to figure out how it’s connected, and it may start with the healers.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Nadine admitted. “Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    “But just to be clear, what do I do about Paris at this point? I’m pretty sure she’ll be contacting me in the future…” 
 
    “Let me check with my sources and get back to you on that,” Nadine said as she returned to her muffin. “We shouldn’t trust Paris, but if she has information we don’t have, we definitely should get as much of it as possible.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight: The Visit 
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    A teleporter appeared, waiting for Roman and Celia to move near her. She was a slender woman with a shaved head and red sunglasses, wearing street clothes, which meant she wasn’t an authorized Centralian teleporter. 
 
    They were gone in a spark of green, reappearing in front of an establishment known as Woodward’s Funeral Home. Rather than go directly inside, Roman took a seat at a bench in front of the place. Once he was settled, he slipped his hand in his pocket and reactivated Casper. 
 
    “How long was I out?” a tiny voice asked him. 
 
    He felt movement in his jacket pocket as she stood, her cat ears peeking out, her arms and hands pushing her weight upward. She now leaned over the edge of his pocket as if it were a banister. The tiny doll yawned, taking in the funeral home’s well-manicured courtyard. “No one can answer me?” 
 
    “I didn’t keep track of the time,” Celia said, her face indicating she was trying to hide a smile. 
 
    “You know, you’re going to have to introduce me to your friends at some point,” Casper told Roman. “Who knows? Maybe one of them will be cute.” 
 
    “I need to contact Emelia about you.” 
 
    “Who?” Casper asked, looking up and over to him. “And why do you have such a serious look on your face all the time?” 
 
    “Emelia is the person who sent you to me,” he explained, “and she was supposed to send a version of you that is the same size as Celia over here. Life-sized.” 
 
    “You can barely handle me now,” Casper said as she adjusted her cat-ear headband. “Who’s to say you could handle me full-sized?” Roman felt her kick a heel into his chest. She did it again, this time using her ass. 
 
    “I can return you to sleep mode, you know,” he warned her. 
 
    “I slept last night, and I’ll be angry at you if you banish me to that pocket again.” 
 
    “You kind of have to go back into the pocket, though, because I need to handle some serious affairs. You see, that’s another advantage of being life-sized—you can blend in better.” 
 
    “Ha!” Casper laughed. “Your life-sized friend over here is wearing a slutty superhero outfit that’s halfway exposing her breasts and this is called blending in? Are we trying to blend in to the red-light district?” 
 
    Celia removed her exemplar-themed headpiece and handed it to Roman, letting her red hair spill out. “You can put this in your pocket,” she told him. “It folds.” From there, she began braiding her hair, a chiseled smile on her face. 
 
    “She’s really cute, isn’t she?” Casper asked as Roman folded the headpiece. “I can see why you picked this one. Now, Coma, not so much. But I never really liked people with black hair. I like your hair color, though. White, the color of wisdom. It’s a saying, isn’t it?” 
 
    Roman nodded, aware that all his creations took some of his knowledge when he animated them. 
 
    He had a hunch regarding what part of his personality he had imbued into Casper, and hanging out with her little bit more would solidify this assumption. Coma had taken his aggressive side, Celia his softer side, and Casper something else entirely. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a message from Harper, the waitress he’d put on the back burner for a while: Hi, Roman! I was in the neighborhood and wanted to see if you were free today. I hope you’re well, and that your week isn’t too stressful. If you’re around your place today, let me know, or stop by the bar tonight and have a drink on me. Bring Coma as well. 
 
    Roman recalled the waitress with the short hair, her eyes spread wide apart. She was a unique beauty, with a sexual prowess he hadn’t been expecting. Maybe he would reach out to her tonight—maybe. 
 
    But he knew better. 
 
    “Why don’t you keep me in your hand for a while?” Casper asked. “I’m tired of being in this pocket. It’s so cramped in here.” 
 
    “You’re going to hate me for this,” Roman said, “but I think it’s time you go back to sleep for a while. I won’t keep you asleep for very long, and you can be awake for the rest of the day, promise.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    And with that, Casper froze in place, her hands still raised at Roman. Very carefully, he lifted the tiny doll out of his pocket and returned her hand to her side. It was strange holding her like that, cupping her in the palm of his hand, able to adjust her joints despite the stiffness to her actual form. 
 
    Once she was curled up some, he placed her back in his pocket. Then he stood, took a deep breath in, and turned to the entrance of the funeral home, Celia’s hand going into his instantly. 
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    “I saw you in my dream last night,” Roman told his wife, who lay in the casket, her body covered in a white cloth that framed her face. 
 
    It was a traditional way for Centralians to be buried, something about putting one’s best face forward that came from an old religious practice. 
 
    “She’s so beautiful,” Celia said, her purple eyes flickering as she took in the dead woman’s form. 
 
    Roman wished he could remove the white cloth and see her hair. He wished he could pull her into his arms once more and hold her small form, but he knew what was done was done, and the secret he’d been holding for so long was finally releasing its hold on him. 
 
    But separation anxiety was a real thing, and as he wiped his white hair out of his face and leaned over the casket, taking in his wife’s form once more, burning it into his memory, recalling all their experiences in that single moment, his eyes closed now, the room dead silent, Roman felt a sense of longing and hurt that he knew would linger long after he left the funeral parlor. 
 
    The faint smell of cinnamon wafted through the air, something the funeral home had spritzed on Celia’s funeral gown. 
 
    He inhaled it deeply, finally opening his eyes and seeing his wife for the last time. 
 
    In that instant, Roman had the urge to will her alive. 
 
    It was just a thought at the back of his mind, something anyone would think when looking at a dead loved one. 
 
    But Roman wasn’t anyone. 
 
    And his thoughts mattered, especially when it came to inanimate objects. 
 
    His dead wife’s eyelids began to twitch, and seeing them flutter only caused Roman to double down. 
 
    He licked his lips, willing more power to the corpse, watching as her nose crinkled, her cheeks relaxed ever so slightly, her head shook, and her shoulders began to move under her funeral gown. 
 
    His dead wife opened her eyes, giving him the deadest look Roman had ever seen, and he gasped, sucking the life away from her in an instant and watching her settle again, no longer moving. 
 
    “You shouldn’t do that,” Celia the doll whispered. “I think it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I know…” Roman sniffed, a single tear falling down his cheek. “I shouldn’t do that.” 
 
    He turned away from the coffin, his chest heaving up and down as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    “Celia,” he told the doll, “please take a seat over there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Roman simply nodded. Celia moved to a padded bench that had been pressed against the wall, a beautiful bench likely created by an elementalist. Once she was there, Roman powered her down, keeping his back to his dead wife. 
 
    “I’ve made a promise to you,” he whispered, not able to look at the corpse. 
 
    Roman was afraid of his own power, and now that he had a good amount of it with two of his dolls powered down, he was afraid he would do something he would ultimately regret, something morbid, something that shouldn’t be possible. 
 
    And he didn’t want her to be with him in that state. 
 
    The real Celia was dead, and all Roman would be able to do was implant his own emotions into her, which would make her inauthentic, something else entirely. 
 
    No, Roman knew better. And that was why he kept his back to her. 
 
    “I’ve gotten into some things, some strange situations over the last two days,” he confessed, “but I made a vow to you, a promise, and I will keep it. I mean that, Celia. It may take me some time, and I might have to go at it in a different way than I’d originally hoped, but I will make it happen.” 
 
    Roman thought of the information he had shared with Nadine earlier about the eradication of the world’s healers and how this may relate to the disappearing Easterners. 
 
    As long as she could wipe his mind later on, Roman was game to help her. 
 
    People needed healers, it was as simple as that, and this was something he could help expose that would be good for the public, not just for his own selfish desires. 
 
    He squeezed his fists together as he took another step away from his wife’s coffin. Roman felt his knees buckle, an invisible force pulling him backward. 
 
    “I can’t,” he told her. “I’m afraid of what I may do.” 
 
    He reached the door, and as he did, Roman transferred power back into Celia the doll. 
 
    She joined him, a solemn look on her face as her hand came into his. 
 
    One final moment, one final breath in and Roman stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    He saw the funeral director, a bug-eyed man with loose hairs crossing the top of his head. If the man thought anything of Roman holding Celia’s hand, he didn’t say. He simply gave Roman the bill, offered his condolences, and returned to his desk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine: By Any Means 
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    Nadine stood before Oscar, the Eastern Province communicator, a mysterious, seasoned espionage veteran with one blue eye and one yellow eye. The well-dressed man wore the necklace that granted him telepathic abilities. 
 
    “What is it?” Nadine asked, annoyed with the indecipherable look on his face. 
 
    They were at their typical meeting location, and even though it was midmorning, the interior was still covered in shadow. The only thing lighting the space a faint glow at the back of the room coming from the area where they normally transmitted information. 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Oscar said. “I was just about to send a teleporter…” 
 
    “I told you I was meeting with Roman. He has agreed to help us save Lisa.” 
 
    “I’m here.” Lisa Painstake stepped into Nadine’s view, the young exemplar’s body bathed in sparkling light that softly illuminated the space around her. 
 
    “How did you make it out?” Nadine swallowed hard, knowing the answer would come in due time. There could have been a trade-off; Lisa could have given out information that she shouldn’t. 
 
    “Come, let’s get more comfortable,” Oscar said, inviting Nadine into the other room. 
 
    Nadine approached Lisa, shielding her eyes a bit, the exemplar with the power of Soul Speed a beacon in such a dark space. “It’s really you,” she finally said, her heart relaxing some. 
 
    Rather than sit in their normal place against the wall, where they transmitted information, Oscar led Lisa and Nadine to a circular table in the corner. He ushered Nadine into a spot next to him, and Lisa took the seat across from them. 
 
    Lisa cleared her throat. “I’m guessing you have questions.” 
 
    “I’m happy to see you,” Nadine said, not able to stop the truth from exiting her lips. “I was already in the process of trying to get you out of there.” 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have said that if I wasn’t.” 
 
    “I know,” Lisa said. She was staring at the table, or at least that was what it looked like, her features blurred by the light emitting from her spectral form. 
 
    “How did you do it?” Nadine asked again, quieter this time. 
 
    “I didn’t do it. Someone broke someone else out of prison. I simply slipped through the hole they made.” 
 
    “There was a prison escape?” Nadine looked at Oscar. 
 
    “It appears so,” said the communicator. “And it wasn’t just any escape. The suspect in question was broken out of the maximum-security ward for exemplars, the most heavily guarded part of the prison.” 
 
    “Who did it?” Nadine asked. 
 
    “A hooded woman and a big, muscular man with red skin,” said Lisa. “I didn’t see the man they rescued—well, not enough to get a good look at him anyway.” 
 
    Nadine’s throat tightened. “Did you say a red man?” 
 
    Lisa nodded. “Yes, several feet taller than me. But there was something off about him, and his body was covered in some sort of armor. But it looked kind of gross. I don’t know what he was exactly.” 
 
    Roman had told Nadine he’d killed Ian Turlock, but Lisa’s description sounded exactly like the man who had kidnapped her. And if Ian was working with this hooded figure, could that have been Paris? 
 
    “So there were three, but you didn’t get a good look at one of them, correct?” she asked. “Are you sure he was a male?” 
 
    “Definitely a man.” 
 
    “And did you happen to see or experience the hooded female’s power?” Nadine asked. 
 
    “She tried to stop me from escaping after she freed me from my cuffs, but I just turned invisible, and there was nothing she could do at that point.” 
 
    Nadine chewed on her lip for a moment. “They had cuffs for you?” 
 
    “The cuffs made it impossible for me to turn invisible or move through objects,” Lisa explained. “So after I noticed a hole had opened up in the floor, I slipped out into the prison courtyard. The woman and the big man came over to me, and I made her think I was going to join them until she freed me. Then I disappeared into the ground and ran.” 
 
    “How did she free you?” asked Oscar, who clearly hadn’t heard this part of the story. “The cuffs they use in these types of prisons are made to withstand pretty much anything you throw at them. I know because our government invented them.” 
 
    Lisa shrugged. “They just came off. I can’t really describe it, aside from saying they were on, and then they were off. But if you’re asking about her power, she did try to use the ground to stop me from disappearing.” 
 
    “An elementalist?” Nadine asked, looking to Oscar for confirmation. 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Well, regardless, I’m glad you came back to us,” Nadine said. 
 
    “How am I going to fix this?” Lisa turned her palms to them. “Does your government have any tech that could do the trick?” 
 
    Oscar was silent for a moment. “There’s a lot they keep from us. But from the people I’ve spoken to already, our only hope may be the Brattle Region, in particular the city of Brattle, where you’ll find most of our country’s techs.” He turned to Nadine. “I believe we should discuss this in private for a moment.” 
 
    “Excuse us.” Nadine joined Oscar, doing her best to mask the confusion on her face. 
 
    Oscar started speaking as soon as they were out of earshot. “I know what you’re going to say, Nadine, but the likelihood that one of our techs will be able to get to the bottom of why she is unable to rejoin her body isn’t very high. And I don’t know if we’d get approval for you to take her there in the first place.” 
 
    “Our techs can do it; I believe they can do anything.” 
 
    “Wishful thinking…” Oscar said. 
 
    Nadine nodded, suddenly feeling a fourth presence in the room. 
 
    Lisa’s physical body was lying on a table near them, her form warm to the touch but otherwise lifeless. 
 
    It was Nadine who had sent the body via a private teleporter to Oscar. Now that they were close to it, even though her training had instilled in her detachment from this particular emotion, Nadine felt guilty. 
 
    “We have to do something,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Can’t just leave her in that form.” 
 
    “She knew what she was getting into when she signed up.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Oscar waved her concern away. “And I know you don’t want to hear that, but we have to remember not to get too close to our assets. Lisa’s power was useful,” he said in a soft voice, “but her choices led her to an immigration violation, which led her to you. And you have to remember that.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to leave her like that,” Nadine said with a quiet huff. “I know there are rules in this game, but we have someone who is useful, someone who has helped us discover things in the past, someone who has an ability no one else has. We shouldn’t just cast her aside.” 
 
    Oscar stared deeply at the conviction in her eyes. Finally, he placed his hands behind him and leaned back a little. “You’re going to get a lot of pushback on this.” 
 
    Nadine took a step closer to Oscar, damn near getting in his face. “I don’t give a shit if I get pushback. We are on to something, and I haven’t even briefed you on the new details I’ve covered, something that may possibly be related.” 
 
    “New details?” he asked, maintaining his composure. 
 
    “Healers. Dammit, Oscar, you’ve got me riled up here. I was going to brief you on everything, and now…” 
 
    “What have you discovered?” 
 
    “You know what, maybe I’ll just tell you later.” Nadine turned from Oscar, her arms crossing over her chest. 
 
    “And here I thought we’d trained that out of you.” 
 
    “What?” she asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “That attitude, that sense of entitlement, stubbornness. Call it what you will.” 
 
    She felt Oscar’s hand land on her shoulder. And in that moment, Nadine had the urge to attack, throw an elbow, come around with a fist, a foot between his legs—neutralizing him. 
 
    But she knew he meant well. He was a veteran in this game, and he’d seen it all. Hell, he had probably been attacked before, betrayed, tortured, anything that came with the territory. 
 
    So rather than do something she would ultimately regret, Nadine turned back to him, his hand naturally dropping to his side. 
 
    “Healers,” Nadine said. “Centralia, or someone, has killed all the healers aside from one, at least according to Western spy sources. Roman seems to believe this is somehow connected with the cross-border kidnappings, and I don’t know, that somehow makes sense to me.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Nadine took a step back, alarmed by the look on Oscar’s face. “What do you mean, ‘huh’?” 
 
    “I suppose that’s information I can share with you,” he said after a long exhale. “Yes, healers vanishing is a real thing, and we have a few people already looking into this. They haven’t covered much, and I don’t quite see the connection between disappearing healers and disappearing Easterners.” 
 
    “One thing I noticed when going through the documents Lisa and I stole was that many of the kidnapped Easterners came from the Brattle Region,” Lisa explained, “which just so happens to be the tech hub.” 
 
    “I remember seeing that in the documents you submitted,” said Oscar. 
 
    “If I go to the East to look into this, I can also take Lisa with me. I can see about disappearances and get her examined at the same time. Two birds, one stone. It makes sense.” 
 
    “You really are hell bent on helping her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oscar, think of it like this: she has an incredibly unique power that allows her to move through any barrier we have yet created. She can become completely transparent; she can also interact physically with her environment in that state. What if, by finding a cure for her and allowing her to move back into her real body, we can come up with some advanced technology? What if we can make a suit that allows someone else to do this? Or maybe we can use it to create an even more impenetrable wall? Please help me push for this.” 
 
    “You think I have that type of power?” Oscar laughed. “I’m flattered, truly I am, Nadine. But I’m an old man.” 
 
    “An old man with a great deal of influence,” Nadine said. Once again, she moved closer to Oscar, until she was inches away from his face. “Think about it,” she finally whispered. “I have another request as well…”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten: The Start of a Plan 
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    Kevin’s hand rested on Obsidian’s rear, lightly drumming his fingers against her ass cheeks. 
 
    She was facing him, the black-haired cat girl resting on her side, still asleep and completely nude. Kevin’s hand slowly sank between her ass cheeks, feeling her soft flesh, moving up to the base of her tail, rubbing his thumb against the furry appendage, lightly touching her anus. 
 
    Even though he had been with the two cat girls long enough to have seriously contemplated their anatomy, the fact that they were hairless aside from their hair, their ears and tails still fascinated him, along with their small bone structures, their ability to grow claws at a moment’s notice, and their toxic secretions. 
 
    The neurotoxin he’d grown so fond of. 
 
    The part of Kevin that liked digging deeper, liked researching and understanding more about exemplars, was enthralled by the two and their uniqueness. If only Kevin could get to the Western Province right now rather than do what it was he planned to do in Centralia. 
 
    And this was on his mind as he continued to trace his fingers along Obsidian’s ass, his thoughts awakening with the morning sun, the silence of the room making him feel exposed, vulnerable. 
 
    Shutting his eyes only made things worse. 
 
    Each time he did so, he saw his wife Susan’s face as she died, the flying exemplar she’d been fucking dead too, his throat torn out and eyes torn from their sockets, Obsidian and Turquoise crouched nearby flicking the blood off their claws. 
 
    Gruesome didn’t begin to describe what he’d seen. 
 
    Kevin pinched the bridge of his nose and clenched his eyes shut in an attempt to forget the image. He couldn’t be weak—not now—and to combat what he was experiencing, he sat up, moving his arm out from under Obsidian, who let out a cute cooing noise as she shifted to her other side. 
 
    He saw Turquoise sitting on the floor, cross legged, in front of a small altar she had erected. Her ears twitched, and with a deep breath out, the slender cat girl looked over her shoulder to Kevin, blinking slowly. 
 
    The heavy man stood, his half erect penis flopping to the other side. Regardless of what was going through his head, his lower region had a mind of its own, and fiddling with Obsidian’s ass had taken its toll. 
 
    “Come here,” Turquoise said, turning back to her makeshift altar. Kevin had a vague sense of where they were, some friend’s home in central Centralia. A dark place, but an empty place that provided them privacy. 
 
    Never one to disappoint, Kevin approached Turquoise from the side, noticing she was also nude and she sat on some type of bolster. Her tail lightly flickered against his leg, moving in the direction of his cock. It stayed there for moment, lightly moving up and down Kevin’s only claim to fame. Even half erect, his penis was almost halfway to his knee, a whopper, something that seemed at odds with his pudgy body, short stature, and blotchy pink skin. 
 
    Turquoise turned to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, looking up at him. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kevin could feel her prayer beads against the side of his neck, and as he looked down at her, his hands naturally came to her waist, up to her breasts, where he kept them before returning them to her sides. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “Is something on your mind?” Her light, blue-green hair was pulled into a ponytail at the side. Turquoise still had a dark look to her eyes, something she always had when she was meditating, but it was starting to fade as she took in Kevin’s worried form. 
 
    And it wasn’t a second later that the former immigration advisor found his lips moving, words coming out that he hadn’t planned to release. “I don’t really have a power,” he whispered, feeling relieved to come clean. 
 
    “What’s stopping our power then?” Turquoise asked. Taking Kevin’s hand, she led him to the other side of the room, to a couch in the corner, away from sleeping Obsidian just in case she woke up and heard them. 
 
    “Do you remember that woman we rescued at Paris’s warehouse?” Kevin asked her. “The one I formerly worked with?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “It came from her. It was her ring. I don’t know why she would have a ring like that—she was just an administrator like me—but I took it from her finger.” Kevin hung his head in shame. “The ring has a power.” 
 
    A soft smile moved across Turquoise’s face. “And?” 
 
    “I’m not an exemplar; I don’t have any special abilities. I’m nobody. And I just want to come clean with you. You don’t have to stay with me any longer. You or Obsidian…” 
 
    “Are all men from Centralia this dramatic?” she asked. 
 
    “Dramatic?” 
 
    Turquoise slipped into her bra, which buckled at the front. She was still nude below, and Kevin couldn’t help but look at her sex, that familiar urge swelling inside him, his mouth watering ever so slightly. 
 
    “In the Western Province, it doesn’t matter how one obtains power. The only thing that matters is the power they have obtained. This ring of yours,” she said, reaching for his hand, “is a power you have now obtained.” 
 
    “So you don’t think any differently of me?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t think Obsidian would either. That said, you should keep this between you and me, Kevin.” 
 
    “I really don’t know why you two have stayed with me…” 
 
    She brought a finger to his lips. “We are long past the point of that mattering, and self-doubt is unflattering on you. Come, I have prepared a bath.” 
 
    Kevin had already noticed the floral scent in the air. Stepping into the bathroom, he found the air humid, the floral scent stronger, and petals floating on top of the bathwater. 
 
    “I prepared it for myself, but you can go first.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Kevin as he carefully got into the tub. The water was up to his shins, and he was just about to sit down when Turquoise stopped him. 
 
    “Let me clean you first,” she said, getting on her knees. 
 
    The beautiful cat girl dipped the sponge into the bathwater, squeezed it a few times and brought it up to Kevin’s penis as he turned to her. She rubbed the sponge on the front and side of his cock, more blood rushing to the appendage as Kevin took in the scene. 
 
    She lifted his testicles and he felt a finger moving closer to his asshole, Kevin spreading his legs just a little bit to allow her to reach it. 
 
    He was breathing heavy now, tensing as she brought her hand away and scraped her claw along the inside of his thigh, drawing blood. 
 
    “Oops,” she said, lifting just a little bit to kiss the cut she’d just made. 
 
    Her lips now on his inner thigh, Turquoise began sucking his wound and excreting her toxin, which instantly relaxed Kevin, his shoulders slumping forward. 
 
    He brought his hand behind her head and started to lead her face to his penis. 
 
    She took the tip in her mouth, bit down lightly on it so as not to draw blood, and looked up at Kevin, her eyes slightly dilated. She removed her mouth and smiled, Kevin’s proof of manhood now throbbing. 
 
    “Later,” she said as she tapped one of her claws on the tub. Kevin got in, suppressing the urge to beg. It was early anyway, and he needed to get a plan together. 
 
    His mouth started running again, anything to cover the silence in the bathroom. “I just want to get organized,” he was saying as Turquoise rubbed the sponge over his chest. “And figure out what it is we should really try to do.” 
 
    “Well, you said there were some people you needed to take care of,” said Turquoise. “Maybe we should start there.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I still want to do that,” he admitted, thinking of his enemies at the immigration office. 
 
    “We’re here for you, Kevin, and we know you’re here for us. The three of us together could be a formidable force, especially with that ring of yours. But we may need another member or two to even things out.” 
 
    “What about that teleporter, the one who helped us?” 
 
    “Scarlett. She could be persuaded, but may need money.” 
 
    “Then let’s get some money,” Kevin said. “If that’s what we need to start, we can easily get some from a bank.” 
 
    Turquoise considered this for a moment. “Hmmm… my only concern is that we would risk exposing ourselves to exemplar teams and investigation if we did something like that. Do you know another way to get money?” 
 
    Kevin nodded, relaxing even further into the tub, the water coming up to his neck. 
 
    Even though she had just put it on, Turquoise took off her bra and got into the tub as well, facing Kevin from the other direction, her feet now close to his face. 
 
    She dipped a toe toward him, and Kevin opened his mouth, sucking it for a moment. 
 
    Beneath the water, Kevin pressed forward on the base of his penis, moving it toward Turquoise. 
 
    He felt confident all of a sudden, sure of himself. 
 
    Kevin knew exactly where to get some money, and it wouldn’t be long now before they had another member in their small group. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven: Mister Fist and Necromancy 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A masked man stood across from Roman, muscles rippling down his neck, veins popping off his arms, fists curled at his sides. 
 
    He was easily a head taller than Roman, bearing down on him as he smashed his fists together, letting Roman know he was more than ready. 
 
    “Now that is a fucking man,” said Casper, who was in Roman’s pocket, but not his jacket pocket this time. 
 
    No, the tiny cat-eared woman was in the pocket of his gym shorts, leaning out the side and holding on to the fabric with both hands. 
 
    “He isn’t the first one we’ve taken down,” Roman said, waving his hand to Coma. 
 
    The red-eyed former sex doll stood still, waiting for the concrete to slither up her legs and arms, forming large fists. 
 
    But Roman wasn’t done. 
 
    He glanced over to Celia, who sat on a single chair against the wall. The life left her body as Roman mentally pressed more power into Coma, giving her as much as he could and imbuing in her the ability to also modify inanimate objects. 
 
    Her fists now encased in thick concrete, Coma lifted her hands. A section of the wall responded, curling a bit, ready at a moment’s notice to leap into action. 
 
    The strongman bent his legs and hit the air, his arms flailing as he attempted to leap directly on top of Roman. 
 
    Coma’s tentacles were the first to attack, more material stripping down from the wall and wrapping around the masked man, only to bury him in a hole Roman was already forming on the ground. 
 
    With the floor and everything beneath it now swirling like a cyclone, Roman attempted to completely bury the strongman, going for the death strike to end the fight before it could really get started. 
 
    And he thought this would do. When Roman was sure the man was completely buried, he looked to Ava to call the match when a mist lifted from the ground. 
 
    At first, Roman was confused. 
 
    For a split second, he thought he had done something to hurt the man, his immediate reaction being to clear the ground, freeing the strongman from his entrapment. 
 
    Only, no one was there. 
 
    And Roman had to take a double look at this, knowing full well it was the exact spot where he had buried the man. 
 
    The mist turned back into the man, and the muscled exemplar whose mouth was completely covered by his featureless black mask crouched, rolled, and jumped into the air again, his body returning to its mist form. 
 
    Holy shit! Roman thought, realizing instantly what was happening. 
 
    Strongmen were hard to classify in Centralia’s power classification system. There were clearly type IIs, some of them even type Is, but there’d been debate as to whether they should be considered Class C: organic manipulation or elemental mimicry, or Class D: kinetic-based energy. 
 
    Roman remembered hearing his former coworker, Kevin Blackbook, complain about the Centralian classification system multiple times, saying it was much more complicated in real life than the five types and potential seven classes available. 
 
    And immigration-paperwork-wise, Roman had seen them classified as either class C or Class D, which only added to the confusion. But this guy, especially with his ability to turn to mist, was a Class C, and as Coma went to meet him, Roman started thinking of a way he could contain the misty fucker. 
 
    If he could really change from mist back into a muscled fighter, it would be damn near impossible for Roman to bury him or strike him with something. 
 
    And while Roman could potentially affect the man’s bone structure, as he had done to Ian Turlock, the guy could simply morph into his mist form and move to another part of the room. 
 
    No more time to think. 
 
    The strongman brought his fists into Coma’s stomach and sent the doll flying into the air, where she hit the ceiling and came crashing down to the floor. 
 
    “Coma!” Roman cried out, his power dial flashing in the corner of his eye. 
 
    Red is dead, he remembered, sucking in a deep breath as he prepared to meet the strongman with everything he had. 
 
    The man jumped for him, and Roman brought a wall up between them, which the man moved through using his mist form. 
 
    “Run, you idiot, run!” Casper shouted from her place in his pocket. 
 
    Roman took off to the sidewall, the ground rising with each step he took until he was running sideways. 
 
    He hadn’t really experimented with this type of movement before, but now that he was in the thick of it, it was his only option. 
 
    He made a jump for it right as the strongman cannonballed into the wall, bouncing off and returning to his mist form. Roman used his power to take glass from windows at the top of the gymnasium. 
 
    “This is crazy!” Casper shouted from his pocket as Roman jumped into the air, leading the strongman toward Coma’s position. 
 
    Now a fluid rope, Roman swung on the glass directly over Ava, who did little to get out of his way. 
 
    When he landed, the big man landed across from him and Coma came running, her concrete fist connecting with the man’s back. 
 
    The man was mist before she could punch her hand through him, and this threw Coma off balance, her momentum sending her forward where she hit the ground, her head twisting at a weird angle. 
 
    Roman brought the glass in front of him, forming a sphere over the mist, taking what little power he’d put into Casper away. It was worth a shot, but it was only a second later that the man burst out of the sphere of glass, going from gas to solid and shattering it. 
 
    “You see, Roman,” Ava began to say over the mayhem, “all exemplars have a weakness, even someone like you who can theoretically wield anything.” 
 
    As Coma got to her feet, Ava placed her hands behind her back and took a few steps forward. Roman stuck his hand deep in his pocket, making sure lifeless Casper was secure. 
 
    “It is very difficult to judge exemplars through skill assessment matches like this,” said Ava. “If I were a good telepath, I could take Mister Fist down right now without having to fight him or deal with his mist form.” 
 
    Still catching his breath, Roman looked from Ava to his opponent. Mister Fist was a clever codename for a super like him, Roman had to give him that. 
 
    The strongman was also an actual hero, part of a team of exemplars who handled large-scale issues in the northeast quadrant of Centralia. From natural disasters to attacks by villainous exemplars, Mister Fist’s team had seen things Roman could only dream about. 
 
    It was the exact type of situation Roman hoped to one day find himself in, helping those in need, with the secret hope that it would somehow curb his innermost desires, his appetite for destruction, his overall indifference. 
 
    Redemption through public service? Something like that. 
 
    Roman tuned back in to what Ava was saying. “So in a skill assessment test like this, the fight can go to the better, stronger super, or it can go to an exemplar with an intelligence-based power, or something that doesn’t have anything to do with sheer strength. My point? Find his weakness and exploit it.” 
 
    Mister Fist snorted. “That’s what I’m trying to do,” he said, the first words to leave his mouth since teleporting here. 
 
    Roman’s ears twitched for a moment, trying to place the voice. But there was no time, not with the big man charging at him, half of his body already turning to mist. 
 
    While Ava had been speaking, Roman had come up with a small plan, but he would need to get Mister Fist in his mist form to make it work. 
 
    “Coma, attack!” he shouted. 
 
    The masked doll skidded to a halt in front of the man, punching her fists forward and then ducking one of his blows as his form solidified. She came back with a quick series of jabs to Mister Fist’s gut, distracting him. 
 
    Sharp spikes dropped from the ceiling, and one nearly touched the top of Mister Fist’s head before he turned to mist again, which was exactly what Roman wanted him to do. 
 
    With a sweep of his hand, Roman sent the glass flying in Mister Fist’s direction. 
 
    But the big man turned solid again and gave a kick to Coma’s chest that sent her spinning backwards, where she broke through the glass Roman was firing off and smashed into him. 
 
    “Sorry,” Coma began to say as she tried to scramble off Roman’s body, both of them grounded. 
 
    But it was too late. A mist had formed around them and Mister Fist’s body took shape, his foot lightly pressed against Roman’s chest. 
 
    “Death strike,” Ava said, calling the match. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re ready for your next test, Roman. It will be easier than this last one.” 
 
    Ava stood before the same table she had set items on before, and like last time, there were a few items for his usage. 
 
    The flame-haired exemplar had her hands pressed together in front of her chest, her fingers pointing at Roman. Mister Fist stood next to her, and due to the fact that his face was completely covered with a black mask, Roman couldn’t read the expression on his face. 
 
    Celia was still deactivated, sitting in a chair on the other side of the room. Coma was next to him and Casper sat on his shoulder, one leg crossed over the other, her hands at her side clinching the fabric of his shirt. 
 
    Casper had already given him hell for taking away her life force, and while he could’ve just taken it away again, Roman simply apologized. He recognized parts of himself in his three dolls, so he knew she was playing with him. 
 
    “We know that you can animate dozens of different materials,” said Ava, “and apparently you can take over certain elements as well. With this test, we will see the limitations of what you can do. Let’s start with a block of ice.” 
 
    Roman narrowed his eyes on the cubic foot of ice sitting on the table, a small amount of water now pooling around its edges. 
 
    A hole began to form in the center of the ice, the center mass pressing out of the bottom. Before the ice could completely topple over, Roman extended the corners, making a sort of tripod. 
 
    From there, he pulled out two sheer layers from the top, almost like wings, and retracted them. 
 
    “More,” said Ava, an absolutely delighted look on her face. Mister Fist grunted, his arms now crossed over his chest. 
 
    Roman willed the ice to flatten and slide to the ground, moving along the floor like a magic carpet. 
 
    The flat sheet of ice slid under Coma’s feet, and Roman’s most powerful doll braced herself to be lifted into the air. She wasn’t lifted very high, maybe a few inches, but Roman was able to hold her and keep her stable, transporting her around the room and back. 
 
    “I don’t see how that will be handy, but it does look cool,” Casper commented. 
 
    “How’s this?” Roman asked as he set Coma down and used the ice to form a thin blade, which Coma now held in her hand. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a little more interesting,” Ava said, “but stabbing someone with an ice rapier probably won’t do very much.” 
 
    “You would be surprised how sharp ice can be,” Roman told her, recalling Centralia in the winter, and the time an icicle had fallen on him as he’d been leaving a building. It hadn’t cut him, but it had hurt like hell. 
 
    “You can clearly use ice,” Ava said, “so let’s move on to the next item.” 
 
    Roman was more reluctant about the next one. 
 
    As he approached the table and Coma set her ice rapier on the ground, Roman brought his hands before him, cracking his knuckles. He looked at Mister Fist, trying to gauge how the strongman felt about this, but was unable to get a read. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you can do it,” Casper said with a smirk. “I mean, you can do all these other things—why wouldn’t you be able to do that?” 
 
    “Thank you, Casper, for pointing that out, but in this field everything has to be tested. It’s either yes, you can do something, or no, you cannot. If he’s done it once, then there’s a clear indication he could maybe do it again. Have you attempted something like this yet?” Ava asked Roman. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you attempted anything on a living being?” 
 
    Roman thought of his wife, her eyes twitching open as she lay in the funeral parlor. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “No,” he finally told his teacher. 
 
    “Then let’s get on with it.” 
 
    Roman focused on the dead cricket. With an eye on his power dial, he pressed his power forward, and it was only a few seconds later that the cricket’s antennae began to twitch. 
 
    The black insect started to tremble, its legs curling forward as it turned itself over. Its shimmering wings came to attention and relaxed, loosening up. 
 
    “Go on…” Ava said, trying to mask the look of awe moving across her face. 
 
    “Make it fly,” Casper said, also entranced. 
 
    The cricket pressed onto its back legs and hit the air, its wings beating rapidly as it flew across the room. 
 
    “Can you control it?” Ava asked. 
 
    Roman took another look at his power dial, seeing that the green bar had risen. 
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    The cricket leapt back into the air and landed on Coma’s head. Her red eyes looking up, the doll slowly lifted her hand toward the insect. She took the cricket from her head and dropped it in her other palm. 
 
    “Can she control it?” Ava whispered, her eyes fixed on the insect. 
 
    “Try,” Roman told Coma. He let out a deep sigh as he moved more of his power into the doll. Looking down at the cricket in the palm of her hands, a cricket that was still trembling, alive, Coma extended her arm forward. 
 
    The revived cricket took off. 
 
    This time it landed on Mister Fist’s shoulder, the big man a little uncomfortable with this fact, evident in the way he tensed up. 
 
    “So it works,” Ava said. “And you’ve taken over its consciousness as well. I know this sounds morbid, but I can’t help but wonder if you could do this with an actual person.” 
 
    “An actual person?” Roman gulped. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, light behind her eyes. “If you animated a dead person, would their consciousness be theirs, or would it be yours? And what about an animal? Could you take over a live dog’s brain, for example?” 
 
    “I… I never thought of trying that.” 
 
    “We should try an animal before we move on to our next task. I know it’s a little strange, but we’ve seen you now animate a dead object—so can you actually adjust a living being’s consciousness? That remains to be seen. I’m ordering a teleporter.” 
 
    The cricket lost its balance and fell to the floor, dead again as Roman took its life force away. 
 
    A teleporter appeared a minute or so later, a cage tucked under her arm. Inside the cage was a white rat with beady black eyes. 
 
    “What do you want me to do exactly?” Roman asked Ava. 
 
    “I want you to try to take over the rat’s brain, imbue your consciousness into it. Remember, this is just a test, and there are plenty more rats where this came from.” 
 
    “Where did the rat come from exactly?” Casper asked, an icky look on her face. 
 
    “To answer your question, the Centralian government catalogs and tests a multitude of powers. Since the lottery commission is co-sponsored by the government, we have access to their testing materials, including live animals.” 
 
    Roman was about to mention how poorly the government was cataloging exemplars if it was still using an outdated classification system, but decided not to. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to give it a shot. Let’s keep it in the cage for now.” 
 
    “It’s all yours,” Ava said, stepping aside. 
 
    Roman steadied his breath and the caged rodent stopped dead in its tracks. He could feel its consciousness in this weird, totally surreal way. 
 
    He visualized moving up its spine, to its neck, and into the rat’s skull. 
 
    The rat stopped moving. His ears flickered and he fell to the side, seemingly dead. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do it,” Roman said, his head aching as a migraine made its presence known. 
 
    “Keep trying,” said Ava as she moved to the cage. 
 
    Roman refocused his energy into the rat and it came alive, its whiskers twitching as it stood on its two back legs. 
 
    “I see.” Ava glanced from Mister Fist to Roman. “To take over its body, you first have to kill it. Good to know. Gruesome, but good to know.” 
 
    Roman couldn’t help but feel a sense of shame. He had vowed to his wife Celia that he would do something for the good of the public, to help those in need. But raising the dead wouldn’t be helpful to anyone, and the morbid factor alone made his power much less appealing. 
 
    “He needs more work,” Mister Fist said with a grunt. 
 
    The big man had his hands at his sides, his weight pressed to his back foot. 
 
    Roman realized then that he’d seen Mister Fist before, at an event featuring an exemplar team from the northeast quadrant of Centralia. The man had lifted a trolley, but he hadn’t shown the crowd his mist power. 
 
    The memory brought a bittersweet smile to Roman’s face, as he had been out shopping with Celia that day. It was her idea to stop and watch the show; Celia had always had a thing for exemplars, and she could name the most famous ones of Centralia, past and present. She read books about them, and followed the tabloids, many of which Roman still had stuffed away in one of his closets. 
 
    So that’s where I know you from, Roman thought as Mister Fist scratched at the wrapping covering his right forearm. 
 
    “One more test, and this one’s easy,” Ava assured him. 
 
    Roman glanced at the table to see that there was nothing there. “I don’t see it,” he started to say. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said with a chuckle. “We’ve seen you work with elemental forces, but there’s one we haven’t tested yet, at least not in an isolated way. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Wind. So try to use the wind to move my flames.” A fire ignited on the tip of Ava’s finger, growing in size until it was a good three feet tall—hot too, the heat already hitting Roman’s face. “And not the flames. You’re not modifying fire, you’re modifying wind. I don’t know if you’ll be able to do this or not; we already saw the other day that you can move my flames, but not control them in the same way you were able to control water or solid objects. So I want to see if you can create a gust of wind that flickers the top of the fire. Theoretically, you should be able to.” 
 
    Try as he might, Roman wasn’t able to modify the wind. 
 
    The problem was, he felt like part of him needed to see an object to initially take it over, to intuit how it would move. But the wind was invisible, and even deactivating all his dolls and focusing everything he had on utilizing it proved fruitless. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing,” he finally said, lowering his hand. 
 
    So there were limitations, but the training session with Ava had also opened a door he had almost opened on his own at the funeral parlor, albeit accidentally. The ability to animate the dead made Roman an even more formidable opponent. 
 
    But something about it seemed wrong, made him feel off. It definitely wasn’t something he wanted to be known for.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve: Dead 
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    It was fortuitous that the woman had provided a room for the shadow user known as Hazrat Inayat, a place for him to get his bearings. He still didn’t know who she was, but he’d heard what she’d done back in the prison, and the fact that no one had even come after them—or handled them quickly—gave strength to her power. 
 
    And even though she’d rescued him, Hazrat didn’t plan on sticking around for very long. He wasn’t worried about her power, whatever it was. 
 
    He knew he was strong, and as he stirred his eyes flickered open, afternoon light filtering into the dimly lit room. He began to make a plan to get out of this mess. 
 
    He knew the Southern Alliance had resources the Centralian authorities didn’t know about, from judicial representatives to people able to organize covert night departures—there were a good many ways Hazrat could get back home. Of course, he would need to get word to his wife first, but that could be arranged through these channels as well. 
 
    There was nothing money couldn’t solve, and Hazrat’s family had plenty to go around. 
 
    When he was finally able to open his eyes, comfort came to Hazrat. There were shadows in the corner of the room, near the door, adjacent to the bookshelf—the long mustached, tattooed, Type II, Class D from the South finally felt like he was in his element, like his power had been restored. 
 
    And his first reaction wouldn’t be to take out the woman or the strongman he heard stomping alongside her—he owed them that much. 
 
    But if they provoked him, he would do what he needed to do. Money, he could handle, but any sort of allegiance—like the one the woman had already had him swear to her—was out of the picture. 
 
    A knock at the door caught his attention, the shadows quivering, preparing to strike like myriad scorpion stingers. 
 
    “What?” he asked, his voice a low growl. 
 
    “I have something you should probably see,” came the woman’s voice. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I never properly introduced myself, but I will in good time. Would you care to see what I’d like to show you?” she asked through the door. The handle began to twitch, eventually opening on its own. 
 
    Hazrat stood, his legs a bit wobbly. If he had to, he would use the shadows of the room to create stints to hold his weight. 
 
    Nothing was going to stop him from getting out of here once he wanted to go. 
 
    While cocky, and generally an asshole to those who didn’t know him intimately, Hazrat had honed his ability to a level that would have surprised other exemplars who could manipulate more subtle energies like light, sound, or shadows. 
 
    It had cost his family a fortune to get him trained, but he’d taken his training seriously, and anyone who crossed him realized this relatively quickly. 
 
    The shadows still available, Hazrat took a disgruntled step toward the open door. 
 
    “I have food too, if you’re hungry,” the woman said, stepping into his view. 
 
    She wore a hood, the bottom part of her face covered by a mask. She was shapely, and from what Hazrat could see of the top half of her face, he could tell she was beautiful. 
 
    Foolish, as well, because the shadows cast by her hood would make it incredibly easy for him to suffocate her, or use the shadows as projectile needles and completely eviscerate her face, rip her teeth from her gumlines, zip into her nostrils and pierce her brain. 
 
    But the woman had piqued Hazrat’s interest, and as he followed her to a large, open space, he caught the strongman standing near the door. 
 
    Hazrat hadn’t been able to see him last night. Taking him in now, he saw the man’s red flesh, the protrusions jutting out of his skin, the dead look in his blackened eyes. 
 
    Hazrat didn’t know what he was, and once this went down, he wouldn’t stick around long enough to find out. 
 
    No, there were shadows near the red man as well, and Hazrat could easily cut all the nerves and vital muscles in the man’s legs and back, completely debilitating him. 
 
    But Hazrat stopped planning his assault right there when he saw the body resting before him. 
 
    Lying on the Mandarin couch was his wife, her throat slit, a large gash in her chest open and some of her vital organs missing, the smell reaching his nostrils along with the sight. 
 
    And that was when the apartment shook, the shadows coming alive, Hazrat on the verge of killing the hooded woman and her bodyguard. 
 
    And he would have done it too, seething as he was, if not for the fact that the woman remained incredibly calm, bored even, as she took a step closer to him, even as one of his shadows formed a razor-sharp tip that stopped inches away from her throat. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she told him, and it was then Hazrat felt something in his chest move—almost as if his bones were compressing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, feeling his throat constrict. 
 
    “I suggest you lower your shadows, or I will use your rib cage to puncture your lungs and send all the blood in your body rushing to your extremities. It’s a strange way to die, or so I’ve been told. Actually, no one has ever lived to tell me.” 
 
    “What did you do to my wife?” Hazrat asked, anger, fear, and sadness hitting him all at once. He could barely get the next words out, but he managed to force them through his teeth: “I’ll kill you for this! Nova, may the gods be with me, I will kill her for you!” 
 
    “This?” The hooded woman stepped aside, leaving his pointy shadow hanging in the air. She stopped in front of his wife and shook her head at the dead woman. “I didn’t do this. I found her like this.” 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” Hazrat asked, his voice quivering. “How do you know who we are?” 
 
    “I will get to that later. But I assure you, I’m not from Centralia, and this isn’t some sort of test, nor am I trying to blackmail you in any way. I want to stop the person who did this.” 
 
    The shadows began to lower, hanging from Hazrat’s shoulders like fallen wings. 
 
    “Who did this?” he whispered. “Who did this to Nova!?” 
 
    “Oddly enough, someone you know did this.” 
 
    “Someone I know?” 
 
    Every enemy Hazrat had ever made came to him in that moment, and for the life of him, he couldn’t think of a single person who would stoop this low. 
 
    It was baffling, really, as most of the enemies he’d made had either gone their separate ways or were dead now, likely due to a misplaced shadow. The next thought that came to him was that it could have been a relative of someone he’d killed. This made some sense to him—a sort of revenge attack. 
 
    But the way the hooded woman shook her head made Hazrat second-guess this thought, and it took him a moment to place the man when she revealed the killer’s name was Roman Martin. 
 
    “Who?” Hazrat asked, tears coming. He sucked them back and ran a hand over his nose to stop. 
 
    “I believe you know him, and I believe you know his name,” she said. “Does a white-haired immigration advisor…” 
 
    The shadows that had fallen around Hazrat grew static, enlarging his form as they swelled all around him. 
 
    “That Roman?” Hazrat shook his head incredulously. “Impossible! He was a non-exemplar, a nobody, a fucking piece-of-shit, high-on-his-horse government employee. He didn’t have any powers—he was a nobody.” 
 
    “I think you would be surprised at what Mr. Martin can do.” 
 
    “He’s the…” Hazrat gritted his teeth, reliving his arrest and then imprisonment at Prison South, blasted with bright lights. “It’s impossible. The government doesn’t let exemplars work in those roles…” 
 
    “He killed Ian as well.” 
 
    The red man took a step forward, the floorboards rattling. 
 
    “What you mean?” 
 
    The woman continued speaking for her bodyguard. “Roman has the power to animate inanimate objects, and he used that power to kill Ian a few days back. But I brought Ian back to life, because I have the same power.” 
 
    “You can animate lifeless objects?” Hazrat asked, glancing back to his wife, Nova. 
 
    “I can do much more than that,” she said. “And don’t worry, I have a way we can get back at Roman for what he’s done, but you’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    “Can you bring her back?” he asked, his eyes still fixated on Nova. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want me to bring her back…” the hooded woman said, the first sign of hesitation in her voice. “But we can kill Roman to avenge her death, to make this right.” 
 
    Hazrat clenched his fists together, a few of the shadows wailing around him as others stayed put, waiting to strike. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen: A Lonely Telepath 
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    “Remember,” Roman told Celia, Coma, and his newest doll, Casper, “I can’t risk anyone finding out you three are alive, so I’m going to take your power away. Please get in a comfortable position.” 
 
    “Oh come on, it’s not like this lady is going to care,” Casper groaned. 
 
    “Yes, she may care,” Roman told the action-figure-sized woman who stood on the coffee table in his living room. The sun had set and his apartment was now lit by a single light in the corner, something Coma had moved when she’d rearranged things. 
 
    The light used to be next to the door, but Roman recognized it did look better in the far corner, and it provided a nice glow that gave his living room a den-like feel even though he had large windows overlooking Centralia. 
 
    Roman knew her visit was a bit unorthodox, but it had been the woman’s suggestion, and she was beautiful, so Roman wasn’t going to say no. 
 
    Besides, there was something about her that had caught his eye the first time he’d met her at the sex-doll shop, something mysterious, something that made him readily agree to letting her come in his home. 
 
    Maybe it was her smile, or maybe it was Emelia’s violet eyes, but the exemplar whose job it was to help clients select sex dolls had definitely gotten Roman’s attention, especially with the mental message she had sent about an hour ago (hell, while he’d been on his way to surprise Harper), asking if he would meet her at his apartment privately. 
 
    So here he was, a few minutes before Emelia was supposed to arrive, taking a look at the place and wondering if he should rearrange anything, make it more presentable, less of a bachelor pad. 
 
    This last thought hit Roman like a brick thrown by a strongman. 
 
    This home hadn’t always been a bachelor pad, and remembering that two people had once shared it pained him to know now. 
 
    But he had to move on. Above all, Roman needed to move on. After all, hadn’t that been what the last two years were about? Moving on, getting used to the fact that the real Celia wouldn’t be around? In a way, yes, but also, he’d always held the hope that she would recover from her coma. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Celia the doll asked, wrapping her hand in his. 
 
    Her skin was warm, soft, and he felt like pulling her into his chest, burying his head in her red hair, holding her for a moment. 
 
    But Roman stopped. 
 
    Emelia would be here soon, and they needed to get in place. 
 
    “You know, it’s going to be kind of creepy if she shows up and we’re all just sitting on the couch.” Casper stretched her arms back, then bent down and got into a runner’s position. Propelled by a quick jog, she made the leap from the coffee table to the couch. “Just saying.” 
 
    She was spunky, Roman would give her that. 
 
    The blond-haired woman in tight black clothing who still wore cat ears had been teasing him in a flirty way since he’d given her life. 
 
    And she showed no sign of letting up as she smiled at Roman, placed her hands under her breasts, and pushed them forward a bit, adjusting her outfit. 
 
    “No watching,” she said in her tiny voice. 
 
    Rather than comment, Roman simply took her life force from her, the small woman falling forward with her hands tucked under her breasts. 
 
    “That was funny,” said Coma, who stood off to his left, having just finished tidying up the living room. 
 
    “It was cruel,” Celia opined. 
 
    “I’ll be kinder with you two. Maybe it’s best if you go to the other room; I hate to admit that Casper is right, but if Emelia appears and you two are just sitting there, it might make this a little bit creepy.” 
 
    “No one likes things that are lifeless,” Coma said, a hint of disdain to her voice. “Makes sense to me.” 
 
    She locked hands with Celia, and together the two dolls turned to Roman’s bedroom. 
 
    “Just tell me when you’re ready for me to power you down,” he called after her. 
 
    Roman ran his hand through his white hair. He sat on the couch next to Casper’s lifeless body, then picked her up, adjusted her pose as best he could, and placed her on the table so she lay on her back. 
 
    “Ready,” Coma called from the other room and with that, Roman felt a subtle increase in his own energy as his power returned to him. 
 
    He mentally fired off a message to Emelia, letting her know he was ready and reminding her of the address. 
 
    Not two minutes later, there was a crackle before the door of his apartment, reality splitting at the middle as a teleporter appeared in Roman’s living room alongside Emelia. The teleporter was gone before Roman could get a good look at the man. 
 
    Like always, Emelia was dressed professionally in a long, flowing red dress and dark olive high heels. Her light gray hair had been curled, and there was more makeup on her face than Roman remembered her wearing the last time they’d met. 
 
    Tracing her features, Roman dropped his eyes to a pair of wine glasses in her right hand and a small bottle of champagne in her left. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Martin, but I’m afraid there has been yet another delay in the delivery of your next doll. We take this very seriously, and I am here to meet with you, to assure you it’s coming along and to keep you company.” 
 
    Roman laughed this last comment off. “What makes you think I need company?” 
 
    She took a step closer to him, her heels clicking against the wooden floor. “Need I remind you that I am a Type IV, Class E and A.” 
 
    Roman shrugged. “An empath with slight telepathic abilities, correct? I work in exemplar immigration, FYI.” 
 
    “Wow, and you’re able to afford these dolls? You must be a good saver,” she said as she looked around his apartment. “This is a really nice apartment too…” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    She set the wine glasses on the bar that cordoned off the kitchen. As carefully as she could, Emelia popped the top of the champagne bottle, a small amount of it bubbling over. 
 
    “Let me get that,” Roman said, moving to his kitchen for a washcloth. 
 
    “No, I’ll take care of it,” she said, her arm reaching out to his. 
 
    “Does my touch bother you?” she asked as Roman recoiled slightly. 
 
    “No, not at all. I just wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
    She moved past him, lightly grazing her hands over his shoulders as she stepped into the kitchen and got a washcloth. Emelia returned to the bar and cleaned up the excess champagne before pouring a glass for Roman. 
 
    “Do all your clients who don’t get their dolls on time get personally visited by a salesperson with a bottle of champagne?” 
 
    “No,” she said, raising her glass, “only the ones we want to visit.” 
 
    Roman raised his glass as well, and they clinked them together. 
 
    “Besides, you will probably be my biggest client this month,” she said after her first sip of champagne. “You have purchased two very expensive dolls in one week. And we like to keep those clients happy.” 
 
    “Do you?” Roman sighed as the sparkling, bubbly liquid met the back of his throat. 
 
    “And I truly feel terrible that yours hasn’t been delivered. It’s a shame, really, and our supplier in the North is in severe hot water for not producing the doll we ordered in time. When I sold it to you, it was supposed to have already been completed. What I gave you, the model-sized version you have over there on your coffee table, is what she’s eventually supposed to look like.” 
 
    “These things happen, and I figured as much.” 
 
    “Man of few words; I like that.” Emelia took a sip from her champagne, her soft, violet eyes looking from Roman’s chest to his forehead. “I’m sensing that there’s more to what’s going on here than you are letting on. Care to elaborate for me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Roman asked. 
 
    “You are aware that I am a telepath, aren’t you?” 
 
    Roman chose his next words very carefully. “I am aware. But your power actually lies in your empathic ability, not your telepathic ability.” 
 
    She set her glass of champagne down on the counter, and took a step closer to Roman. “If you would like me to be frank with you, I will.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “My empathic ability came to me after my telepathic ability, which started up around the time I was four or five. Imagine being four or five and reading adults’ minds. Now imagine not understanding what adults were thinking until you were in your teens—yes, after you’ve been diagnosed as an exemplar, but also after you’ve seen and interpreted all these dark thoughts. So many dark thoughts. Good ones too, but our minds have a way of trying to shock us, which may be a reason I’m so good at my job, because there’s nothing that shocks me. That is, there wasn’t until I came across you.” 
 
    Roman sensed malice in her eyes; his first response was to grab hold of anything, which just so happened to be the barstools’ legs. If Emelia tried anything, he would animate the legs and use them to pin her to the ground. 
 
    He didn’t want to have to do it, but if she provoked him… 
 
    “Why are you tensing?” Emelia asked, slowly raising her hand to his wine glass. She took it from him and set it down. Slowly, while staring deeply into his eyes, she returned her hand to his wrist and held it for a moment. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Roman started to say, knowing full well that when a telepath took your mind, there wasn’t much you could do in protest. 
 
    “What you have done is quite interesting. Can I see them?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Roman said, canceling all his surface thoughts. 
 
    He’d heard about ways to do this. It involved envisioning a black, atmospheric space and immediately casting away any voices or earworms that came, focusing only on his breath and listening for his heartbeat. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was too late. 
 
    “You know, you’re very lucky,” she said, her hand still on his wrist. The sexual malice had left her eyes, replaced with something he interpreted as understanding, maybe even camaraderie. “Not many non-exemplars are granted powers, and those that are usually aren’t granted abilities as unique as the one you’ve been given. Endless options, aren’t there?” 
 
    “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You know how many times a telepath like me has heard a similar statement? ‘I still don’t know what you’re talking about,’ or ‘I wasn’t just thinking that,’ or ‘I would never think something like that; you’re wrong.’ My entire life—that’s how long I have heard similar statements. I’m not here to reveal your secrets, Mr. Martin. I’m actually quite interested in them, and I find something about you interesting as well.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me,” Roman snapped. 
 
    “Relax,” she said, still touching him, “you’re an immigration advisor who practically stole a Hero Ticket and was given the ability to animate inanimate objects. Your wife recently passed, but she had been in a coma for a long time, and you’ve dealt with this pain by womanizing. You’re a fighter, you’ve been attending Heroes Anonymous under false pretenses, part of you wants to do good, but the other part of you doubts this selfless desire—need I go on? Should I go deeper?” 
 
    “You need to get out of here,” Roman whispered. 
 
    “There is no need to be afraid of me, Mr. Martin. I’m not interested in exploiting your powers, nor would I be the type to let the authorities know you are using them. I’m guessing that soon enough you will be officiated as an exemplar, so keeping your power secret won’t matter much anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he whispered. 
 
    “And the teacher they’ve given you, the one you recently had a date with, seems to have a fondness for you. Now, I’m basing this on the way she has looked at you a couple times, so I can’t fully know this, but I don’t think it will be much longer before you are granted exemplar status. So to be transparent with you: I’m just interested. And your power, and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Let’s just keep it at that for now. Come, where are they? Please show them to me.” 
 
    “I…” Roman swallowed hard, but when he tried to take his arm away from her, she simply let her hand fall into his. 
 
    Telepaths were something else entirely, and there had been dozens of laws enacted to curb their power in day-to-day interactions. 
 
    The problem with their power was its exploitative properties, the fact that they could force someone to love them, or convince them to give them all of their money, or anything, to the point that many large purchases went through what were known as anti-telepath companies, which acted as mediators between the two parties, exemplar and non-exemplar alike. 
 
    “I assure you, I’m not trying to manipulate your actions,” Emelia said. 
 
    “Why are you still holding my hand then?” 
 
    “Would you like me to let your hand go, Mr. Martin?” 
 
    Roman thought about it for a moment, realizing he couldn’t get any deeper than he already was. “No, that’s fine. Follow me.” 
 
    He led her to the bedroom and flicked the light on, dropping Emelia’s hand immediately when he saw the two dolls on his bed, Celia lying on her back with Coma straddling her, squeezing Celia’s exposed breasts. 
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    “Dammit,” Roman said as he forced life into the dolls. “What are you two doing?” 
 
    Coma, keeping her hands on Celia’s breasts, turned and looked at Roman, a comical smile on her face until she saw Emelia. 
 
    The masked doll was on her feet in a matter of moments, her fists at the ready, Celia scrambling to put her breasts back in her top. 
 
    “They were pranking you?” Emelia asked, a strange look of amusement on her face. 
 
    “Apparently,” Roman said as he motioned for Coma to bring her fists down. The doll in a Gothic Loli outfit lowered her fists, but she kept her stance, just in case she needed to move into action. 
 
    “Sorry!” Celia said, embarrassment flashing across her eyes. “We were just teasing you, Roman, we did not think… sorry!” 
 
    “Who’s she?” Coma asked. 
 
    Celia turned to Emelia, both of them quiet for a moment as they looked each other over. 
 
    “Ha! Was it worth it?” Casper asked, startling all of them. The six-inch woman stood behind them, her hands on her waist. 
 
    Emelia gasped, her hand coming to her mouth. 
 
    “Who’s the hottie?” Casper asked. “Kidding, she’s about a seven. Also, you didn’t answer my question: was it worth it?” 
 
    Roman cringed, realizing he’d mistakenly animated all of them. How he’d done this, he didn’t quite know, but it seemed that Celia and Coma’s prank had taken him off guard. He’d hoped to have more control over that by now, but it appeared distraction truly was able to modify his attempts. 
 
    “Was what worth it? What’s that even supposed to mean?” he asked the tiny doll. 
 
    Casper laughed. “I’m the one that suggested they do something like that, you know—get into a funny position.” 
 
    “We were trying to tease you,” Celia said, and Roman swore there was a hint of redness in her face. “It looks like it backfired.” 
 
    “Epically. Okay, that’s fine.” Roman cleared his throat. “To fully answer your question: this is Emelia, she’s the one who, um, sold Celia and Casper to me.” 
 
    “Ah, a human trafficker.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Emelia asked the tiny doll. 
 
    Casper lifted her feet as she balanced on the backs of her heels. “You know what you are; why do I have to be the one that tells you? Anyway, glad the prank caught you off guard. I’ll be in the living room if anyone needs me.” 
 
    And with that, Casper stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Are you giving them personalities?” Emelia asked, a weird mix of horror and intrigue on her face. “I should clarify: how are you giving them personalities? And more importantly, how are you choosing which personalities you want to imbue on them?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Celia stopped next to Coma, both dolls semi-glaring at the woman. 
 
    Roman ran his hand through his white hair, his orange eyes jumping from the two dolls back to Emelia. “They seem to just take on parts of my personality; I’m not able to modify them, though. Coma seems to have taken on my more aggressive side, Celia my softer side, and Casper…” 
 
    “Your mouthy side?” 
 
    “I don’t really have much of a mouthy side.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Roman bit his lip for a moment. “Another side of me that only comes out at certain times.” 
 
    “Vague, but that’s fine. Do you mind if I touch them?” Emelia asked. 
 
    “Ask them, not me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that comes off sounding rather odd. Celia, was it?” Emelia asked, looking at the redheaded doll who wore a toned-down exemplar outfit. 
 
    “Yes,” Celia said in her sweet voice. 
 
    “Do you mind if I feel your skin?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said as she lifted her hand toward the woman. 
 
    Emelia shook her head, a half-smile taking shape on her face. “You know, normally I know what everyone in the room is thinking at all times, but with you two, I don’t get anything. All I sense are your thoughts,” she told Roman. “Which, I hope you can appreciate, is very strange for me.” 
 
    Emelia reached Celia and took her hand, softly massaging the skin on her wrist. 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” Roman finally said. 
 
    She dropped Celia’s arm and turned back to him. “Why do you think I took the job at the sex-doll shop? I have a master’s in business and I’m working at a sex-doll shop—why do you think that is?” 
 
    Roman shrugged. “It seems to me a telepath could make a killing in business.” 
 
    “True, many do. But I took this job to cut back on some of the mental chatter I’m constantly subjugated to.” 
 
    “You can’t turn it off?” he asked. 
 
    “I can, but I have to actively monitor it to be able to turn it off, and turning it off never fully eliminates the voices. But being in a warehouse full of inanimate sex dolls relaxes me. No mindless mind chatter, just silence. So that’s me, a lonely telepath.” Emelia returned her focus to Celia. “Do you mind?” Emelia asked as she lifted her hands again. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Emelia touched the doll’s face, an eyebrow raising as she moved a hand down her neck and stopped at her shoulder. “The only way I would be able to distinguish the two of you from an exemplar or non-exemplar is through your minds. That’s it. You look, move, and feel entirely organic. Are all parts organic?” she asked, her eyes dropping to Celia’s crotch. 
 
    “From what I know, yes,” Roman admitted. “But we haven’t done that; that’s not the reason I originally animated them.” He glanced at Coma, whose tongue was flitting against her teeth. 
 
    Yes, he’d had an encounter between her and Harper, but he’d only touched her breasts. It had been Harper who’d done more. 
 
    “I see,” Emelia said, turning to Roman, her light violet eyes sparkling. “Yours is the only other mind in the room, you know, so careful what you think.” 
 
    “Why have you come here? And what can we do to make you leave?” Coma asked. 
 
    “You’re right, she is aggressive,” Emelia said as she turned back to Roman. 
 
    “She does have a point, though.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that, do you?” Emelia cocked her head to the right, giving Roman just about the sweetest, most innocent look he’d seen all day. “Deanimate them, if you will, so we can finish our conversation.” 
 
    Roman saw Coma shake her head. 
 
    Celia’s action was subtler; the sweeter of the two merely cast her head down, her gaze diverting from Emelia. 
 
    “Actually, I think I’d like to keep them awake. In fact, they are usually awake. I only shut them down because you were coming, and now that you know, there’s no point in returning them to a deanimated state.” 
 
    “I see,” Emelia said with a huff. “I was hoping we could enjoy some more champagne and discuss a few things.” 
 
    “I’m pretty tired. I got my ass handed to me today by a strongman, so as you can imagine, I’d like a little rest. But sure…” Roman nodded her back to the living room. “Let’s wrap this up in here. We can at least finish the glasses we’ve already poured.” 
 
    “Very well,” Emelia said as she swayed past him. She was taking her sweet time, and for a brief second, Roman almost felt like he was a damn psychic by the way he was reading her. 
 
    Body language was a powerful thing, and Emelia must have realized she seemed like she was pouting, because her next move was to throw back her glass of champagne, smile at Roman, and flatten her hand against the front of her sleek dress. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I should get going. Your full-sized doll will be delivered in a couple days, and I apologize for the delay,” she said, her tone the same as she’d used with him the first time they’d met. From casual to strictly business, the woman had changed her demeanor in a way that made Roman trust her less. 
 
    Anyone who could pivot that quickly was capable of deceit; and while part of him wouldn’t mind hanging out with her longer, she’d totally rubbed him the wrong way with how forthright she’d been about wanting to see the dolls in their animated state. 
 
    “And you won’t say anything?” he asked her—a stupid question, yes, but one he needed to confirm. 
 
    “You have my word, Mr. Martin. If I may…” She cleared her throat. “I enjoyed meeting them and learning more about you; maybe we can do this again sometime. There’s more I would like to know about your power.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    She offered him a thin smile. “I’m aware you’re thinking I should have drunk two glasses of champagne before addressing the elephant in the room, and you’re right about that. But patience has never been something I excelled in. It’s hard to be patient when you can anticipate everyone’s next move based on their thoughts. I was wrong in what I predicted from you.” 
 
    She came forward and grabbed his wrist again. 
 
    “Or maybe I was projecting.” 
 
    A teleporter flashed into the living room, this one a larger woman with purple shoes and a shaved head. She smiled at Emelia as the telepath dropped Roman’s arm for the second time that night and turned away from him. 
 
    “See you, Emelia.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Martin, you will.” 
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    Celia, the real Celia, came into Roman’s arms. 
 
    Twilight all around him, the grass blowing in a subtle breeze, cosmic rays moving overhead—he couldn’t decide if he should keep his eyes open or closed. 
 
    “Why do we have to keep meeting in this place?” 
 
    “Is there another place we should meet?” she asked. 
 
    The sinister presence made itself known. The ground folded beneath him, soil giving way as a crevice opened up, Roman freefalling, his hands out before him as Celia moved in the opposite direction. 
 
    He awoke with his heart pounding in his chest, an electric shock roiling his body. His nerves on fire, Roman turned to Celia the doll to find her awake, eyes open, a soft smile barely visible in his darkened bedroom. 
 
    He brought her into his arms as she lifted her neck to him and their lips met, the sensation entirely real. His hand dropped to her waist as he let go, a sob starting to rise from his chest, the world around him falling away again. 
 
    Roman was better in a moment, able to control himself, always in control, his regret surfacing, making itself known and then filtering away as quickly as it came. 
 
    Another soft kiss from Celia had him analyzing the doll. She tasted like something; even her kissing style reminded him of something he’d experienced in the past. She held this kiss a little bit longer, her tongue flickering against his lips. 
 
    Roman felt something stir inside him, but he suppressed it. 
 
    Instead, he pulled her into his arms, kissing her, running his hand along the contours of her body. He could feel Coma resting next to him on the other side and knew she wasn’t asleep, but the more aggressive doll didn’t say anything, gave no indication that she was awake. 
 
    Casper was also in the room, sleeping on Coma’s pillow. 
 
    It was odd, really. The first two didn’t need rest, but Casper liked to sleep, and Roman couldn’t help but wonder if this was just another one of his traits, although he couldn’t remember any time he’d liked to nap as much as Casper did. 
 
    Maybe when I was younger, he thought as he moved away from Celia, pressing some of her red hair to the other side of her forehead. 
 
    As Roman held her, he thought of the dream he had just had, the sensation of falling indefinitely, the twilight meadow, the sinister force. 
 
    Sometimes he wished he could just stay awake.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen: Brotherly Love 
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    “I need money.” 
 
    Kevin Blackbook gasped, shocked to find his fatter brother of the same name crouched before him, one of his cat girls standing to his right. 
 
    “Kevin?” his brother asked, startled to see he’d gotten past the added security—even more startled because he was wearing a fucking eye patch (also his fatter brother’s fault) and his perception had been off ever since losing half his vision. 
 
    But rather than call for telepathic backup, the muscular man pressed off his bed only to be whipped back down as a force landed on him, claws sinking into his trapezius. 
 
    Kevin cried out as a pair of claws dug deeper into his flesh, the neurotoxins entering his bloodstream and quickly rushing to his head. He felt woozy all of a sudden, his jaw loosening, the tension in his muscles waning. 
 
    “I need money,” his heavy brother told him again. 
 
    Kevin hated his brother, had hated him since they were young. Fat Kevin had always been a tagalong, not entirely stupid but shortsighted, aloof at times. 
 
    He hated that they shared the same name, and he blamed his parents for doing something as stupid as naming a pair of brothers the same damn name, all to honor their grandfather, a famous Centralian politician. 
 
    “I don’t have any money,” Kevin finally said, not able to focus any longer. He still hadn’t turned to look again at his brother and the cat girl standing next to him, didn’t know how his brother had even got involved with these people in the first place. At least he hadn’t come with the two from last time, the big red man and the beautiful spy. 
 
    “We both know that isn’t the case,” his brother growled. “We both know you can access funds I’m not able to access due to our family’s trust and the way it was structured. Stopped fucking with me, Kev. I need that money now.” 
 
    “Do you see what you’ve become?” he asked, finally turning his head to the other Kevin—Fat Kevin, as people had called him in secondary school to make it easier to distinguish them. Kev and Fat Kevin. 
 
    “I am a product of the world that birthed me,” Fat Kevin said with a sneer. “And now I’m getting what’s mine. Obsidian, deeper.” 
 
    Kev cried out again as the cat girl on top of him scraped both her nails down his back, stopping just above his ass. 
 
    “What are you going to do with the money?” he asked, his thoughts suddenly cloudy, broken, diaphanous. 
 
    Fat Kevin paused, dropping his hand onto the ass of the cat girl standing next to him. 
 
    Even with his semi-blurred vision and the small amount of light entering Kev’s darkened bedroom, he could still make out the other cat girl’s features. 
 
    Short in stature, in a tight-fitting black outfit with turquoise highlights, a V open over her chest that showed her cleavage, a cute face, dark oval-shaped eyes, furry ears peeking out of her turquoise hair, which was pulled off into a short side ponytail—this was the psycho bitch who had taken his eye. 
 
    Kev licked his lips as the neurotoxin took effect and claws dug into his back, scraping down a second time, less painful this go around. 
 
    For the first time in his life, Kev felt jealous of his brother and how he had landed these two beautiful women. And this feeling made no sense to him. One had taken his eye and the other was eviscerating his back, yet the feeling was there, no matter how he tried to suppress it. 
 
    Fat Kevin had never had much luck with women, aside from Susan, and anyone could have had luck with Susan—hell, including Kev. But here he was before his brother, more powerful than Kev had ever seen him, accompanied by two dangerous foreigners. 
 
    That much Kev could tell, even in his delirious state. He had never seen exemplars like these two, and the odds of them hailing from Centralia were low. No, they were from somewhere else, probably the West, home of some of the strangest breeds of exemplars that had ever been documented. 
 
    “What I plan to do with the money doesn’t concern you. I just need it here now.” 
 
    “It’ll take… until morning…” Kev said, his voice barely audible. “Teleporter… can deliver… morning.” 
 
    Fat Kevin looked between the two cat girls and shrugged. “Fine, then we’ll stay here until then. Give him just a little more, Obsidian, and then let off for a minute. We can’t have you getting too high, brother.” 
 
   


  
 


 
     
 
    Chapter Fifteen: Lighting the Way 
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    “The approval for your request has come through,” Oscar told Nadine, who sat on a futon with her back against the wall. She could have slept while they’d waited to get word from the Eastern Province, but she truly felt bad for Lisa, the young exemplar stuck in her damn Soul Speed form. 
 
    As Oscar ate dinner and met with another asset, Nadine sat with Lisa in an upstairs room of Oscar’s reporting station. She was familiar with the room, having stayed here when she’d first been assigned to Centralia, and she was aware of how rare her case was considering they’d given her this precise room to wait in. 
 
    Special cases only was what Oscar had told her when he’d first led her to the room, and that perfectly described Nadine’s predicament and request. 
 
    It was unorthodox to take people to the Eastern Province—virtually unheard of, as immigration usually only flowed one way. 
 
    Besides, most people, or Centralians at least, didn’t want to visit the East. 
 
    It was so rare, in fact, that the East’s border security was lax at best—no telepaths, no advanced measures—allowing for the East to be an opportune location to disappear from authorities, and to be exploited by other countries.  
 
    There simply wasn’t a protocol in place to stop them, and the personnel they did bring boosted the economy, the bribes they likely paid more than enough to keep whoever let them in quiet. 
 
    “Roman too?” Nadine asked. 
 
    Over the last several hours she’d brought Lisa Painstake up to speed on Roman and how he related to their ultimate mission of discovering what had happened to the world’s healers. 
 
    Oscar took a deep breath in. “Yes, but only because of extra information you’ve relayed to me, namely his power.” 
 
    “His power?” 
 
    “They’d like to look at what he can do in action.” 
 
    Nadine hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know if he’ll agree with those conditions in place.” 
 
    “Why not? And does he even need to know? It’s not like they’re going to dissect him,” said Oscar. “They just want to see what he is capable of, and possibly take some tissue samples.” 
 
    “Possibly?” 
 
    His smile thinned. “Most likely.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadine said, realizing she was arguing with the wrong person here. Right now, the point was just to get there. They could figure out how the pieces fell into place after they’d arrived and done their research. 
 
    “And aside from that, you still haven’t asked him if he’d be willing to go, have you?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Nadine finally said. 
 
    “He may say no.” 
 
    “I can be persuasive.” 
 
    Lisa interrupted them. “Will we go soon? I can’t be in this form any longer. It’s just so jarring. I can’t rest, and looking at my real body…” 
 
    Lisa’s physical body lay on a table near the door, still warm to the touch. Oscar and Nadine had moved it up here hours ago so it wouldn’t distract others reporting in. 
 
    Until they were able to reattach the young woman to her body, staying in the room was like hanging out with a floating lightbulb and a corpse. 
 
    “And about the other part?” Nadine asked. 
 
    Oscar’s eyes shot to the door. Nadine pressed herself off the floor and followed him into the hallway. 
 
    “I can float through the wall, you know,” Lisa called after them, but there was no life in her voice. It wasn’t quite haggard, but Nadine could tell she was losing energy. 
 
    “They want you to see how things shake regarding Paris Renara, especially seeing as how the Western spy has now formed an alliance with Roman,” Oscar said once they were clear. 
 
    Nadine shook her head. “That woman tried to kill me twice.” 
 
    “And she failed both times,” he reminded her. “There may be something we can gain through their alliance. For now, let Roman continue to work on it.” 
 
    “Did you get any information on the man made of light?” Nadine recalled the exemplar who had separated Lisa from her umbilical cord of energy; whatever he was, it would be good to know more about him in case they encountered him again. 
 
    For some reason, she got the feeling they weren’t done with him yet. 
 
    “No, no information,” Oscar admitted. “I will have a few of our moles reach out and see what they can uncover.” 
 
    “Another thing,” Nadine said, nodding at the opposite room. “Lisa seems to be losing power fast. We need to find a way to feed her body.” 
 
    “Feed her body? We don’t have any exemplars like that here, at least not readily available.” 
 
    “No, not one of them. I’m talking about physically feeding her, offering her some type of beverage with nutrients,” said Nadine. “They have all sorts of things here in Centralia.” 
 
    “And how do you suppose we get the body to swallow it?” 
 
    “Tilt her head back and keep her mouth open, that’s how. I think it will help.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s test it.” 
 
    Oscar turned to the stairs and Nadine reentered the room, where she found Lisa sitting in the corner with her knees to her chest. 
 
    “We’re going to try to help your real body get nutrients. Who knows? It may give you more energy as well. Also, maybe you should reduce your brightness a bit; that could help some too.” 
 
    “Both forms expend the same energy, so either I’m transparent, bright, or somewhere in between—it doesn’t really matter. But I can dim my body some,” she said, the intensity of her form lessening. 
 
    Nadine crouched before the woman and placed a hand on her knee. “I appreciate everything you shared with me over the last few hours. I know nothing of the South, and I would love to visit one day.” 
 
    The way Lisa’s light-bathed face twitched made Nadine think she was smirking. “Be careful what you wish for. The South is very different from here, and I’m guessing it’s very different from where you’re from. The Southern Alliance is very cold, but also very rich. It is a place where exemplars and non-exemplars are truly separate, not like here where they share basic rights. Let me put it this way: you wouldn’t have your job if you were from the South.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the Southern Alliance’s class system.” 
 
    “Aware of and taking part in are two different things, but I’m not trying to teach you anything here; I’m sure you had to learn about all this stuff in spy school, even if you are pretending to be ignorant of it.” 
 
    “You’re quite clever, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m just feeling bitter right now. And I don’t want you to think I blame you, even though this is technically your fault.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Nadine sat, then brought her legs in so they were crossed. 
 
    She wore loose-fitting clothes, nothing like her usual dresses. It was nice to be comfortable, but she knew as soon as she headed east that she would have to change her appearance yet again to something warmer, something less flashy and Centralian. 
 
    “Why should I hold back now? I wouldn’t be in this position if it weren’t for you recruiting me,” Lisa said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be in this position if you hadn’t broken immigration law, let’s not forget that. I know you’re upset, Lisa, but I’ve told you a dozen times now I’m going to do everything I can to help you return to your body, that body right over there…” Nadine gestured to the body with her chin. “I will go to great lengths to help you because I don’t believe you deserve this, and you were very helpful to me, and…” 
 
    “I will be indebted to you in the future. Is that what you meant to say?” 
 
    “Here it is,” Oscar said as he entered the room, the old man shuffling over to Lisa’s actual body. Nadine joined him at the table and helped sit her up. She tilted Lisa’s head back and opened the woman’s lifeless mouth, allowing Oscar to slowly drip some juice down her throat. 
 
    They were very careful about it, allowing the liquid to completely dissolve away before pouring in more. It took a few more minutes for them to pour all the juice Oscar had brought, then a few more for Lisa’s spectral form to flare up, evidence that it was actually working. 
 
    “We have other options in the East,” Nadine assured Lisa. “Exemplars who can return nutrients to someone’s body. Now, these aren’t healers like the ones I told you about, but they should be able to help us until we can reattach your forms.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lisa said quietly, now focused on her feet, wriggling her toes. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “A day from now,” said Oscar. “It’ll take us that long to get transportation in order. Unfortunately, we can’t just teleport there; we’re going to have to go for the border. Plus, we need to see if this Roman fellow is interested in going,” he said, glancing to Nadine. 
 
    “You’re going with us?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Me?” Oscar laughed until he was hoarse. “Absolutely not. I’m much too old to get involved in something like this. But I’ll be here if and when you return.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen: Missing 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Roman rushed to put his clothing on, swiping Celia aside when she came to help them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she cried. Coma was beside her, also getting dressed quickly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roman told Celia. “I just need to go now—now!” 
 
    “Why is he so loud?” Casper asked. The tiny doll stood in the doorway, her hair a mess and her cat ears crooked. 
 
    “I can’t deal with this right now,” Roman said, waving his hand at Casper. 
 
    “Wait!” the tiny doll started to say, but the life came out of her in an instant and she fell to the ground, where she clipped her shoulder and landed sideways. 
 
    “Celia, grab Casper and take her back to the living room. Sit her on the couch. I want you to sit on the couch next to her. I need all the power I can get right now. Coma?” 
 
    “Almost ready, Roman.” 
 
    “This is all so terrible, all so terrible!” Celia said, still topless and in her panties. She moved to the living room with her head bent forward, just about the saddest look Roman had ever seen plastered across her face. 
 
    With the doll in her hand, Celia set it on the couch and went to grab some of her clothing, which was strewn over one of the armchairs. 
 
    “I wish I could cry,” she said, sniffing. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” said Roman, “and I will handle this.” 
 
    “I want to go with you. Don’t just take Coma; you can take me too.” 
 
    Roman showed her his power dial. The red bar was nearly at the top, even though he only had two of them animated now, and the green bar had risen past the halfway point. 
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    “I am incredibly stressed out right now,” he said as he pulled his jacket on, buttoning the front two buttons. “So no, just one person can come.” 
 
    Roman thought back to the mental message he had just received that had practically catapulted him out of bed—the same message that now had him whipped into this frenzy. “I’m afraid I could push myself over the limit if I take on too much, so just Coma, just in case it’s…” 
 
    Roman and Coma exchanged glances. She knew exactly what he was thinking, and he knew that she knew because he would have thought the same thing. 
 
    “But I want to be helpful,” Celia said in a soft voice. 
 
    “You are helpful. You are the most helpful, so kind, sweet, and beautiful—just please stay here for now and relax, because you really have no other choice. I have to do this.” Roman took a deep breath in. “I have to go there now.” 
 
    He looked over to see Coma in one of Celia’s exemplar outfits, just in case things got out of hand. 
 
    His eyes shut, Roman mentally ordered a teleporter and gave his location. 
 
    “Thank you, Celia,” he said as he took the rest of her power and turned to Coma, pressing some of it into her. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Stronger,” the masked doll said, tensing her fists. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is a trap or not, so we have to both be ready. We also have to both be as relaxed about this as possible when we are around the director. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” said Coma. 
 
    Roman slapped his cheek a little bit, shook his hands out and loosened up his shoulders. He brought his hands in prayer position in front of his face just as the teleporter appeared. 
 
    He barely noticed what the teleporter looked like, only that it was a woman, and as soon as Coma and Roman got in the place, they were gone in a flash, appearing at their destination in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The teleporter vanished again, no words exchanged. 
 
    Roman practically kicked down the door; it took incredible restraint not to use all his power to rip the walls open. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Martin, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay. The authorities will figure out what happened,” said the funeral director, the little man taking in Roman and Coma with wide open eyes. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Roman asked, gasping for air as if there were no oxygen in the room. “What happened to my wife?” 
 
    “I… Just follow me,” the funeral director said with a short nod. He led Roman into the back room, the same room he’d been in yesterday to see Celia’s body. 
 
    Nothing was out of place—that was the first thing that struck him. 
 
    There wasn’t a hole in the wall or crater in the ground, or anything to indicate someone had been here. 
 
    But there was a body missing from the coffin at the side of the room, and that body belonged to his deceased wife. Roman reached for the funeral director and grabbed him by the front of his shirt, pulling him in until they were eye to eye. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Martin!” 
 
    “I’m only going to ask you once,” Roman said, gritting his teeth. “Where the hell is she!? Who did you let in here!?” 
 
    “No one!” the director said, gasping for air as he looked at the masked woman with Roman and saw that her fists were at the ready, awaiting some type of ambush. “I sleep upstairs,” he said. “I would have heard someone enter the room, and teleporters can’t port into these spaces, which is why you had to appear outside. Please let me down! The walls of all funeral homes are made out of an anti-teleportation material, same thing they use in prisons to prevent people from…” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Please, Mr. Martin, let me down!” 
 
    Roman realized then he was lifting the man and the corners of the room were starting to turn inward, forming spears. He dropped the funeral director and the room flashed back to normal, the funeral director not noticing the trembling walls as he stared into Roman’s orange, hate-filled eyes. 
 
    “How could this have happened?” Roman finally asked. 
 
    “It has never happened before, I swear, and the authorities will be here soon to investigate. Please get ahold of yourself, Mr. Martin. I would never allow desecration of the corpse, or for her body to be removed under any condition. I’ve been in this business my entire life. My family started this business—my grandfather. Please.” 
 
    Roman turned away from the man, suddenly feeling ashamed he’d lost his temper. It was clear the funeral director had nothing to do with the disappearance of his wife’s corpse, his conviction evident on his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” Roman said. “I took Celia’s death quite hard… I haven’t processed it correctly… I shouldn’t have done that.” He looked over to Coma to see her investigating the room, touching the walls and the floor in search of any sign an exemplar had been here. 
 
    “Cancel the authorities,” Roman said, steeling himself. 
 
    “Cancel them? They’ve already been informed, but it’s not their top priority because the…” 
 
    “Because what?” 
 
    “Because she was already dead,” the funeral director said in a low voice. 
 
    “Cancel them. There is someone else I can talk to about this, someone else who may be able to do something.” 
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    Roman paced back and forth in front of the funeral parlor. 
 
    He hardly noticed the gray clouds above, the moisture in the air, the wet street or the few drops that had started to fall from the sky. 
 
    “Come on, Nadine,” he whispered, knowing full well he was being impatient. 
 
    He’d only messaged her a minute ago; even with the speed of telepathically transferred messages, there was usually some lag time. If she had any outgoing messages encrypted, which she almost certainly did, it may take even longer. Plus it was early. 
 
    “We’ll find who did this,” said Coma, her voice unwavering. The black-haired doll with the red eyes held a newspaper over her head to protect herself from the light rain. 
 
    Roman didn’t know where she’d gotten it, but a cursory look around told him she’d picked it up on a covered bench outside the parlor, where a few issues sat in a heap. 
 
    Roman noticed a picture of Mister Fist on the front page, the big man holding a water boiler over his head, his black mask covering the fact that he likely had a big grin on his face. Roman would have had one; being a strongman had its advantages, and being one with an additional elemental power was even better. 
 
    A message came in, and Roman grimaced as it played out in his head: Good Morning, Mr. Martin. This is Dante from HR. I wanted to see if you could stop by the immigration office to fill out some additional paperwork regarding Mrs. Martin. Unfortunately, I’m unable to have a teleporter deliver this paperwork because I have to witness its signing. Please stop by my office tomorrow at your convenience, at or around noon. I have you on my calendar now. Let me know if you have any additional questions. 
 
    “This fucking guy,” Roman grumbled. 
 
    “Which guy?” asked Coma, the newspaper over her head getting soggier by the minute. 
 
    “HR guy. I can’t wait until I don’t have to put up with this shit. Of all days. And he asks me to stop by at my convenience but gives me the time he wants me to visit. Whatever. I’ll sign the stuff and then rejoin you, wherever we are tomorrow.” 
 
    Another message came to Roman, this one from Nadine: Hey, we can meet now, actually. I have something I’d like to discuss with you too. Can I send a teleporter? Reply with your location. 
 
    Roman looked up at the funeral home: Willard Funeral Services, he thought back to Nadine. 
 
    “Teleporter should be here any minute.” 
 
    Coma nodded. “Hopefully Nadine can help.” 
 
    Lightning crackled in the sky above and a cold breeze blew past, making Roman wish he’d worn a warmer jacket. It wasn’t long after that a teleporter appeared, a female who couldn’t be over the age of twenty. She wore a short plastic raincoat and a pair of matching rain boots, black with yellow polka dots. 
 
    She smiled at Roman and without her moving closer to him, Roman, Coma and the teleporter simply faded away. Their bodies reformed in a room lit by… 
 
    A person? 
 
    Roman took a second look at Lisa and recalled her situation (especially now that he saw her lifeless body lying on the table). The shell of an exemplar was quiet as Nadine greeted him. 
 
    Nadine sat at a table in the corner of the room, going over a stack of documents. She wore casual clothing—the first time Roman had seen her in such garb—but she still looked stylish, as beautiful as the first time he’d spotted her at the immigration office. 
 
    “You first,” Nadine said as she looked up at him. 
 
    “Me first?” 
 
    “Please, sit.” 
 
    Roman did so, Coma standing by his side. 
 
    “You mean you’d like me to tell you why I contacted you before you discuss whatever it is you want to discuss with me?” Roman asked. 
 
    Nadine took off her reading glasses and offered him a genuine smile. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I received a message from the funeral director early this morning saying my wife was missing. I checked it out. There are no signs of disruption at all in the room, the walls are intact, the area is impervious to teleporters. Someone stole her.” 
 
    Nadine raised an eyebrow. “Someone stole your wife’s corpse?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m hoping that you—I mean, the East—may have some way to check a crime scene. There are some exemplars with psychometry, as you’re well aware. Others can see traces of energies that have come and gone from a place. I don’t know any, and I figured you’d know.” 
 
    Nadine closed the packet of paper before her. “Well then, it looks like we can arrange something, because I’m also in need of your assistance. What are your thoughts on a little vacation?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen: Reciprocity 
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    “I can’t come to class today,” Roman told Ava. It was early afternoon now, and he’d tried to cancel via mental message, but she had refused to let him, demanding that he meet her for a late lunch. 
 
    “You’ve already told me that,” she said as she closed her menu. Coma sat next to Roman, still in her borrowed superhero getup. They hadn’t gone home yet, Roman not able to face the home he had once shared with Celia, and part of him was happy Ava had strongarmed him into meeting for lunch. “What happened?” 
 
    “I have an H-Anon meeting tonight,” he began. “After that, I think I’m just going to go home and think about some things. And I’m going out of town tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    The fiery exemplar looked down at her feet, offering a small view of her cleavage. She reached forward and picked up a small, fluffy white dog named Bonbon. She had already introduced Roman to the dog, and his only thought was that it was delicate and cute but useless against an intruder—not that someone with the ability to burn down an entire block needed the protection of a guard dog. 
 
    “Yes, and I should be back in a few days.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask where you’re going?” 
 
    “I have some things to attend to in eastern Centralia. Some family.” 
 
    “Do you hear that, Bonbon? Roman has family in eastern Centralia,” Ava told her dog. “He never mentioned that before. And I don’t remember reading it in his record, do you?” 
 
    The dog barked, a high-pitched squeak. 
 
    “Can I hold it?” Coma asked. 
 
    Ava looked from Roman to the animated sex doll. “You know what? Sure. You can hold her; just be careful.” 
 
    She handed Coma the dog, which Coma carefully brought down into her lap. Bonbon was a lapdog, so she was used to being held and didn’t struggle at all. 
 
    “Well, you need training regardless of your vacation plans, so if you’re not coming today, you’ll need to come tomorrow before you leave.” 
 
    Roman picked his menu up again out of habit, just to give himself something to focus on as he got his thoughts in order. “Sure, I can come in the morning before I go to work.” 
 
    “I thought you had the week off,” Ava said as the waitress approached. 
 
    “I have to go in to do something for HR, no big deal.” 
 
    “I see. I’ll have my usual,” Ava told the waitress, a short woman with a mousy face and curled hair. “He’ll have my usual too.” 
 
    “I will?” Roman asked her, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Trust me, this place has the best soup and sandwiches. You trust me, right?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have what she’s having.” 
 
    “And for you, ma’am?” the waitress asked Coma. 
 
    “I already ate,” said the doll, her soft hands lightly scratching behind Bonbon’s floppy ear. 
 
    “Why do I feel like you aren’t telling me something?” Ava asked after the waitress left. 
 
    “Believe me, I’m telling you as much as I’m able.” 
 
    She laughed. “You know, with a power like yours, there are many things you could do that I wouldn’t know about. Hell, you might even have more aspects to your power than you’ve let on.” 
 
    “I’ve told you everything about it now, including that I can modify paper,” Roman reminded her. “You’ve tested the rest; you’ve seen what I can do.” 
 
    “Moving on.” Ava finally took a long sip of carbonated water from a wine glass. “I thought more about what it would take for you to be on an exemplar team—you know, the same type Mister Fist is on. With heavy training, and also an internship, it may take upwards of two years. That said, you could start the internship during the training process, which is a route many take. However, I get the feeling you don’t want to wait two years.” 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t tell by looking at you, Roman,” she said, raising her wine glass to him. “You are a strikingly handsome man, and you’ve kept yourself quite fit, which is one of the common issues when non-exemplars become exemplars.” 
 
    “But most non-exemplars, if not all, do have a heightened condition already,” he said, recalling Sam’s sniffing power. Roman hadn’t really processed what the guy had done, and usually it wasn’t the power of smell with non-exemplars so much as a slightly heightened agility. 
 
    “Compared to what?” Ava asked. 
 
    “You know, I never actually thought about that part. Maybe it’s just something non-exemplars tell each other to make us feel more valuable.” 
 
    “It’s understandable, and there is evidence to suggest non-exemplars truly do live up to their other name, half-powereds,” said Ava, “but not everyone’s slightly enhanced ability has to do with physical strength, like your little friend in the H-Anon group.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t consider that guy my friend, but I guess it boils down to a simple truism: everyone wants to be something they’re not, even if they’ve achieved exactly what they want to be. Does that make sense? Because it’s what I’ve noticed.” Roman took a sip from his own water, gritting his teeth as he thought of his wife’s stolen body returned to him. 
 
    Whatever it takes, he thought as he carefully set his glass down, aware of the fact that focusing on it any harder would likely animate it. 
 
    In a way, Roman was blessed by how quickly he had adapted to his power. He’d heard of other exemplars and their struggles through puberty with the blossoming of their powers, but Roman had experienced none of this. Sure, there had been a few growing pains, but he felt like he had better control over his power as each day progressed. 
 
    “You see, that’s the face that worries me,” Ava said. 
 
    “What face?” 
 
    “You went from relatively happy to a cold glare in the time it took for you to set a glass down.” 
 
    “Things have happened, things I have to deal with, and that’s all I’d like to say about that. Now, you made it sound like you had another suggestion for a possible path to public service…” 
 
    “Ah yes,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “You may prove beneficial to a rapid response team, and remember, a lot of these people are thought of as heroes as well. They’re not on a team that technically goes around fighting exemplars who have turned criminal, but they do sometimes encounter them, and they’re the people who truly keep the city safe. You know, it’s a myth, all this hero nonsense, people flying around and lifting things and saving others. The people truly saving others are the first responders, public defendants.” 
 
    Roman thought of the newspaper picture he’d seen earlier, Mister Fist rescuing someone by lifting a water boiler. Could it really have been just a PR stunt? 
 
    “And I’m sure you’re thinking of some of the pictures you’ve seen in the papers and the tabloids, but take it from me, and I hate saying it like this…” Ava cleared her throat. “A lot of that stuff is staged. In real hero work, the type that some of the most famous exemplars take part in, the work is less saving and more killing, to be as frank as possible.” 
 
    “They save people too.” 
 
    “That’s true, but they kill a lot more, and not all these people are the criminals they’re after. Some of them…” 
 
    “Here’s your bread,” the waitress said as she set the basket on the table. “And your rosemary garlic dipping sauce.” 
 
    “Some of them what?” Roman asked after she left. 
 
    “I’m sure you know this from working for the government already in your role as an immigration advisor, but not everything is black and white. Not everything is as simple as it seems. I don’t want to go into it any more than you want to go into what’s actually on your mind right now. So, how about we change subjects?” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Roman said. Bonbon barked and Coma lifted her into the air, bringing the dog’s face close to hers and smiling. 
 
    Ava smirked. “So you’re off the hook for tonight, but tomorrow morning I want to see you bright and early. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “Sure, I believe I can.” 
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    “I am not a super-powered individual. I am not an exemplar. I have never had a superpower. I am not a hero, nor will I ever be a hero. I am not a superhero. I am half-powered. I will always be half-powered. I am a non-exemplar. There is nothing about me that is extraordinary. I am not a hero. I am not a superhero. I am half-powered. I will always be half-powered. I am a non-exemplar.” 
 
    Roman said the mantra along with the others. Ironic, sure, but there had been a time in the recent past when Roman hadn’t felt the sting of irony in his life. As soon as he’d finished reciting the twisted mantra, Roman received a message from Harper letting him know she’d be working tonight and that she’d love to catch up. 
 
    I’ll come by if I can, he finally thought back to her as Bill, the H-Anon sponsor, took the stand. Harper, the waitress he’d met the night Nadine had stood him up, continued to be patient with him. 
 
    Roman appreciated that. 
 
    “Thank you, everyone. I want to remind all of you that pledges are due at the end of the month, and I will personally read each of your pledges and follow up with you on them. Plus more volunteer work, and no groaning, Sam. It’s important to remember who we are, and who we’re not,” said Bill. “That doesn’t mean we aren’t powerful in our own way, but as per the Centralian government regulations and Title XII, it’s important for non-exemplars to recognize they do not share the same powers as some of their peers. This does not make them lesser; it only makes them different.” 
 
    Roman sighed. 
 
    It’d been a hell of a day already, but now that Coma was back at his apartment with the others, he had an urge to go out, to let his hair down. Sometimes he felt like he was married to the dolls, and even though they put no pressure on him to entertain them, he felt guilty when he left them behind. 
 
    He’d thought more about having sex with them, the urge to relieve the pressure, literally, making itself known all day. This was a part of himself Roman tried not to overanalyze. Deep down he knew it was an animal instinct making itself known, that his desire for sex was tied to his desire to forget, which was also tied to his desire to move forward, to let everything hit him at once and suffer the consequences later. 
 
    A funny way to think about sex, but that was why he tried not to dig too deeply into his inner nature. 
 
    For Roman, it was better for him to understand himself on a surface level. And as Bill spoke, he wondered what it would be like to have sex with one of the dolls—if it would feel the same, if he would enjoy it the same. 
 
    There was no telling. Well, there wasn’t until he actually gave it a shot. 
 
    Roman cracked his knuckles, ready to cut through his inner monologue. 
 
    He thought about the funeral director, how scared the poor man had looked. It made guilt swell in his chest; Roman wasn’t the type to intimidate innocent people. 
 
    But with his wife gone, stolen… 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    The more he dwelled on it, the worse it felt. Better to distract himself. Better to see Harper after this and just forget about his problems for the night. 
 
    Besides, as Nadine said, he was in for a little vacation tomorrow. And he wasn’t stupid enough to think it would be an actual vacation, but he was looking forward to visiting the Eastern Province, a place many had never been. 
 
    It would be nice to get out of the endless city that was Centralia for a few days. 
 
    “…so that’s what I want to say about all that. And I just want to remind every one of you that I’m proud of your progress and tell you that all of you are doing a great job in recovery,” Bill said. “This isn’t easy, and you have each other to lean on for support. Remember that. Look around this room and remember there are others like you, that we’re all in this together.” 
 
    Sam, the thin non-exemplar who claimed to have a heightened sense of smell, sneezed. He wiped his hand on the front of his pants, gave Roman a toothy grin, and returned his focus to Bill. Sitting next to him was a woman Roman hadn’t seen before, a tall lady with a pair of tiger-ear headbands. 
 
    “Now, who would like to speak today? I see a lot of regulars out there—well, aside from you,” Bill said to a person at the back of the room. 
 
    Roman turned to see that Paris had entered. The dark-haired woman wore a pencil skirt and a complimentary purple scarf, with extra makeup on her face likely covering bruises suffered in their battle. She was professional to the very end, not even glancing at Roman as she made her way to the podium. 
 
    Paris cleared her throat and started the mantra. Others joined in, and once she’d finished, she introduced herself. 
 
    “Hello, everyone. My name is Paris.” 
 
    “Hello, Paris,” everyone, including Roman, said. 
 
    “So my story begins in the southern part of Centralia, and I have to say this is my first time telling it, so it might not be a very long story. Is that okay, Mr. Bill?” she asked, batting her eyes over at him. 
 
    “Please, just Bill,” the big man said, nodding his head. “And the act of just getting up here to speak is good enough.” 
 
    Paris started a fake story that impressed even Roman, and by the end of it, he found himself actually believing the lies slipping through her red lips. 
 
    She had charmed everyone with her life as a nurse who thought she had a healing power, and how she’d caused the death of a patient by trying to heal him with her hands rather than an agreed-upon blood transfusion. 
 
    Paris didn’t get a standing ovation or anything, but people were impressed as she left the stage and took a seat next to Roman. 
 
    “Can we talk outside after this?” she asked under her breath. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The Heroes Anonymous meeting continued for some time, the woman with cat ears getting up to say something and Sam sniffing the entire time. Once it was over, Roman quickly made his way outside. 
 
    Paris joined him a few moments later, and even though he knew they’d formed an alliance, he bristled as she approached. 
 
    Roman glanced down at his power dial and noticed he had plenty of juice, just in case he needed to do something drastic. 
 
    Better safe than sorry, he thought as he stared the Western spy down. 
 
    “Relax,” Paris told him, sweeping some of her dark hair out of her face. “If I wanted to attack you, I would have done so already.” 
 
    “It’s not that…” 
 
    “I get it—old habits die hard, right? It’s probably smarter for both of us to be on guard when we’re around each other. After all, how do I know you aren’t planning to attack me?” She moved a step closer to him, her shadow growing in size. 
 
    “I, I mean, we don’t know that.” Roman cleared his throat. “That was quite a show you put on back there, by the way. Is that what you came here for, or do you have information?” 
 
    “Straight to the point, huh? Well, to answer your question, I haven’t been able to gather much. The last two days have been rough, and I’ve been recovering, no thanks to you,” she said as her eyes narrowed on him. “I’ve also had pressure from the West; they aren’t too happy with how things turned out. My actions led to the death of one of our trusted enforcers, I nearly died in our fight, and there’s more.” 
 
    “Oh?” Roman asked, recalling that Nadine had been kidnapped by Paris. He didn’t know how Nadine had been rescued—nor did Nadine, for that matter—but it had definitely been out of sheer luck. 
 
    “But I’m not going to get into that.” Paris crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall, relaxing some. Roman still didn’t let his guard down; even if she seemed at ease, her power was based on elasticity, meaning she could spring into action in an instant. 
 
    “Then why stop by?” 
 
    “I just wanted to check in with you in person, to let you know I’m still interested in and actively pursuing our healer situation. There is only one left, and the people in the West are in desperate need.” 
 
    “I’m aware, and I will be looking into something in the East about this shortly.” 
 
    Paris took a step back. “You’re traveling?” 
 
    “I am. I’ve uncovered some information through some connections I have in the immigration office that Easterners are being taken from their land and imprisoned here, only to be released later. There’s reason to believe there may be more healers and Centralia is actively looking for them in the region I plan to visit. But right now, it’s just a lead. Nothing is set in stone.” 
 
    They both turned to see Bill exit the building. 
 
    “Bill,” Roman said as the big man approached. 
 
    “You know, we never talked about your little performance two days ago,” Bill started to say. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I expect better from you, Roman, and I hope you will be able to speak at the next meeting.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ll be on a little mini vacation for the next meeting. But I will, uh, speak at the next one after that.” 
 
    The big man took a deep breath in and stretched his arms wide. “I hope you’re not getting into too much trouble,” he finally said. 
 
    “He’s not,” Paris assured Bill. “Actually, he was giving me recommendations for coffee shops in the city center. There’s an art class I want to take on 35th Street, but the timing doesn’t work with my schedule, so I was thinking of hitting up a coffee shop before the class starts.” 
 
    “Well, enjoy your future art class, and your coffee. Roman, we’ll talk soon.” With that, Bill turned away just as a teleporter appeared, greeted him, and vanished with the H-Anon leader. 
 
    “He seems loving,” Paris said after he was gone. 
 
    “More like overbearing. Talk about a guy who has a past. Though, I still can’t get a read on him. I haven’t been able to get much at all, which is strange considering he’s the leader of this chapter.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s worth looking into,” Paris said in a tone that made Roman feel uneasy. 
 
    “Maybe. But we have bigger issues right now.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m surprised you aren’t with your dolls…” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “It’s too bad; they sure are beautiful, and the masked one was a lot more powerful than I thought she would be.” 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    “You should properly introduce me sometime.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s necessary,” Roman said. The alley suddenly seemed darker, like some of the light had been stripped from it. A cursory glance up and Roman saw that a cloud had moved in front of the moon. 
 
    “Look, I know we have a past. But for now, we are working towards the same goal,” Paris said, “and I’m not going to do anything to you or pull any big stunts. You have to trust me on that.” 
 
    “Trust a spy?” A small grin parted the corners of Roman’s lips. 
 
    Being asked to trust a spy was the ultimate irony, considering his recent life choices. He already trusted one, and from what he could tell thus far, Nadine was genuine. But Paris was something else entirely, a woman he would have to keep his eye on at all times whenever they were around each other. 
 
    It was too bad, too, because her elastic nature would have proved for some interesting… 
 
    Roman grimaced, secretly ashamed that his mind had jumped to sex from keeping his eyes on the surroundings. 
 
    He was glad when Paris continued speaking, putting a knife in the unnatural silence that stretched between them. 
 
    “Well, Roman, it’s been nice, really. Please let me know what you uncover in the East, and by the time you get back, I may have some information that will help both of us. I don’t know. These things take time, and I may have to recruit more assets. Without Ian around,” she said, “I have a lot less muscle. Not that I can’t fend for myself. Do you feel that?” 
 
    Roman suddenly felt a prick at the side of his neck. He slowly reached his hand up to find a blade. One glance down and he saw that Paris’s hand had stretched to the ground and curled its way behind Roman, where it had lifted into the air to hold a dagger at his neck. 
 
    “I get it,” he told her. 
 
    “If I had wanted you dead, I would have killed you just now,” she said in an almost seductive voice. “But I don’t want you dead, Roman, so relax a little when you’re around me.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen: A Much-Needed Distraction 
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    Roman saw Harper almost as soon as he entered the bar. She was finishing up her shift, hunched over a barstool going through a few receipts. 
 
    She didn’t see him when he entered, and for a moment, he admired the short-haired brunette with her long neck and beautiful proportions to her body, from her shapely ass to her calf muscles. She sensed him before he could fully approach and turned, a genuine smile taking shape on her face. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d make it,” she said as she stuffed the receipts into the front of her apron. 
 
    “I personally wanted to thank you for the box of chocolates you had teleported to my home.” 
 
    She smirked. “You came all the way here to thank me for chocolates?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Did you eat any?” 
 
    “I’m saving them for a rainy day.” 
 
    Harper hopped off the barstool and lifted her hands in the air, wrapping them around Roman’s neck. She stopped and held his gaze for a moment, her eyes wide apart, her face completely unique. Then she moved into kissing. 
 
    Roman didn’t quite expect this to be how she greeted him, but he wasn’t complaining, and it was nice to feel wanted. 
 
    Especially after a day like today. 
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll have that one drink, the blue one you talked me into last time.” 
 
    “You mean the Bobby Banger?” Harper said as she turned to the bartender. 
 
    “How the hell did it get a name like that?” 
 
    “A regular named Bobby would get the drink and then go to the bathroom and bang a hole in the wall. At least that’s what the bartender told me.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take that.” 
 
    While the bartender made the drink, Harper leaned on the bar, using her elbows to prop herself up. She gave Roman a look that made him feel wanted, desired. 
 
    And he felt the same for her, or at least he thought he did. 
 
    The truth was, Roman had been through so much over the past week and a half that he knew, even as he took his drink from the bar and threw it back, that what he was doing now wasn’t the answer. 
 
    Not with his plan to change his ways, the dolls at home, his wife’s body missing… 
 
    But it felt right. Or at the very least, it felt like a good way to forget his troubles for the time being. 
 
    There wasn’t much conversation. 
 
    They both knew what he had come to do, and while there was some flirting and small talk, Harper stayed clear of the reason for Roman’s recent silence, and he didn’t ask her too much about anything she could potentially be going through as well. 
 
    It was simpler that way, an unwritten rule between them, and Roman appreciated the fact that she was cool with it. 
 
    He would tell her everything one day, and that would be the day Harper stopped giving him the smile she was currently giving him. But it was a risk he’d have to take. 
 
    It was an hour later now, and they were standing at the door of her apartment. 
 
    Harper shared the apartment with another waitress that she said was still at work as she let Roman in. 
 
    “Not a bad place,” he told her, giving her home a quick scan. Concrete floors, red barstools, a single long, low red couch, and a coffee table covered in open textbooks and paper that gave the place a college vibe. 
 
    “You’re a student, right?” 
 
    “I thought we’d already been over that,” she told him. 
 
    “Yeah, I was just joking.” 
 
    She dropped her hand into his and led him to the couch. Taking control, as she had done the first time they’d made love, she playfully shoved Roman onto the couch and hopped into his lap, straddling him. 
 
    “You know, you really shouldn’t leave a girl waiting like you did,” she said with a pouty look on her face. 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “Especially one like me.” 
 
    He placed his hands on her ass, and from there lifted up her skirt to run them against her bare skin, his fingers lightly flitting against the fabric of her thong. 
 
    “What do you mean a girl like you?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid to admit I get pretty horny,” she said. “It’s who I am.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be afraid to admit that; there’s nothing wrong with it.” 
 
    “Are you the same as me?” she asked, placing the palms of her hands on his chest. 
 
    Harper began rocking her body back and forth, rubbing her pelvis against the front of his pants. She bit her lip and looked down at him. “I should be mad at you,” she said as she wrapped her hand around his throat. 
 
    “Mad enough to kill me?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She squeezed, putting just a small amount of pressure on his neck. 
 
    Roman smiled at her, daring her to try. 
 
    He knew she wouldn’t do it, and with the power he now possessed, any attempt to kill him wouldn’t work out in her favor. This thought sparked the image of Paris in the alley, her arm limped to the side as she held a dagger at his neck, lightly pricking it against his skin. 
 
    “What’s this?” Harper asked, almost as if reading his mind. “You have a cut here.” 
 
    “Cut myself while shaving,” he said. 
 
    “You shave all the way to the side of your neck?” 
 
    “It was an accident,” he told her, not at all flinching at the fact that she was still pseudo-choking him. 
 
    “Did you come here just to fuck me tonight?” 
 
    “Not originally, but when I saw you at the bar, I knew that…” 
 
    “You knew what?” 
 
    “That I had to have you.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Harper said as she dropped her hand, laughing. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a way with words?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. No one has told me anything of the sort; most people tell me I don’t speak enough, and that I have a dark sense of humor.” 
 
    “Well, do you?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “How should we do this tonight?” she said, changing the subject as she removed her hand from his neck. “I’m all for foreplay, but it’s been a little while since we’ve been together alone. You know, that was the first time I’d been with another woman, but I’m guessing you already figured that out by now.” 
 
    Roman recalled the sort of threesome he’d had with Harper and Coma that first night at his apartment. Harper had definitely seemed experienced, and was not shy at all about who she was or what she wanted. 
 
    She started moving her hips again, this time in a circular position. “You can handle me,” she whispered. 
 
    “I can sure as hell try.” 
 
    Harper grabbed one of his hands and brought it up to her mouth. She acted like she was about to put his finger in her mouth, then stopped just as it touched her lip. Instead, she kissed his finger and guided his hand down to her right breast. 
 
    She thrust her body forward, peering down at him. Roman felt the couch tremble and realized it was his own ability, that he had lost control. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. “That shake?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Let’s move somewhere more comfortable.” 
 
    “Get on the floor,” she ordered. 
 
    Roman lay down on the cold concrete floor, not sure what Harper was planning to do. She was already up and moving about the apartment, grabbing things as he lay there between the couch and the coffee table. 
 
    “Move the coffee table,” she said, standing before him with a white rug tucked under her arm and a small box in her other hand. 
 
    “What’s in the box?” Roman asked as he moved the coffee table all the way and she laid the rug down. 
 
    It was a white fur rug, possibly made from one of the beasts in the South, or maybe it was a faux fur. It didn’t matter; all Roman knew was that when he lay down on it, it was cool and comfortable, with a light coconut scent. 
 
    Harper dropped her skirt and took off her top, so she was in her bra and panties. She unclipped her bra and tossed it on the pile of her clothing. 
 
    “You keep lying down before I can give you the next instruction,” she said with a giggle. “Get up and take all your clothes off. I want you to lie on your stomach.” 
 
    It was moments like this when Roman wished he could use his powers in front of non-exemplars. Had he been able to, he could’ve simply animated all his clothing and zipped it right off his body. Instead, he had to stand to get out of his shoes, his pants, his jacket, his buttoned shirt, his socks, and finally his underwear. 
 
    “I can’t really lie down with this,” he said, looking down at his erection. 
 
    “Do the best you can.” 
 
    Roman got on his hands and knees and lay on the floor as best he could, using his knees to prop him up some, to give his erection room. In the end, he had his ass raised in the air, his arms stretched out next to his cheeks, and his knees and the tops of his feet lying flat. 
 
    He was glad he’d had a drink, because it was a strange pose to be in. But he felt relaxed as Harper began smoothing a lightly scented oil over his lower back and down his buttocks, where she quickly grabbed hold of his penis from behind and began stroking it up and down. 
 
    “That feels great,” he said, even though the rest of his body was in an awkward position. 
 
    “You like that?” Harper asked as she began massaging his ass cheeks again. From there she moved to his thighs, then to his calves, and then to his heels. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” he asked. 
 
    “How am I supposed to give you a proper massage if I don’t focus on all parts of your body?” 
 
    “I’m all for massage, but…” 
 
    Harper laughed as she moved back up his legs and grabbed his cock again, slowly rubbing her thumbs against his testicles. How Roman had ended up in this situation was beyond him, and once she stopped and slapped him on the ass two times telling him to flip over, Roman was already on the verge of orgasm, ready to release all the pressure he’d built up over the last several days. 
 
    But Harper was using her own superpower, teasing him to prolong the sexual tension. 
 
    She re-positioned herself and crouched over his chest with her back facing him, her vagina a few inches away from his face. She scooted, and he parted his arms to allow space for her knees. 
 
    Harper began massaging his thighs again. 
 
    Moving her thong aside, he started licking Harper, doing his best not to moan too loudly once she took his member in her mouth, going at it for a moment before returning to her light massage. 
 
    By the time he was finished, she was dripping wet, and Roman got the sense that it was time for him to take over. 
 
    With his hands on her hips, he slid her forward so she could mount him, still facing away, her ass moving back and forth as they found their rhythm, their breaths matched, both lost in the carnal act. 
 
    Harper kept one hand on the ground for leverage and put her other finger in her mouth, looking over her shoulder at Roman as he slid in and out of her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen: Emotional Support 
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    It was weird to see herself this way. 
 
    Standing before a mirror, Nadine turned to the side, placing her hand along the scar that ran down the length of her body. She wore pants, which was unusual for her, but she’d yet to put on the long blouse she would wear on their journey to the East. The collarless garment was emerald green, the same color as the Eastern Province flag. 
 
    While not very revealing, it did allow for ample pockets where Nadine would store some of the weapons she liked to carry. They were high-tech affairs, things she only wore on outings. 
 
    Oscar had already put in a request for a new man-made exemplar-granting piece of jewelry, but the approval hadn’t come through yet, and she knew this had something to do with her having lost the Zero Ring. 
 
    Still naked from the waist up, Nadine turned, noticing the difference in the side that didn’t have the scar. She would be dead without that ring, which had activated just in time to prevent the man with arms that could morph into blades from cutting any deeper into her flesh. 
 
    And now the ring was lost, maybe stolen by Paris for all Nadine knew. 
 
    She hoped they would give her another ring; it was one of the more useful items for a non-exemplar to have, but she also knew they distributed this type of jewelry with a purpose, and the Eastern authorities treated losing it as a social faux pas, a badge of shame even. 
 
    Nadine’s focus returned to the scar, the one given to her at the start of her career. 
 
    She remembered collapsing next to her attacker as he bled out, his power gone, her bleeding out alongside him, pushing herself back up and ignoring the pain… 
 
    But she was here now, standing before the mirror, and he was dead. 
 
    Nadine adjusted her bra, a black number that allowed for pretty good movement. From there, she slipped into her emerald blouse and stepped out of the room. She found Lisa Painstake across the hall, pacing in a circle. 
 
    “We’re leaving in a few hours,” Nadine reminded her. 
 
    “Why are there three coffins?” Lisa nodded at the coffins that now sat in the center of the room. 
 
    “One is for your physical body, and the other two are for Roman’s acquaintances.” 
 
    Because of the light shining off Lisa’s face, Nadine couldn’t quite read her expression, but she could tell her last statement had taken the young woman by shock. 
 
    “Are they in the same condition as me?” she finally asked. 
 
    “In a way, but Roman will bring them back to life once we’ve crossed the border. Roman has the power to animate inanimate objects. I told you he had a power, I just didn’t elaborate on it. I have paperwork for the three of us, yours being a medical visa, but it would be hard to get paperwork for his acquaintances.” 
 
    “How did you find this guy again?” 
 
    “He found me, in a way. Actually, I used to work with him. From what I can tell, he sort of had a crush on me,” Nadine said as she brought her blond hair into a tight ponytail. 
 
    “And he didn’t know you were a spy?” 
 
    “Nope. We worked in separate departments, though. He was an immigration advisor, and I worked, as you know, in the Immigration Inspection for Fast Travel Powers Department, which is how we met.” 
 
    Lisa turned away. “How could I forget? I come in with an immigration problem and I leave as an asset.” 
 
    Nadine took a step closer to the young woman and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know this isn’t an ideal situation, but I am doing my best to get you out of it. So just cooperate with what we’re trying to do today, and we will be in the East in no time. We’ll have to take a train, as you know, so expect people to be looking at you. Luckily, in your current form, it’s impossible to know what your face actually looks like, which made replicating a passport a lot easier.” 
 
    “And the bodies?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Those don’t need passports; the soldiers who check us will pay little attention to the coffins, and if they do, the two dolls are on top, and they will know exactly what they are.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty: Advancements and Limitations 
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    Roman was running a little late for his training session the next morning, but he wanted to do something special for Harper before he left her home. 
 
    Cliché as it was, the troubled immigration administrator ordered breakfast and a dozen roses via a mental message to a teleporting service, then waited patiently in her living room for the service to arrive. 
 
    Roman was startled when Harper’s roommate came out of her bedroom and went straight to the kitchen, where she poured a glass of water from a pitcher filled with lemons. She was cute like Harper, a bit shorter, with wide hips and the bottoms of her ass cheeks peeking out of a pair of running shorts. 
 
    “I don’t recognize you,” she said as she poured the water, not making eye contact with Roman. Her black hair was a mess, and it looked like she’d simply run her hand through it before stepping out of her bedroom. 
 
    “I’m Roman,” he told her, aware he was sitting on her red couch in his boxers with his shirt off. 
 
    “So you’re the one she’s been talking about.” Harper’s roommate finished her glass of water. “Hmph. I guess you are kind of handsome, much better looking than the last guy she was with. Not that looks matter. Well, I guess they do matter, but we try as a society to not let them matter. But they do.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “She said you were the silent type. I can see it now,” she said as she filled up another glass of water. 
 
    “You seem thirsty.” 
 
    “She did say you were observant, but I suppose that could describe anyone with orange eyes. Anyway, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I didn’t get your name,” Roman called after her. 
 
    Harper’s roommate turned back to her bedroom, stopping at the exit point of the living room and looking over at Roman. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    A portly teleporter appeared a few seconds later, the roses in his hand with a small box that contained breakfast pastries and two cups of coffee. 
 
    “Where would you like me to place this?” the teleporter asked. 
 
    “On the coffee table; I’ll take the flowers.” 
 
    Once the man was gone, Roman entered Harper’s bedroom to find her sleeping on her side, topless, a peaceful smile on her face. 
 
    “Harper, hey,” Roman said as he gently pressed her shoulder. She blinked her eyes open as the scent and grand gesture of the roses made their presence known. 
 
    “You didn’t have to…” Harper sat up, took the roses from him, and smelled them. 
 
    “I brought breakfast and coffee for you and your roommate as well,” Roman said as he started to get into his pants. “I have to go, and I’ll be away for a few days.” 
 
    “You’re going somewhere?” she asked, concern flitting across her face. “Or are you just going to ignore me for a few days…” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t say or do anything wrong,” Roman told her. “I have to go to, um, eastern Centralia to investigate something.” 
 
    “Investigate? I thought you were an immigration advisor.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a little side work. Don’t worry about it. You can send me messages, and I’ll send you messages as well. And I’ll let you know when I get back.” 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roman said as he started putting his shirt on. “But hopefully just a few days.” 
 
    Harper smelled the roses again and leveled a curious stare at Roman. “You know, I always get the feeling you’re hiding some big secret from me…” 
 
    “You don’t need to feel that way,” he said, buttoning his shirt. 
 
    “Does that mean you aren’t hiding a big secret from me?” 
 
    Roman sighed as he took in the beautiful woman and wished he could stay just a moment longer, but he was already running late. “I will tell you everything at a later date,” he finally said, “and I think some of it will surprise you. I guess that’s what I’m trying to say: there is a reason I behave the way I do, and I don’t want you involved.” 
 
    “Look at you,” she laughed. “You talk like you’re some sort of spy, or secret government operative.” 
 
    “Harper, you really are great, and I enjoy every moment I spend with you.” Roman offered her his hand and helped her off the bed, where he brought her into his arms. 
 
    “I have morning breath…” she started to say. 
 
    “So do I. We’ll just keep our lips shut,” he said as he went in to kiss her. 
 
    “Who brought breakfast? Oh, I know,” Harper’s roommate called out from the hallway. 
 
    “She sort of grilled me this morning,” Roman began to say. 
 
    “Sarah can be like that—you know, a little protective. But we’ve been friends for a long time, and it’s a tough world out there for a non-exemplar.” 
 
    Roman nodded. “It really is.” 
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    “I’m sorry I didn’t come home last night,” Roman said as soon as he appeared via teleporter in his living room. Celia sat on the couch, ready to go, her arms crossed over her chest. Next to her was masked Coma, who seemed less annoyed. 
 
    “About time you showed up,” said Casper, who sat on the armrest with one leg crossed over the other. “I was starting to think you’d abandoned us. Then again, we were still alive, and I’m pretty sure when you abandon us we cease to exist.” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you; I just saw a friend last night.” 
 
    “Who?” Celia asked. 
 
    “Harper.” 
 
    “Interesting story, and this is a female friend?” tiny Casper asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve been meaning to catch up. Look, the three of us are about to go on a trip to the East, so let’s get packed up quickly, meet with Ava, finish what we need to finish at HR, and get on the move.” 
 
    Casper looked over to Coma. “Seems like he’s deflecting…” 
 
    “Do you really want details?” Roman asked as he turned to his bedroom. 
 
    “That would be helpful,” Casper called after him. 
 
    Celia joined Roman moments later while he was folding some clothing and placing it in an overnight bag. 
 
    “Did you pack all your stuff?” he asked her. “I don’t see any of it packed.” 
 
    “I have two outfits,” she reminded him, her hand lightly grazing against his arm. 
 
    “Yeah, we need to go shopping, I know. I should have taken you three out last night—well, maybe not Casper. But she’ll be full-sized soon.” 
 
    “That should be interesting.” 
 
    “It could be trouble.” 
 
    Celia turned to Roman and hugged him. He naturally placed his hand on the back of her head and held her even closer to his chest. “Don’t leave for so long next time,” she whispered. 
 
    This last statement nearly brought Roman to his knees; he’d heard the real Celia say the same thing after one of his late-night bouts. He’d ended up spending the night at a friend’s that night, mostly due to his injuries. 
 
    He should have listened to her. 
 
    All the distraction Roman had brought into his life over the last day came to a standstill. He wanted to stay patient; after all, Nadine said it would take a few days for her source to look into the disappearance of his wife’s body. Yet another part of him wanted to spring into action, the scorched-earth tactic, even though he didn’t know who the culprit was. 
 
    And who could it possibly be in the first place? 
 
    Aside from Paris, he had no enemies he could think of, and Paris had formed an alliance with him based on mutual interest—shaky, but she could have killed him yesterday with her little knife action. Why go through all the trouble to kidnap a corpse? 
 
    Someone was out to get Roman, or the very least, to get to him. 
 
    He had a feeling it would be a while before he found out who it was, but whenever that happened, he needed to be ready. 
 
    “Hurry, we’re already late,” he told Celia, but the comment was aimed at himself. 
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    “So that’s what I want you to do,” Ava told Roman as he stood before her. “It’s time we enhance your control over more delicate objects.” 
 
    Roman looked at the panes of glass before him, panes held erect by wooden structures. He was in his training gear, Coma next to him, also decked out. Celia and Casper sat in a chair to Ava’s left, the tiny doll perched on Celia’s shoulder. 
 
    He had brought Celia along so she could take part in the training too, but Ava insisted he just focus on training with Coma, at least for now. 
 
    Celia was ready to go, however, in her gray athletic outfit that hugged her body tightly. And after he finished working with the glass Ava had presented to him, he planned to use her for the next task. 
 
    Roman hadn't used his powers solely on glass before, but there had been glass in the fight against Ian and Paris—at least he thought there had been, and, well, in the training fight against Mister Fist—so he figured it couldn’t be that hard to manipulate. 
 
    His hand barely lifted, Roman instantly shattered the first pane of glass, sending the tiny shards to the floor. 
 
    “Not what I asked you to do,” Ava reminded him. The beautiful redhead took a step closer to Roman and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s easy to destroy, but I want you to take it to the next level.” 
 
    “Destroy and reform,” he mumbled. 
 
    Roman’s first attempt was on the shattered glass. 
 
    He tried to raise it from the ground and reform the shards into their initial form, but he couldn’t get the surface smoothness right, and it definitely wasn’t transparent by the time he gave up. 
 
    “Try the next one,” said Ava, “and this time, take your power from the other two and see if you can reform it before it hits the ground.” 
 
    Roman nodded, visualizing exactly what she meant. Celia’s head bent forward and he heard Casper fall into the doll’s lap, both of them suddenly lifeless. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Roman shattered the glass and pressed the pieces back into the main form. It didn’t work quite the way he’d envisioned, and it definitely wasn’t as fluid or smooth as he would have liked. 
 
    It did look better than his first attempt, and after Ava examined it, running her hand along the face of the glass, she stepped away and told him to try again. 
 
    Instead, Roman attempted to animate the third pane of glass, forming a female face in its surface, envisioning his wife as he did so. 
 
    His eyes clenched shut, Roman poured everything he could remember about her face into the pane of glass, breathing deeply as he did so, until Ava shouted for him to stop. 
 
    “What?” Roman asked, opening his eyes. 
 
    Formed out of the glass before them now was the bust and face of a woman, her chest moving up and down as she breathed. Roman gulped, turning from Ava’s shocked face back to the bust and shattering it immediately, leaving the shards on the ground. 
 
    “So I can do that as well,” he whispered. 
 
    “That was… unsettling, to say the least. Did it transmit anything to you?” Ava asked as she stepped to the fourth pane of glass. 
 
    “Nothing. Why?” 
 
    “How cool would it be if the creations you gave life to were able to relate what they were seeing to you? With a power like that, you’d be able to gather intel as good as any of the spies running around Centralia.” 
 
    “Spies?” Roman gulped. 
 
    “What? You think people aren’t spying on us, and we’re not spying on them?” Ava laughed. “You’re naive, Roman, but that’s one thing I like about you. You’re genuine in that way.” 
 
    Roman glanced from Ava to Coma, whose red eyes carried a hint of irony in them. 
 
    “Yeah,” he finally said to Ava, “I guess you’re right. There probably are spies. Sadly, my power doesn’t work that way, at least not yet. I could send someone incredibly small to gather intel, though…” 
 
    Ava glanced over to the tiny doll lying on Celia’s lap. “Not a bad idea. You plan to keep her after the full-sized model arrives?” 
 
    “Thinking about it. I imagine she may come in handy in two different sizes.” 
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    “Roman, I want you to meet William Bottorf,” said Ava, “who is also on the same exemplar team as Mister Fist.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Roman told the man, who wore Centralian city camo, gray and covered in black lines laid out in a crosshatch pattern. A black visor covered the majority of William’s face, hiding his true identity. He was a thin man, taller than Roman, and he held a pair of batons. “Also, shouldn’t you have a codename?” 
 
    “It is my codename, and nice to meet you as well,” said William as his form began to split, a replica taking shape next to him. In a flash there were twenty replicas—the fastest replicator Roman had ever seen in person. 
 
    Type II, Class C, he thought as he returned life to Casper and Celia. 
 
    The smaller doll started complaining almost immediately, berating Roman for deanimating her before she could get into position. Celia lifted Casper (even as she complained), gently sat her on the arm rest, and stood, smoothing her hands over the front of her athletic gear. 
 
    She pulled her red hair into a ponytail and joined Roman, her purple eyes focused on the replicator. 
 
    “Good call,” Ava said as she stepped between Roman and William Bottorf’s clones. 
 
    “This next task is going to see you trying to deal with multiple enemies, so use your dolls accordingly and no, you can’t borrow any fire.” 
 
    “He can wield elements too?” William asked. 
 
    “Yes. The only thing he hasn’t been able to wield yet is air, but maybe that will be a power that comes later. Who knows?” 
 
    Celia dropped her fists to her sides as Roman pulled some of the concrete from the floor, forming a thick pair of boxing gloves for her. 
 
    It struck him as odd that the gym was always repaired after their bouts, and he wondered if Centralia had a duplicator in its employ. 
 
    Likely, he thought as he turned his attention to his masked doll. 
 
    For Coma, Roman looked up to the ceiling, recalling there was a water pipe hidden beneath the concrete. Feeling his chest expand, he crumbled the wall and found the pipe, cracked it open and grabbed hold of the gushing water, bringing it to Coma. 
 
    Casper fell lifeless as Roman imbued Coma with the power to manipulate the water. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ava asked Roman, nodding to his power dial. 
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    He checked it to see where he was; the green bar that he still didn’t quite understand was more than halfway full and the red bar was at least at the seventy-five percent mark, a lot higher than Roman would have liked. 
 
    “Remember, red is dead,” she started to tell him. 
 
    “And green? It doesn’t seem to correspond with what you originally told me about the bars. It seems to change at random, or maybe it is an extension, in a way, of the red bar.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the tech guy about it,” Ava said as she moved to the sideline. “It’s not our tech, after all.” 
 
    “From the East?” he asked his teacher. 
 
    “Yes, used for elementalists whose power is tied to their well-being.” 
 
    “Are we going to talk tech or are we going to spar?” William asked, another few clones forming behind him. “Because we’re ready.” 
 
    And that was all that needed to be said. 
 
    Coma pushed a gust of water toward the clones, more from the ruptured pipe fueling her power. 
 
    Celia wasn’t the best fighter, which was why Roman shouted at her to protect him while he tried to figure out which one was the real William, a task he knew would be nearly impossible. 
 
    That was the thing about good replicators—they were impossibly hard to take down because the good ones weren’t stupid enough to expose their main power holder. William could be any number of the clones moving around, trying to get a hit in with their baton; and Roman didn’t for an instant expect that the exemplar would do something like use his replicas to protect his main form, thus exposing himself. 
 
    The man was clearly too experienced for that. 
 
    And this meant Roman and his dolls had to try and take every one of them down, treating each clone as if it were the original. 
 
    Celia met the face of one of the clones, blood flying out of the guy’s open mouth. 
 
    The dolls knew the stipulation of all the fights they participated in, and Roman was surprised to see Celia had struck him so hard. 
 
    “Careful!” he reminded her, as he ripped the floor up and tossed several of William’s clones into the air, their batons clinking against the ground. He immediately flattened the batons into pancakes, rendering them useless. 
 
    But William was better with his heavy black batons than Roman had anticipated, and as some of his clones began maneuvering through sharp spikes of cement Roman had lifted from the ground, others began tossing their batons, more clones taking shape, Roman barely able to pull a wall up to stop their advance. 
 
    A burst of water cut down some of the clones, taking their feet out from beneath them. 
 
    Do they feel pain? Roman thought, his eyes on his power dial as he used one of the flattened batons to ensnare a clone. 
 
    He watched as Celia jumped from one of the ledges he’d created and caught one of William’s clones in the air, driving him to the ground with her fist. He was proud to see her fighting so hard, impressed as hell with the effort she was giving even though she was surrounded. 
 
    There are too many of them, he thought as a clone made it over his wall and engaged Roman. The clone swung the baton, just barely missing Roman, who lifted a fist from the ground to knock the man back with an uppercut. 
 
    More appeared, an overwhelming number now descending upon him. 
 
    Coma was surrounded as well, fighting them off as best she could with spurts of water. Roman’s power dial was flashing now, clones closing in. 
 
    His heart was racing, his fingers trembling as he raised his hand to do something about the clones who had made it past his barrier and surrounded him. 
 
    A baton struck him in the knee. 
 
    “Fuck!” Roman shouted as he hit the floor, his hands wrapping around his knee as the pain spread over him. 
 
    “Death strike,” said William, who now stood over him ready to finish the job. Instead, he dropped his hand to Roman and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “My knee…” Roman said. 
 
    “At least it isn’t broken,” William offered. 
 
    “It’s definitely bruised.” 
 
    As William walked back over to his side, Coma allowed Roman to lean on her shoulder for a moment and catch his breath. Her eyes were still locked on William as the thin, blond man’s replicas began to merge back into one. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to win, you know,” Ava said as she sidestepped Celia. 
 
    Roman was already hobbling over to the doll named after his wife, who’d been assaulted by the troupe of William’s replicants. He brought Celia into his arms, and as he ran his hand over her body, her eyes opened, and the parts of her body that had been caved in by the batons returned to their original form. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Coma asked, crouching before the two. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Celia. Her hand came to Roman’s cheek. “Did you get injured?” 
 
    “Just my knee. It’s fine. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Ava cleared her throat. “Um, like I was saying, I didn’t expect you to win. William is a trained fighter who has spent years and years of his life studying the proper usage of his replicas.” 
 
    “Decades,” the exemplar added. 
 
    “Aware,” Roman said, barely able to make eye contact with either of them. 
 
    He didn’t like losing, even with the severe disadvantage he had against a trained exemplar. Part of him wanted to truly test his powers; part of him wondered if he could have won had he been able to inflict lethal damage. 
 
    After all, he wasn’t supposed to be able to beat someone like Ian Turlock, yet he’d used the man’s own body against him. If Roman were to meet an enemy replicator in a real-life scenario, would he have enough power to do the same? Would he be able to truly harness his environment to put an end to the duplicator before he or she could clone himself? 
 
    Maybe that was the biggest flaw in Ava’s training method: the situations weren’t real enough, and nothing was truly at stake. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One: Just Another Day at the Office 
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    The looks on their faces. 
 
    That was something Kevin would never forget as he, Obsidian and Turquoise appeared in the middle of his former place of work. 
 
    The money Kevin had borrowed from his brother had easily afforded Scarlett’s services. She was the same teleporter who had helped Kevin and the cat girls flee from Paris’s warehouse, and like the cat girls, she seemed to have little regard for the lives of others. 
 
    This was evident as she began flashing away, gathering immigration officials who were trying to escape. 
 
    As she caught them, Scarlett returned them to the space before Kevin, where Obsidian stood ready, her claws extended as she either corralled people or intoxicated them, depending on how well they followed Kevin’s directions. Kevin stood with his hands on his hips in his exemplar-ish outfit, ignoring the pleas from those who had once known him. 
 
    “Kevin!” Phil Pott shouted. “What the holy fuck are you doing? Please… don’t kill us!” 
 
    Obsidian had been close to clawing Phil, but she stopped when Kevin nodded her over to another man, the one who had yelled for Kevin to jump when he’d been standing on the rooftop. 
 
    Turquoise scrambled across the tops of the cubicle walls to meet Coco, the office’s security apparatus. Kevin knew Coco would prove troublesome, which was why he’d entrusted Turquoise with his power-negating ring. 
 
    He saw a few blasts of pink energy light up the right side of the room. Kevin’s stomach twisted into a knot for a moment with the unsettling feeling that Turquoise had been bested, a feeling that rapidly faded away once he saw the fit cat girl dragging Coco in their direction. 
 
    Coco’s arm was bleeding out where Turquoise had bit her. The powerful woman had fallen relatively quickly in Kevin’s opinion, but the shock of suddenly losing her power because of the ring had likely aided in getting her to her current state. 
 
    Turquoise dropped her to the ground, causing a high-pitched yelp from Phil Pott. 
 
    Security was down, just a few more to round up. 
 
    As Obsidian hissed and continued to stop people from leaving the space in front of Kevin, Turquoise slinked over to the former immigration advisor, where she wrapped her hand in his, much to the discomfort of his former colleagues. 
 
    Kevin ignored them as she quietly transferred the ring back to his finger. His hand fell to her lower back and from there, her ass. 
 
    Turquoise’s ears twitched, and she careened her head to the right. 
 
    “Go get them,” Kevin whispered, then watched in admiration as the odd exemplar from the West, wearing clothing that matched his, sprang from a desk to the cubicle wall again, dropping on all fours to begin her pursuit, leaping from cubicle wall to cubicle wall. 
 
    Obsidian continued corralling, making sure no one got away. Kevin didn’t think Coco was completely dead, but the guy who’d laughingly told him to jump from the roof so many days ago lay on his side, his eyes rolled back in his head, dead to the fucking world. 
 
    And for a second—a brief second—Kevin started to regret what he was about to do. But he also knew this was the course he was taking with his life, and there truly was no turning back now. 
 
    No regrets, no time for remorse. 
 
    So it was with great gusto that he pointed at the ten to twelve people now huddled before him and asked a simple question. “Where is Selina?” 
 
    A few swallowed hard; others just looked down at their knees, sobbing. 
 
    “Well?” Kevin asked, focusing on Phil, who seemed the most likely to talk. 
 
    “She’s… she’s on a retreat or something,” Phil finally said. He sniffed and continued. “Roman reported her to HR, everyone knows, and they sent her off on a retreat.” 
 
    Kevin’s face turned white. His entire reason for being here was to extract revenge on Selina, and now… 
 
    “Where’s Roman?” 
 
    “HR, last I saw him,” said the receptionist known as Tara. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Turquoise said, dropping to her haunches. 
 
    “No, I mean to say he went to HR last wee—” Tara’s speech was cut short when Obsidian clubbed her in the back of the head with a fist. 
 
    “She talks too much,” she hissed, and Kevin simply nodded, even though he secretly liked Tara.  
 
    “I can go in her place,” Scarlett the teleporter started to say, but by this point, Turquoise was already racing toward the exit. 
 
    “Let her go,” Kevin said. “She’ll be just as effective.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two: Moving on Up 
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    “And sign there, and there—oh, and initial here. Good,” Dante said as Roman finished filling out the paperwork. “I do appreciate you coming in during your week of grievance. I hope getting out of your home has been a breath of fresh air for you.” 
 
    “Who said I’ve been at home the entire time?” Roman asked. 
 
    “Well, I assumed that’s where you had been. And the funeral? How is that coming along?” 
 
    Roman bit his lip. No funeral had been planned, as per Celia’s wishes, but the mere word had triggered a flash of anger inside him, anger directed at the person who had taken her body from the funeral parlor. 
 
    It was still hard for Roman to wrap his mind around this, to think that someone would do something so vile. 
 
    And who? 
 
    That remained the proverbial question at the back of Roman’s mind as he’d taken a trolley from the gym to his office, as he’d left the dolls outside near the pond, and as he’d made his way up to HR with the hopes of not being seen by any of his coworkers. 
 
    They were a few floors up, anyway, and he’d timed it just right to avoid all of them completely. 
 
    “I may be taking a few more days off,” Roman said. “For, um, funeral proceedings.” 
 
    “That is what this week has been for,” Dante reminded him as he shuffled some papers. There was a mess of paper clips on Dante’s desk, and Roman had the notion to animate them and put them in order, but he knew better than to act on these impulses. 
 
    “You’re right, and thanks for reminding me. Regardless, I’ll be back sometime next week. I don’t know exactly when, but I just wanted to give you a head’s up.” 
 
    “That’s not how this works, Mr. Martin,” Dante said, his shoulders tensing. 
 
    Roman caught some movement out of the corner of his eye. It was incredibly fast, and before Roman could swivel around, a petite woman with turquoise hair and cat ears had leapt onto the edge of Dante’s cubicle, where she was now peering down at the two men. 
 
    “Are you Roman?” she asked, tilting her head to the side, her slit eyes slightly dilated. 
 
    Dante screamed out, kicked back from his desk, and tried to crawl beneath it. While Roman was startled, he was also interested to see what the woman had to say. 
 
    To be safe—and he knew they’d hate that he did this—Roman took the power from two of three of his dolls, leaving only Coma. They were all at the pond near the admin building, after all. Even if Celia had been standing, Coma would help her to the bench. 
 
    He knew she would do this because it was precisely what he would do. 
 
    “Roman?” she asked again. 
 
    “I am Roman,” he said, his orange eyes narrowing on the cat girl. “And you picked the wrong guy to fuck with.” 
 
    The partition she was perched on moved up and bent backward, sending the cat girl straight to the floor, where it doubled down on her like a wave, expanding until its breaking point as it wrapped around her body. 
 
    The turquoise-haired cat girl cried out, her claws digging into the carpet as she scrambled to free herself. 
 
    “What did you just do?” Dante asked, peeking around the corner of his desk. 
 
    Roman grimaced, deciding to ignore the HR rep for now as he focused on dealing with the cat girl and the sinking suspicion moving through him. 
 
    “You took her,” Roman said, his fists curling. “You took Celia!” 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you,” the cat girl hissed, even though Roman already had her pinned. 
 
    “Not if I kill you first.” Roman lifted his hand, curling the partition up and slamming the cat girl through the ceiling, where he breached the floor above them. Debris and dust fell as Roman slammed her through another ceiling, the floor and ceiling now taking an active part in driving her upward as she cried out in pain. 
 
    And even though he could have left at that moment, forcing Dante to wonder what the hell had happened, Roman had to see this to the very end. Regardless of what happened next. 
 
    The floor beneath him trembled as it formed a small base, which moved up to the hole he’d just created in the ceiling as he widened it some. 
 
    Roman began his ascent.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three: Pink or Orange 
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    Kevin jumped back as the floor to his right gave way, kicking up debris and dust as a large pillar brought Turquoise back to the advisor floor. 
 
    The pillar, the top of which was wrapped around the woman, began to unravel as Turquoise fell out, cracked her head on the corner of a desk, and hit the ground with a loud and sudden umph. 
 
    “Turquoise!” Kevin shouted, his hands reaching out for her. Scarlett appeared next to him and grabbed his shoulder, and then the two vanished. 
 
    They reappeared in the dingy apartment Kevin and the girls had been staying in. Kevin all but losing it as he pointed his finger and screamed, “Why!? Why did you take me back here!? Fuck! Fuck!” 
 
    “It was the plan,” Scarlett said, her throat quivering. 
 
    “Not my plan!” 
 
    “Turquoise said if anything happened to get you first. Relax, dammit. I have to go back for them now!” 
 
    Kevin’s beating heart nearly burst from his chest as she disappeared, leaving him alone in the apartment. He placed his thumb on his ring, realizing if he’d just been faster, he could have stopped Scarlett from taking him away from the action. 
 
    His next thoughts fell to Turquoise. 
 
    What the hell could have formed a pillar out of building materials and slammed her through the floors, creating a sinkhole in the process? He paced for a moment, his mind launching into his knowledge of exemplars and Centralia’s poor power classification. 
 
    Kevin knew that the way Centralia classified exemplars, with its five types and seven classes, did little to truly describe an exemplar’s power. 
 
    It was a simplified option, something created for general classification, and while Kevin would have personally classified whatever had hit Turquoise as a Type I or II, he knew there were more nuances. It could be something stranger than he could ever anticipate. 
 
    Something from the Western Province, maybe. Something that defied Centralia’s classification system—this was the only thing he could come up with at the time. 
 
    Kevin was finding it hard to breathe. As his mind fired off thoughts, stupid thoughts, about classifications, his lungs barely able to function, his heart felt like it was seconds away from exploding. His limbs started to feel numb, the act of standing becoming harder and harder to manage. 
 
    Where… 
 
    Are… 
 
    They… 
 
    And with that last word, Scarlett flashed into the room, Turquoise flung over her shoulder and Obsidian next to her, the teleporter’s chest heaving up and down as she took in large gulps of air. 
 
    Kevin’s knees started to buckle as he saw Turquoise in her battered and bruised state. Even as Scarlett laid her down on the chaise, Kevin was already calculating his next move, barely able to get the next words out. 
 
    “We need a healer…” he muttered. 
 
    And there were only a couple of people Kevin knew who were aware of the healing situation in Centralia. One was his brother, and the other was Paris, the spy actively working to thwart the Centralian government. Ian Turlock knew as well, but Kevin didn’t want to deal with that sick fucker. 
 
    “We need a healer,” he said again, his words becoming clearer as he took in Turquoise’s form. Obsidian moved to his side, her tail lightly flitting against his arm. 
 
    “Did you see who did this?” he asked. 
 
    “He was masked,” Obsidian said, her face filled with worry. 
 
    “What kind of mask?” 
 
    “A stiff one made of concrete,” Scarlett the teleporter said. “He had white hair, though, if that helps any. Orange eyes.” 
 
    “No, they were pink,” Obsidian said. 
 
    Scarlett nodded, still breathing hard. “Somewhere in that color range. Pink or orange.” 
 
    “We’ll find him,” Kevin growled, “and kill him for doing this. For now, we need a healer.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four: Defying All Odds 
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    Roman pulled some of the concrete to his face as he moved up through the floors. It was grainy, but it would give him some disguise, and while he didn’t like the feeling of the stuff against his skin, his power somehow made it work in a way that wasn’t too rigid. 
 
    He knew what he was doing could cost him dearly, but the fact that the cat woman had attacked him meant there may be other assailants in the building, and as much as Roman hated the place, he didn’t want to see any of his coworkers die. 
 
    Crumbs of building falling all around him, Roman arrived at the floor where he’d deposited the cat girl. 
 
    Are you serious? he thought as it dawned on him that this was his floor, his cubicle just fifteen or twenty feet away. 
 
    Roman had acted with such haste that he hadn’t paid attention to where he was depositing the woman, and he regretted this instantly as he saw his officemates huddled in the center of the room, the office cubicle walls decimated, Coco lying face down and another cat girl, this one with black hair, about to come his way. 
 
    The black-haired cat girl launched into the air. 
 
    Roman used a piece of the ceiling to swipe her aside, slamming her into the far wall. She was back on her feet in moments, advancing toward Roman on all fours. 
 
    Suddenly, a teleporter flashed in front of the black-haired cat girl, the other cat girl already thrown over the teleporter’s shoulder, and the three of them vanished, leaving Roman standing on a small platform he’d created wearing a mask made of concrete. 
 
    Rather than look at his coworkers, knowing they’d recognize him, Roman turned to the windows on the left. 
 
    His feet moved at the pace of his thoughts as he ran toward the window. 
 
    Roman only had one shot at this, something he was well aware of as he covered his face with his arm and threw himself into the glass, flinging his body out. 
 
    Free falling. 
 
    His arms now extended, the wind whipped all around him. Roman’s mask dropped away, the glass peeling from the side of the building in pursuit of his falling body. 
 
    He tried to form a sort of slide, but his form instantly smashed through it, causing his body to tumble. 
 
    Realizing death was imminent if he didn’t do something soon, and not failing to notice his power dial flashing even though he was nearing the ground, Roman flicked his wrist toward the building’s glass, calling more to him. 
 
    A giant, hand-like structure wrapped around him. 
 
    He felt a tug as the glass pulled back, the feeling of his stomach moving forward nearly forcing him to let go of his control. 
 
    But Roman wasn’t going to die this way. 
 
    Focusing with all his might, he began to slow his descent as the glass fist that had wrapped around him took over, smoothing his ride to the ground, more peeling off the side of the building to add girth and strength to the object he’d formed. 
 
    Defying all odds, Roman was safely deposited in front of the administration building. 
 
    As soon as he stumbled away, his stomach still reeling, all the glass he’d pulled from the outer walls shattered, leaving a fine mist of sparkling shards in the air.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five: A Message from Harper 
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    Hazrat watched as the hooded woman melted Roman’s door away. It was just the three of them and… 
 
    Her. 
 
    Hazrat shuddered for what had to be the fifteenth time since he’d seen the hooded woman animate Roman’s wife’s body. 
 
    While Hazrat missed his own wife dearly, he was glad she was still dead and not the living corpse that now stood to his right, with just about the evilest look in her now-blackened eyes that he’d ever seen. 
 
    She wore a spare set of robes that hung loosely from her body, her skin pale, strands of red hair hanging in her face. 
 
    “Celia” was what the hooded woman had called Roman’s wife, and Celia hadn’t said anything aside from an initial gasp when she’d reawoken. 
 
    Unsettling. 
 
    The hooded woman, who had finally told Hazrat to call her Margo, was powerful beyond his wildest dreams. With his background, and some of the crowd he’d run with in the Southern Alliance, Hazrat was familiar with powerful exemplars. 
 
    But he’d never encountered anything like Margo. 
 
    Thus far, he’d witnessed her take over any structure or material with ease, a god-like power if he’d ever seen one, and through reanimating the red man and Celia, she also appeared to hold sway over their thoughts and behaviors. 
 
    Unsettling to say the least. 
 
    Which was why Hazrat, a proud Southern man from a powerful family, had so easily fallen in line behind her, persuaded and intoxicated by her power, afraid of what she could do if he protested, and fueled by revenge. One thing was certain in his mind: Roman had killed Hazrat’s wife, and he’d pretty much ruined his life by having Hazrat jailed. 
 
    For now, Hazrat would focus on this fact. He could figure out how to rid himself of Margo later, after this objective was accomplished. 
 
    But she can’t manage shadows, Hazrat reminded himself as they entered Roman’s apartment. And while she could theoretically stop his heart by piercing it with his ribs, he may be able to knife her with a shadow before her power could take hold, both of them killing each other. 
 
    That was an option, after all, but Hazrat hoped not to let it get to that. 
 
    He preferred to stay alive—not in Centralia, but back in his home country, where he could eventually remarry and start a family, never forgetting Nova, his slain wife. 
 
    Hazrat glanced at the corners of Roman’s apartment. 
 
    It felt reassuring to know there were weapons at his disposal, and as he looked to the shadows, he could feel them expanding, breathing even, ready to come to his aid if need be. 
 
    “He’s clearly not here,” Margo finally said, her back to Hazrat. 
 
    One of the drawers in the kitchen sprang open. Two forks leapt out, flipped in the air and landed on the ground. They hopped along the floor as they swept through the place, using their pronged ends when necessary to look in and under objects. 
 
    Hazrat watched as Margo orchestrated this. 
 
    As usual, he couldn’t quite make out her face, but he got the sense she was grinning as it all took place. Movement behind him caused Hazrat to turn and find Ian standing guard in the doorway, his black eyes reminding Hazrat just how dead he was. 
 
    Does she remember? Hazrat thought as he looked left to see Celia pacing near the window, her hand lightly touching the windowsill. 
 
    The dead woman wore an expressionless mask, her cheeks twitching ever so slightly as she made her way across the room. One of the forks cut through the room and back to the kitchen, where it stabbed into a box of chocolates Hazrat hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “Ah,” Margo said as she approached the chocolates. “We have a gift.” 
 
    The note pinned to the box lifted off its top surface, then curled into a cylinder and rolled to Margo’s feet. The hooded woman bent forward to retrieve the message, nodding as she read it. 
 
    “A message from a woman named Harper,” she finally said. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six: New Actors 
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    You could lose your power over this. 
 
    Roman paced back and forth in front of his three dolls, all of whom sat on the bench. He knew exemplars would be at the immigration office within minutes, but he was far enough away from it now that he could see how things shook out before teleporting away. 
 
    His first order of business had been to message Ava. Now he had to convince her to intervene. 
 
    Only one person saw me, he thought back to her, a man named Dante who works in HR. I used the building materials to make a mask after that. 
 
    Are you sure it was only one person? came her response. Because if that is the case, I may have someone I can send there right now, but I’ll need to know within the next minute or so. This person has high enough clearance that they’ll be able to speak to Dante before he is properly interviewed by authorities. If you’re sure it was only one person, I’ll arrange teleportation now. 
 
    Roman nodded. Of his three dolls, only Celia seemed concerned. Coma looked alert as ever, and Casper had crawled into Celia’s lap to take a nap, her blond hair covering her face and the cat-ear headband she wore. 
 
    I’m sure, Roman thought back to her. 
 
    Then it is done. This Dante fellow will be visited by a teleporter and the most powerful telepath I know within the next minute. This is the one favor I’m able to grant you, Roman, and it reflects poorly on your progress if you’re already showcasing your ability. 
 
    I was attacked, and they were attacking my coworkers. I think one was dead, at least one. Roman thought back to her. Someone was trying to take my entire department hostage, or so it seemed. Add this to the fact that my wife’s fucking corpse has been stolen, and you’ll see why I acted. 
 
    Which is why I’m not going to report this incident. Also, you didn’t tell me about your wife. 
 
    You didn’t ask. 
 
    Ava’s thought came a moment later. Why would I ask about your wife’s dead body? 
 
    Good point. 
 
    And I’m sorry to hear her corpse was taken. I can poke around a little as well; there are telepaths with psychometric abilities, but I don’t know any. 
 
    And the one you’re sending to deal with Dante? 
 
    That’s not his strong suit. He specializes, oddly enough, in memory manipulation. 
 
    Thank you, Ava. 
 
    I will be in touch with you. Be safe on your journey, and we will train even harder when you get back. I want you to think more about joining a rapid response team once your exemplar status is approved. I know you have other wishes, but I think this best suits your abilities. This is still a way off, however, and I’m sorry I can’t approve it sooner. 
 
    Why can’t you? 
 
    A duck lifted out of the pond; it flapped its wings as it resettled somewhere closer to the center. 
 
    As you know, your power is different than the other powers I’ve seen through the Hero Lottery. Of all the students I’ve had, you have the most potential, and I believe it is best for us to see just how powerful we can make you and at the same time, truly understand the limitations of your ability. It’s nothing against you. 
 
    Are you sure you don’t just like training me and having dinner after? Because we can still do that if you approve me… 
 
    It was worth a shot, so Roman went ahead and sent his last statement. Her reply appeared almost instantly. 
 
    Nice try. Keep your head down, and remember, I won’t be able to pull these kinds of strings again. Are you still in the area? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Get out now. 
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    The forms of Roman and his three dolls took shape in the back of a small shop near the train station on 50th Street. Nadine stood there along with Lisa Painstake, the young woman’s body less blinding than it had been the last time Roman had seen her. 
 
    “Get in,” Nadine told Coma as she nodded to a wooden crate. “And you’re late,” she said to Roman. 
 
    “Sorry, I was attacked.” 
 
    Nadine’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Everything is fine now.” 
 
    Roman helped Coma into the first coffin. Once she was in, he placed his hand on her masked face and stared deeply into her red eyes for a moment. 
 
    “It won’t be for very long,” he promised his combat doll. “And if I need you for any reason, I’ll activate your powers. The coffins won’t be locked. You’ll be able to get out.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Roman,” she said as the life left her body. 
 
    Roman moved to Celia, who wore her exemplar outfit that at times seemed impractical. He gently helped her into the coffin, and she went for his hand as soon as she was settled. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she told him, a softness and light warmth to her hand that made Roman feel at ease. 
 
    “I know. This is only temporary.” 
 
    “You don’t have a toy-sized coffin, do you?” Casper asked from her usual place in Roman’s front jacket pocket. 
 
    “You’re staying with me,” he told her as he took the life from Celia. Even though he’d seen it happen multiple times, it was still uncanny to see something go from living to completely dead and motionless in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Good, because I’m kind of claustrophobic. Even this pocket gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Lisa turned to Nadine. “The dolls really are odd,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Nadine simply nodded as she shut Coma’s coffin. Then she moved to Celia’s coffin and did the same, leaving them unlocked as Roman had instructed. 
 
    Casper turned to Lisa. “At least I’m not a glaring bright light.” 
 
    “Casper,” Roman started to say. 
 
    “You aren’t even real,” Lisa reminded her. 
 
    “And you won’t be real unless this Nadine lady figures out what to do with your pretty-much-dead body.” 
 
    Lisa’s form bristled. 
 
    “Let’s play nice,” Nadine reminded everyone as she moved to the entrance of the store. “Otherwise, Roman knows what to do.” 
 
    Rather than respond, Casper let out an exasperated sigh, which she followed with a yawn. “I’m getting tired anyway,” she started to say. 
 
    Why is she always so sleepy? Roman wondered as Nadine instructed the store owner and his assistant to load the three coffins on the train headed East. The men readily obeyed, ignoring the bright beacon of a woman standing near Nadine. 
 
    Roman placed a hand in his pocket and lifted Casper as gently as he could. She was already fast asleep, snoring lightly. 
 
    He knew she carried some of his overtly sexual tendencies, which made him a bit worried as to how she’d be once she was full-sized, but the slight snark and general sleepiness was something Roman really couldn’t place. 
 
    It made him wonder what traits the next doll he animated would take. 
 
    Then again, maybe three is enough, he thought as he pocketed the tiny doll. 
 
    Roman followed Nadine and Lisa out of the store and to the platform. The train was already there, and he turned once to confirm the coffins were indeed being loaded. Once he was sure, he did as Nadine instructed, following the spy through one of the train cars. 
 
    Nadine, who normally wore tight dresses that accented her figure, now wore a flowing emerald-green blouse, a disguise of sorts. She was still beautiful, and with her blond hair up in a bun, Roman remembered how they’d come to know each other in the first place. 
 
    From there, his thoughts moved to Kevin on the rooftop—how Roman had pulled a dick move by choosing that opportunity to flirt with Nadine rather than talk his co-worker down. 
 
    It was too bad what had happened to Kevin Blackbook, and the fact that Roman now had this superpower because of his overweight officemate only made him feel guiltier. 
 
    “Here’s our cabin,” Nadine said, Roman nearly colliding with her. 
 
    “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.” He stepped aside to let Lisa into their private cabin. The bright Type IV, Class C & F took the top bunk on the right, allowing for Roman to take the bottom bunk on the left. Nadine took the bunk next to him, and once their tickets were checked and the door shut, she quickly switched gears. 
 
    “You said you were attacked. What happened?” 
 
    Roman, who had set Casper on the pillow so she could rest, pinched the bridge of his nose as he began his story. “You know Dante in HR?” 
 
    “Bald guy?” Nadine asked. 
 
    “That’s him. I was in his office filling out paperwork when a Type II, Class I-don’t-even-know cat girl with turquoise hair attacked me.” 
 
    Nadine bit her lip. “A cat girl?” 
 
    “I should clarify—she was just about to attack me when I used my power to…” He thought about how he could describe this. “I used the cubicle wall to wrap around her body and slam her into the ground, then through the ceiling from there.” 
 
    “You used your powers in public?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s already been handled, and only Dante saw anyway. I did see some of my other co-workers, Phil and Tara, if those names ring a bell.” 
 
    “From our retreat; I remember.” 
 
    “But by that point I had a mask on. Anyway, I followed her up through the hole I created, where I took on another cat girl, this one with black hair. They all disappeared pretty quickly through the use of a teleporter, and I jumped out the window to escape.” 
 
    “You jumped out the window?” Lisa asked from her perch on the top bunk. “How are you still alive?” 
 
    “I used the glass to form a hand that carried me to the ground. I was fortunate enough for this to work, because it would have been a disaster if it hadn’t.” 
 
    “An understatement,” Nadine finally said. 
 
    “Speaking of which, do two cat girls ring a bell to you?” he asked the Eastern spy. “One with turquoise hair, the other with black?” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “As a matter of fact, they do. Paris had two of them in her employ. Now, I should say, I never actually met them; this was just intel another agent had gathered.” 
 
    “They were affiliated with Paris?” 
 
    “They were, but that doesn’t mean they work for her or anything. From what I gathered, they are freelancers, not really working for any set Western entity.” 
 
    “Shit,” Roman said, running his hand along his chin line. “You think Paris orchestrated the attack?” 
 
    Nadine shook her head. “As much as I dislike the bitch, no, she wouldn’t do something in such a public place. It goes against how Western spies operate. They wouldn’t want to bring attention to themselves in that way.” 
 
    “So it was someone else?” 
 
    “Yes. And maybe, just maybe, that person is the same person who stole your wife’s corpse.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Roman said. 
 
    “Who steals a corpse anyway?” Lisa asked from the top bunk. 
 
    Nadine shrugged as the train started up. “I don’t know. But it looks like there may be a new actor on the scene, and whoever they are, they are willing to go to lengths we’ve never seen before.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven: Have Healer? Will Kill. 
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    “I need a healer,” Kevin told the woman who sat before him, one leg crossed over the other. 
 
    The dark-haired female started to laugh, throwing her head back as she exposed her throat to Kevin. 
 
    “You have some nerve coming back here,” she said, her arms elongating. 
 
    “I’d be careful if I were you,” Kevin told her as his thumb pressed into the notch on the bottom of his ring. “You won’t like what happens next.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Paris asked, her eyes narrowing on Obsidian. The cat girl stood next to Kevin ready to engage if need be. Scarlett the teleporter was behind both of them too, just in case things got out of hand. 
 
    “Turquoise needs your help,” Obsidian blurted out, baring her canines. “She doesn’t deserve this!” 
 
    Paris rolled her eyes and sighed deeply. “Your group was attacked while assaulting a public institution. All of you are as good as dead. The Centralians will hunt you for this, and they already have a lead considering you were trying to kill some of your coworkers, Mr. Blackbook. Healing the other cat girl is the least of your concerns. There’s nothing I can do for you.” 
 
    Red in the face, Kevin took a step closer to Paris, whose arms naturally elongated, ready to move into action. They were on her turf, in her warehouse, but that didn’t matter much to the former administrator. His only thoughts were on Turquoise and rescuing her from certain death. 
 
    “I’m fucking serious,” Kevin seethed, a vein pulsing at the side of his head. “I will fucking kill you if you don’t let me know what you know. Do not test me!” 
 
    “First, I’d step the fuck back if I were you, you fat piece of shit. And threats from a non-exemplar? Regardless of the whores you’ve brought here with you, you do realize how easy it would be for me to end you, right? I will snap your spine,” she said, her voice hardening, “and leave your paralyzed body to the street dogs in Western Centralia. Don’t test you? Please, Mr. Blackbook, I am the test. I suggest you think carefully about what you’re going to say next.” 
 
    Kevin took a deep breath in, steadying his voice. “We can do it together. I want a healer for personal reasons; you want a healer to help the people of the West. Is this not the case? We can do this together, but I need to know what you know.” 
 
    Paris raised an eyebrow at Kevin. Of all the people she’d encountered recently, the look of utter conviction on Kevin’s face had her on edge. Sure, he looked like a fucking idiot in his exemplar clothing, but the maniacal glare he was giving her made her second-guess what she planned to do next. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Blackbook.” 
 
    As Paris’s arms extended, her powers suddenly came to a halt, her arms going limp at her sides. The other exemplars were also affected by whatever had happened, but not Kevin. 
 
    No, the portly middle-aged administrator had already stepped on one of Paris’s loosened arms and instructed his two assistants to grab her. 
 
    Her eyes wide, fear washed over Paris as she tried to break free from their grasp. The Western spy made a last-minute plea to Kevin as he approached. “Please, whatever you’re doing, I’ll help! I’ve changed my mind. I know things. There are other forces at play—please! Forces that are stronger than you. They can help you. I can lead you to them.” 
 
    “Is this information somewhere in your office?” Kevin asked as he took a cursory glance around. 
 
    Paris tried to kick free from her chair, but Obsidian and the teleporter now held both of her arms back, pinning her down. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” she whispered to Kevin as he grabbed a purple scarf from the coat rack. “Think before you do this!” 
 
    “I doubt she left anything sitting out,” Kevin said, a grimace stretching across his face. “But we can search the place after I’m finished.” 
 
    “Wait!” Paris shrieked. She fired off a handful of mental messages as Kevin approached, her last message intended for a Western Province spy named Margo, her handler and her former lover.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight: Double Down 
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    There was a lot Hazrat didn’t know about Margo, the hooded woman he’d found himself working for. 
 
    Hazrat didn’t know Margo was a spy from the West who was an on-and-off-again handler for a now-dead woman named Paris. 
 
    He didn’t know the two had been lovers in the past, that Margo’s current actions were instigated by Paris’s failures, or that the handler had gone out on a limb to make sure Roman Martin paid for what he’d done to Ian Turlock. 
 
    Then there was Margo’s competitive streak, another thing Hazrat couldn’t possibly have known. Upon learning of Roman’s powers, the woman felt threatened, and when Margo felt threatened, she acted. 
 
    And that was yet another thing Hazrat didn’t know about the woman who stood before him, now trembling: she’d been through hell and back in the West during one of Centralia’s proxy wars, she’d been a fucking vampire hunter with dozens of kills under her belt, and after all the mayhem, she’d come out the other end with a nearly unquenchable thirst to extinguish life when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    Life simply didn’t matter to someone who could animate the dead, but if there was one person to test this theory, one person Margo hoped to never see reach the other side, that person was Paris. 
 
    The walls trembled. 
 
    Hazrat mentally reached to the shadows, preparing to provide shelter for himself in case Margo brought the place down. 
 
    “What’s wrong!?” he cried, his heart skipping a beat when the red man and Celia’s corpse collapsed, their arms and legs splayed out. 
 
    “She’s…” Margo swallowed hard and removed her hood. 
 
    Hazrat wasn’t expecting her to be quite as beautiful as she was, at least from what he could see. Her skin was a light shade of peach, one of her eyes blue and the other green. Affixed tightly to the front of her face was a swath of black fabric that stopped just over the tip of her nose, hiding the rest of her features from the bridge of her nose down. 
 
    The other thing that immediately caught his eye was her hair, which was completely white. 
 
    “She’s dead,” Margo finally said. 
 
    “Who’s dead?” 
 
    Margo took a deep breath in, gathering her strength. As she did so, Celia pressed her pale body off the ground, later to be joined by the big red man, whose eyes were black again. 
 
    “Someone close to me, someone murdered by…” 
 
    “By who?” Hazrat asked, taking a step back. 
 
    Since he’d met the woman, he’d seen nothing but intensity. Now, seeing her in a vulnerable state didn’t do what Hazrat would have assumed. No, seeing her this way didn’t make him feel like she was weak—seeing her this way made him even more afraid of her. 
 
    There was something about the way she stood, her hands curled at her sides, his shadows barely able to keep the space from collapsing upon itself. She was vulnerable, sure, but she was also furious, and Hazrat was glad he wasn’t the man or woman she would eventually aim her fury at. 
 
    “Please, Margo, tell me who did this. I implore you.” 
 
    Margo’s hand returned the hood to her head as she said a name Hazrat had become all too familiar with. “Roman Martin. He did this, and he will pay dearly for what he has done.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine: All Lifeless Objects 
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    Roman couldn’t sleep. 
 
    There was nothing unusual about this for him, and he’d gone through bouts of insomnia for most of his life. A decade ago, his insomnia would have been caused by anticipation for the fights he liked to take part in. Roman would have been up the night before, exercising and psyching himself up. 
 
    As a non-exemplar, he hadn’t had a superpower, but he’d still had enhanced strength and stamina, which he’d been able to augment with more calisthenics. 
 
    Over the last few days, his insomnia had been caused by the fever dreams of Celia, the strange plateau they would find themselves on awash in the moonlight, flowers wavering in the wind, stars galaxies away. 
 
    The twilight meadow. 
 
    Of course, with the dream came the inevitable fall, flailing through nothingness, darkness on the perimeter, Roman reaching out to stop his dissent only to wake up with a gasp, his heart in his throat, the bed sheets covered in sweat, one of the dolls next to him wondering if he was okay. 
 
    But there were no dolls on the train; they were back in storage along with Lisa Painstake’s body, all lifeless objects. 
 
    So when Roman woke up this time, there was nothing to grab on to. He remembered where he was instantly and turned to see Nadine sitting in her bunk, her back against the wall. There was a small amount of luggage on the bunk above him, and one of the straps from her bags hung down to his own bunk. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep either, if that helps any.” 
 
    Roman buttoned his shirt and turned to her, sweeping his legs out from the bunk. He reached for sleeping Casper, took her life away, and put the lifeless doll on the top bunk. 
 
    He noticed the faint glow coming from Lisa, but if she was awake, she didn’t say anything. And he had never asked if she was able to sleep in that form anyway. 
 
    “I should come over there,” Nadine said, taking Roman off guard. 
 
    “To my bunk?” 
 
    “We have to seem believable, Roman, and this is one way we can make that happen.” 
 
    She shifted out of her bunk and stood, her legs spreading out a little as the train hit a bump and she caught her balance. A strand of Nadine’s blond hair fell into her face and she swept it aside, looking up at Roman with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “You act like you’ve never been in a bunk with a woman before.” 
 
    “Well, not on a train,” Roman said as he scooted over to make room for her. 
 
    “And this doesn’t mean anything is happening between us,” she reminded him. “It’s part of the plan—you are aware of that, right? You’re supposed to be my husband.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Roman said as he pushed his body into the wall, making as much room for Nadine as he possibly could. 
 
    The bunks were designed for one person, and it was going to be hard for both of them to squeeze in without spooning. 
 
    But rather than go over the logistics, Nadine simply turned to him and pressed her rear into his side, forcing him to move into a spooning position. 
 
    He could smell her hair now, a fresh hint of mint and lavender. He felt her breathing as well. 
 
    This was one thing he had noticed about the dolls. Their bodies didn’t mimic the physiological act of breathing, so if he cuddled one, it was simply a stationary object, even if it was slightly warm. 
 
    Anyone touching or looking at one of the dolls would think it was alive, but if they got close enough to its face, they would notice that while their nostrils were flaring, no air came out of them. 
 
    “I didn’t think we would end up cuddling tonight,” Roman started to say. 
 
    “Please, this is hardly cuddling. Your clothes are on, and I’m wearing my pajamas,” Nadine reminded him as she moved in closer. 
 
    “You can cuddle with clothes on, you know.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you why we’re doing this, Roman.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    He tried to get comfortable, ease his breathing some, but being in such close proximity to Nadine, her body pressed into his, had his nerves firing. He’d had a serious crush on her when she’d first started at the immigration office; his crush had all but disappeared once they’d got into the thick of it. 
 
    Yet being this close to her was bringing it back in a way he hadn’t expected. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Nadine told him. 
 
    “I’m definitely not.” 
 
    “Sure, soldier.” 
 
    “I’ve never been a soldier,” he reminded her. 
 
    “That’s not what the passport I gave you says,” she said. “The passport you’ll show the guards who check us later says you were a former Centralian soldier, and that I am your doting and beautiful wife. Nice, huh? We are visiting the Eastern province to meet relatives of mine and see about a treatment for our dear daughter, Lisa.” 
 
    “It’s a little strange you have to assume a fake identity to visit your country on a mission given to you by your own government.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what the various players do to gather information,” Nadine said. “So yes, I’m an Eastern spy sneaking back into my country to spy on your country and gather information for my country. Okay, you’re right. It sounds crazy.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing this has something to do with not being able to trust Eastern leadership?” 
 
    “Bingo,” she said softly, bringing his arm around her waist. “Now that’s how you cuddle.” 
 
    “I’m just going to trust you know what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I figured since all this is in your hands, you’d have a game plan for how we’re supposed to go forward in any situation. You just let me know what role I need to play, and I’ll play it.” 
 
    “Sounds great, dear,” she said with a soft laugh. “I’m sorry, it’s not often I get to act like someone’s bride.” 
 
    Conversations on matrimony would normally leave Roman with a sour taste in his mouth, but the click clack of the train was lulling him to sleep, it was a bit cold and Nadine was warm. 
 
    Plus, it felt nice to be close to someone. 
 
    She was a good actor as well. He didn’t tell her this as he made more pillow talk with her, but she’d sure assumed the role of a wife quite readily, which made him wonder what kind of acting she’d had to go through in her training. 
 
    He imagined she’d been trained in a variety of things, from interrogation to how to hold a hostage, but had there been a class on how to play a convincing role? 
 
    Roman thought back to when he’d first seen her at the office, how confident she’d looked, how he’d wanted her the instant they locked eyes. 
 
    Oddly enough, unlike Paris, who had shown up at his H-Anon meeting of all places, he didn’t believe Nadine had been put in the office to turn him. No, Nadine had simply been there to act as a sponge, absorbing any information she could for the Eastern Province. 
 
    This did, however, make him wonder why Paris had been going to Bill’s H-Anon meetups. 
 
    Maybe she’d already known Roman worked at the immigration office. It wasn’t something he’d ever mentioned in the class, although he probably had mentioned it on their first and only date. 
 
    And if she’d done all that just to have someone push Ian Turlock’s paperwork through, it seemed like there would have been easier ways to go about it. 
 
    No, Roman suspected there was more to that story. 
 
    “Are you getting tired yet?” Nadine asked with a yawn. 
 
    “I think I am, hard to tell. I haven’t been sleeping so well.” 
 
    “Do you want me to sing you a lullaby?” 
 
    “You’re not serious.” 
 
    “You’re right; it would probably wake our daughter up.” 
 
    “I’m not your fucking daughter,” Lisa hissed from the top bunk. 
 
    Nadine started to laugh, then placed her hand over her mouth to stop from making any more noise. Roman wanted to laugh alongside her, but he was too busy trying to position himself in a way that his slight erection wasn’t pressing into her. 
 
    It was a gift and a curse, really. 
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    Roman awoke a few hours later as a pair of men entered their cabin. He had been holding Nadine quite tightly; their natural movements in the night had lifted the bottom of her shirt, exposing a swath of her flesh. 
 
    As he moved his hand back, his fingers brushed against a thick scar running along the side of her body. 
 
    Nadine didn’t say anything as she rolled out of the bunk and stood on her tippy toes, reaching for her bag on the top bunk. 
 
    For his part, Roman just sat there, observing the Eastern Province soldiers. 
 
    They wore form-fitting uniforms, emerald green, and each soldier had a small circular hat on the back of their skull. One thing he noticed about the soldiers was that they were less muscular than the typical Centralian soldier. These guys were lean, stringy even, and each of them had a silver bracelet on their right hand that emitted a light as they looked over passports. 
 
    The Easterners and their tech, Roman thought as the lead soldier handed their passports back to Nadine. He glanced up as the soldier waved at the depressing yet shining beacon on the top bunk across from Roman. Lisa didn’t say anything and the soldier looked away, back to Nadine who was finishing up her conversation with them. 
 
    The two men left and after Nadine returned the passports to her bag, she made her way back over to Roman’s bunk. 
 
    “You could go back to your own bunk now,” he suggested quietly. 
 
    “We’re keeping up appearances; don’t for a minute think I’m enjoying myself,” she said as she moved back into his arms. 
 
    “Right…” he started to say. 
 
    “I will admit, though, sometimes it’s nice just to be near someone. Do you ever have that feeling?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I’ve had that feeling for the last two years.” 
 
    “Hmmm... is it nice sleeping next to your dolls?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to answer that question.” 
 
    The train slowed and then picked up speed. It hummed along at a faster rate than it had been traveling before. 
 
    “We should get there pretty quickly now,” Nadine said. Roman was inches away from the back of her head, and he could again smell the light, minty lavender scent of her shampoo or body lotion. “That was the last stop back there to pick up passengers, and after the soldiers do their check, it becomes a rapid train between here and the Eastern Central Station.” 
 
    “We’re not going straight to the city?” 
 
    “No, anyone traveling via train into the Eastern Province first makes a stop at the Eastern Central Station, which is now a city but was originally just an outpost where people changed trains. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, we’ll probably run into someone of importance at the station.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Her name is Abby. She’s the Type IV, Class A psychometrist who will be looking into your wife’s case. She’s traveling to Centralia on the same train.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nadine,” Roman said as he pulled her in closer. Her muscles tensed for half a second and then relaxed, allowing him to bury his head in the back of her hair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty: This Isn’t Over Yet 
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    Turquoise gasped for air. As she coughed, blood trickled out of her mouth, staining the front of her exemplar getup. 
 
    Kevin used a tissue to wipe the blood away, the same tissue he’d used just moments ago to wipe a tear from the corner of his face. He’d been at her side for the last hour, looking her over, helping her adjust her weight whenever the pressure became too strong. 
 
    The option of going to a hospital didn’t exist for someone like Turquoise, who was most definitely undocumented and who had taken part in an attack on a government building, a terrorist attack if ever there was one. 
 
    Kevin didn’t need to mentally reach out to breaking news sources to know the incident at the immigration office was the top story of the night. The people he’d worked with who were still alive would speak and identify him, and the investigation to follow would forever make him a notorious criminal. 
 
    None of this mattered to Kevin as he stood over Turquoise, his tired mind firing, grasping for answers, searching for any strategy he could cobble together to deal with the situation. 
 
    He had killed Paris, suffocated her with her purple scarf, and he felt no remorse for doing it. 
 
    The dangerous Western spy hadn’t had much info; even using Obsidian to intoxicate her to get better answers hadn’t worked. Paris was much more in the dark than Kevin had anticipated, which meant he would need to pay another visit to his brother. 
 
    And when Kevin paid that visit in just a few hours, he would do whatever it took to get his brother to tell him where they were keeping the healer. 
 
    Because he wasn’t going to let Turquoise die; no, if there was one thing Kevin Blackbook would do in the time between now and his inevitable future death, it would be to keep Turquoise alive. 
 
    “There’s nothing more we can do now,” Obsidian said suddenly at his right. She was always the more mysterious of the two cat girls, the quieter one, but he could tell by the look in her eyes that she felt terrible for what had happened. 
 
    “This is all my fault; I should have sent Scarlett down to HR. And who was this asshole that was waiting for us? White hair, pink eyes or orange eyes? Doesn’t matter. Whoever he is, we will find him,” Kevin told Turquoise, who whimpered slightly at the tone of his voice. “I swear to you, we will repair your body and we will find this man.” 
 
    “It isn’t your fault,” Obsidian reminded him, her hand slipping into his. He noticed the poke of her finger on the palm of his hand, the way she scratched down the inside of his wrist. “Relax, Kevin. You need rest to make this work.” 
 
    Kevin noticed something flit against his lower back, likely her tail. He had been intoxicated by the two enough times to know what their neurotoxins felt like, the way the world seemed to fade away and ease up. 
 
    He licked his lips as Obsidian dug her nail in again, blood trickling down to his palm. 
 
    “You’re right,” he whispered. “I just need to relax.” 
 
    Obsidian lifted his now-bloodied palm to her face and licked his wound, Kevin’s shoulders relaxing even further as she did so. She took his hand and led him out of the room, away from Turquoise for a moment. 
 
    They found Scarlett asleep on the couch in the main space of their borrowed home, the owners dead, their bodies halfway across Centralia by this point at the bottom of a river courtesy of Scarlett. 
 
    Obsidian’s neurotoxin now ran through his bloodstream, and as she led Kevin into the second bedroom, he could barely feel his feet, or the drool starting to come out the side of his mouth. 
 
    “Ready for sleep,” he managed to say. 
 
    “I know, sweet Kevin. It will only be another minute now.” 
 
    Obsidian turned Kevin to her and stood on the balls of her feet as she helped him undress, then eventually led him to the bed. 
 
    Kevin immediately rolled on his back, staring up at the ceiling as his vision dimmed. 
 
    He managed to tilt his chin to the left to watch Obsidian undress, the petite cat girl slipping out of her matching uniform, her nipples erect, her sweet little ass accentuated by the way she held her tail up. 
 
    He watched as she turned her back to the mirror and looked over her own shoulder at herself, her tail lifting up even higher. Obsidian used her tail to lift the back of her hair, which she then pulled into a ponytail. 
 
    With that, she turned to the bed, making her way over to Kevin. 
 
    She found a comfortable position next to him, her arm draped over his big belly, the side of her head buried in his chest. 
 
    His hand naturally found its way to her lower back, and from there to the place where her tail met her body. 
 
    “We’ll get through this,” she whispered, lightly pressing her nail into the side of his body. “It isn’t over yet.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One: Eastern Central Station and Beyond 
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    “Roman, Abby. Abby, Roman.” 
 
    Roman offered the psychometrist a tight smile. The woman wore a trench coat, high-waisted slacks and a bolo tie. Her short brown hair was parted at the side, and something flared behind her hazel eyes as she smiled at Roman. 
 
    He kept looking for signs that she was doing something to his mind, but he didn’t find any. The telepaths that came through the immigration office went to a special section, similar to the one Nadine had worked in, but that didn’t mean Roman hadn’t been trained to deal with the enlightened class. 
 
    For the training, they’d had an actual Centralian telepath on hand to take over people’s minds, letting them know when they’d done so. It was a subtle feeling, and even with training, Roman knew it would take years to be able to adequately know when his mind was being fucked with, but of all the trainings he’d had, it had been by far the most impactful. 
 
    Which was why he was being extra careful at the moment, trying not to think anything except surface thoughts. 
 
    “I like it when they’ve been trained,” the hazel-eyed telepath finally told Nadine. 
 
    They stood on the platform at Eastern Central Station, a few bags flung over their shoulders, Lisa Painstake focused on the cargo hold off to Nadine’s left. They hadn’t unloaded the coffins yet, but when they did, she would be the first to spot them. 
 
    “Abby is the same person who would have been able to help us had we been able to get your wife before she passed,” Nadine explained. 
 
    “She’s a dream-walker as well?” he asked. Roman still wore the same clothing he’d come in on, and Nadine was in a collarless emerald shirt, her hair down for once, blending in better than he could ever have hoped to with his glaring white hair. 
 
    “I sure am. Why, do you need help with something?” Abby asked. 
 
    “No.” And instead of turning away as he normally would have, Roman simply crossed his arms over his chest and relaxed his thoughts, not letting anything past the surface level. 
 
    “No dreams you want to talk about?” she asked, tilting her head at him, her hazel eyes sparkling. 
 
    “Enough, Abby. We have places to go,” Nadine said as she saw how uncomfortable Roman was growing. “I really appreciate you doing this for us.” 
 
    Abby lifted her chin into the air and moved past Roman, catching him out of the corner of her eye. “I understand, and it’s the least I could do for you, Nadine.” 
 
    “I appreciate it as well,” Roman mumbled. 
 
    “I know you do, and I will see what I can find out about your wife and her kidnappers. I should say, sometimes the information I uncover is not what the person wants to hear,” she said as an obvious precaution. 
 
    “Oh, I want to hear it.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what everyone says, but if it is someone you know, someone you trust…” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone in their right mind who would kidnap a corpse. Up until just a few days ago, I didn’t even know that was a thing,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Every day presents us with another opportunity to learn something new,” Abby said in a soft voice. She lifted her hand to Roman’s shoulder, and he whipped away from it. 
 
    “No, I need to touch you just to get a sense of who you are, and your deeper relationship to this woman.” 
 
    “I was her husband. I am her husband,” he said, his nerves tensing. He was glad he hadn’t returned life to Casper yet. She would have had a field day with this. “No, I’m a widower; you know what I’m trying to say here,” he said, looking to Nadine for support. 
 
    “Let her touch your hand, and then we’ll be done with this,” Nadine said firmly. 
 
    Roman trusted her—hell, he’d just spent the last several hours curled up next to her—but he also knew she meant business, and that she was in charge here. 
 
    So he did what he was told. Roman extended his arm, allowing Abby to take his hand. She held it with both of her smaller hands for just a moment, massaging her thumbs into his palm. 
 
    “Interesting, very interesting,” she said. “And I would love to meet your dolls, but that can wait.” 
 
    An announcement came on a loudspeaker letting people know that the train would be departing for Centralia in the next fifteen minutes. 
 
    “I guess that’s my ride,” Abby said as she looked away from him. “I’ll let you know what I find out.” 
 
    And with that, the mysterious telepath in the trench coat stepped onto the train and was gone. 
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    As soon as they’d brought the coffins into a side building Nadine had arranged, Roman waved his hand dramatically, giving life to the two dolls in the coffins as well as Casper, who was tucked safely in his pocket. 
 
    “How long was I out?” the tiny doll asked with a yawn. 
 
    Nadine looked from Roman to the dolls sitting up in their caskets. They looked perfect as ever, not a hair on their heads out of place, nor did they look sleepy or give any indication they had just ridden in wooden boxes for the last several hours. 
 
    “A while,” Roman said as he helped Celia out of her coffin. Her heels hit the floor and she smiled at Nadine, her purple eyes tracing over the woman’s clothing. 
 
    “If you’re wondering if I have clothing for you two, yes, I have some,” Nadine said as she placed her leather bag on the table. 
 
    “So we’re all supposed to be your daughters?” said Lisa, her form half visible. It was clear her body needed nutrients, and she was trying to maintain her level of transparency for as long she could before she… 
 
    Disappeared completely? Roman had no idea what would happen to her. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nadine, “which is why I need you two to change into more appropriate clothing.” She handed the first set of clothes to Celia, and once Roman had helped Coma out of her coffin, Nadine gave her emerald clothing as well. 
 
    Not at all shy, the two dolls quickly started taking off what they were wearing, Celia zipping down the front of her outfit and pressing her shoulders out before moving to her lower half, Coma turning to Roman and asking for help unbuttoning the back of her Gothic Loli dress. 
 
    “I guess this is as good a place as any,” Lisa said. 
 
    Coma turned to the bright yet semi-transparent woman as she took off the mask covering her face. “I’m sorry you can’t wear these clothes right now,” she said, no hint of sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    “But we can still pretend to be sisters,” Celia added. 
 
    “Wait, where’s my set of peasant clothing?” asked Casper, who had crawled her way from Roman’s pocket to his shoulder. “I want to look like I’m wearing a green potato sack too.” 
 
    “You aren’t getting any clothing,” Roman told her. 
 
    “That’s so fucked up.” 
 
    “No, it makes sense. Look, I can just keep you in my pocket. And I don’t mean that in some weird way; it’s just more convenient. Hell, sometimes I wish I could just hang on someone’s pocket rather than deal with the real world.” 
 
    Nadine started to laugh at that. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that sounded stupid.” 
 
    “It definitely did,” said Casper as she slid down the front of his jacket and back into his pocket. “This better be an entertaining trip, because otherwise, I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Celia asked as she turned to Roman, her blouse barely extending past the bottom of her ass cheeks. 
 
    “Is that how she’s supposed to wear it?” Roman asked Nadine. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a certain style that girls her age wear, at least until they’re married.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cute,” Coma said as she slipped into her blouse, tugging the bottom part of the fabric over her hips. “You sure I can’t wear my mask with it?” 
 
    “Actually, it would be a little more convincing if you did,” Nadine said. “Sure, wear your mask. If it’s in style in Centralia, it’ll be in style here, at least for those who follow fashion. But nothing else, like your exemplar headgear,” she told Celia. “We’re trying to keep a low profile, remember that.” 
 
    “What about my casket?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Like I told you on the train, some of the railroad employees will load it on our gana to the Brattle Region.” 
 
    “We’re taking a gana?” Roman asked, excited for once to use public transportation. 
 
    “That’s right. You didn’t see the large track a few platforms away?” 
 
    Roman thought back to getting out of the train and realized he’d been so focused on masking his thoughts that he hadn’t taken a chance to look around the station. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Well, now that everyone’s dressed, you’ll be able to see it firsthand.” 
 
    Roman, Lisa, and his dolls followed Nadine out of the private room. Two railway attendants waited outside the room, and Nadine instructed them to place Lisa’s coffin on the “gana to Brattle,” as she called it. 
 
    From there, they took a bridge that went over the train they’d come in on. 
 
    It was at that point Roman saw the public transportation vehicle he had only heard about up until this point. The gana consisted of a single all-terrain tire at least four stories tall and as wide as an apartment block. When it rolled, it kept the hub at its center completely stationary, which was where they were heading as they made their way up another flight of stairs. 
 
    Roman had read about them, and he had even seen them in comic books in his childhood, but because of Centralia’s sprawling nature, it was a useless vehicle for the country. That wasn’t to say the military didn’t have a few in its employ, but Roman had never been to one of the military parades that showcased them. 
 
    Approaching it now, he couldn’t help but feel the awe he would have felt as a child seeing something so grand. The tire itself was black, its tread rigid and shaped like lightning bolts. 
 
    They made their way to the central hub, where Roman could see how it was suspended from its rim, but he couldn’t quite understand how the tire rotated around the hub without also rotating the hub. It used bearings, obviously, but that was the point at which his mechanical engineering knowledge stopped. 
 
    “Why did your heart skip a beat when looking at a giant wheel?” Casper asked. 
 
    “It didn’t skip a beat,” he told her as he pressed his finger on her head, pushing her deeper into his front pocket. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You should de-animate her if she continues,” Nadine said. “We’re not in the clear yet.” 
 
    “Got it,” he told her as they stepped into the gana’s central hub. 
 
    He noticed just a slight amount of buoyancy when he stepped inside. The space, while cylindrical on the outside, appeared square once he was in. They were lucky enough to get a seat at the window rather than one of the central aisles, which merely faced a glass screen that showed the underside of the giant tire. 
 
    There were a few kids at the right windows of the hub, most of them with their faces pressed into the glass, looking outside at the station. 
 
    “Make sure you buckle your seatbelt,” Nadine told him as Coma sat next to Roman. Celia asked Coma to switch seats, which she did without hesitation. 
 
    Since the rows of seats were set up to face each other, Nadine and Lisa sat across from Roman, the seat next to Lisa empty for the remainder of the trip. 
 
    An attendant wearing a crisp emerald uniform and hat walked through making sure everyone’s belts were buckled and checking tickets, which Nadine readily produced. 
 
    Roman heard an engine start up, and he looked forward as the wheel began to rotate. 
 
    It was mesmerizing to watch from the inside, the black rubber smoothly moving over the front of the vehicle in a way that looked like it was sliding across the glass. Within moments, Roman felt the rumble and his center of gravity shifted as the giant tire began to move. 
 
    Celia’s hand naturally found its way into his, squeezing it tightly. 
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    Roman didn’t know what to expect as the hefty vehicle tore down a wide dirt road. He was able to see outside, where the dollops of mud flying into the air told him it had recently rained. 
 
    From his vantage point, the Eastern Province looked to be entirely made up of trees, the fall foliage running the gamut from yellow to orange to blood red. There were no visible buildings in the distance, not like the grand city of Centralia, and the air seemed crisper, bluer. 
 
    The gana rode somewhat smoothly, but it was an outdoor vehicle, a rugged craft that had no problem digging into the soil and vibrating the interior. Roman couldn’t tell how loud it would be outside the vehicle, but he guessed it wasn’t quiet, and it would make sense not to want to live near the road it traveled upon. 
 
    He tried to relax, but he had the sneaking suspicion that Lisa was watching him, observing the fact that Celia was holding his hand. If Nadine cared, she didn’t show it, and Roman would have dropped Celia’s hand had it not been for the frightful look on her face. 
 
    Apparently, she didn’t like traveling this way—not like Coma, who was sitting with her hands pressed against her knees, her eyes locked on the window. 
 
    “And how long will this take?” Lisa asked, not looking away from Roman. 
 
    Or maybe she did look away; it was damn near impossible to tell without being able to see her facial features. 
 
    “A couple hours.” 
 
    “Actually,” a man said from behind Nadine, “it’s much faster than that now. It should only be one hour. One of our techies was tired of the time it took for him to travel from Eastern Central Station to the Brattle Region, and you know how it is, teleporters aren’t always available here, at least not for us. Anyway, he did some work on the fuel cell, and now they’re traveling much faster. Actually, I think it was a she.” 
 
    Roman tuned them out for a moment as they continued speaking, his focus on the orange trees outside, mountains in the distance, a sparkling lake with a single, glistening dot on their western side. 
 
    There was something tranquil about the place, and while they were on a mission to do research, among other things, he was suddenly looking forward to getting out of the city. 
 
    And in that moment, for the first time Roman could remember, he thought about the actual differences between the five countries, the Northern and Southern Alliances, the Eastern and Western Provinces, and Centralia, his birth country. 
 
    They were basically all the same—one people, one world, with vastly different terrains and practices. 
 
    Sure, there were social issues facing exemplars and non-exemplars, and some of the countries dealt with these issues in ways Roman didn’t agree with, but seeing the pristine nature of the East, the clouds reflecting the shadows onto a stretch of rolling hills and the verdant greenness turning yellow and orange—it filled Roman with hope. 
 
    Hope for what? Even he couldn’t answer that, but the travel bug had bitten him, and he hoped that within his lifetime he’d be able to see the other countries and experience their cultures, their differences and similarities. 
 
    As the man had said, it was only an hour to reach the Brattle Region, particularly the capital city of Brattle, and once they pulled into the station, their group was greeted at the end of the runway by a tall man named Jorgen with spiky blond hair. 
 
    “And where’s the body?” Jorgen asked after Nadine had introduced Roman as her husband and the dolls and Lisa as their daughters. 
 
    “Cargo,” said Roman. “I’m assuming you can arrange for transport.” 
 
    Jorgen nodded, motioning them his way. He was a broad-shouldered man, his skin tone slightly olive, with dark hair cut close to his skull. “It will be arranged. But for now, let’s get to where you will be staying. I am assuming you are hungry.” 
 
    At this point, Roman was holding Nadine’s hand, doing his best to play a role he had never been great at. 
 
    Their surroundings made playing the role even harder. 
 
    Once they’d left the station, they were greeted by a quaint town set upon a hill, the cobblestone street lined with three-story buildings that stretched all the way down to the valley. There were a good number of people moving on the streets, along with merchants selling their wares and cafés with signs advertising performances. 
 
    Occasionally, Roman would see the telltale signs of an exemplar—a burst of energy, someone who looked out of place, someone flying above them—but no one seemed to care. 
 
    Even with the hustle and bustle, the sounds and the general busyness of the main thoroughfare, no one made eye contact unless they had to. People seemed to keep to themselves, only dealing with others when necessary, something different from what he was used to in Centralia. 
 
    There were also the beggars, disabled and injured non-exemplars begging for food and money. 
 
    The extreme poverty made itself known every time they passed an alley and Roman saw it was filled with makeshift homes, tents strewn from building to building. This was another thing he had never seen in Centralia, and it shocked him enough he actually dropped Nadine’s hand. 
 
    “We have to keep moving,” she told him, “dear.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he started to say, taking her hand again. 
 
    “It won’t be much longer now,” Jorgen called over his shoulder. “And have you been to this region before?” 
 
    “I have, but he hasn’t,” said Nadine. 
 
    “Ah, it can be quite jarring at first, but I assure you it is safe, and a very nice place to live. Especially the upper floors,” Jorgen said, nodding his chin to the top stories. “One thing I like about the city is that you can walk six minutes to the north or south and you will be in middle of a forest. You see, while Main Street is always busy and it can be overwhelming when you’re moving through the crowds of people, we are actually surrounded by nature. The buildings do an excellent job of hiding this, but we are always a stone’s throw away from the forest, which is where you and your wife have expressed interest in visiting.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s us,” Roman said, “nature buffs.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two: Deep into the Darkness 
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    It was a shitty way to say goodbye. 
 
    Hazrat knew that once his family found out, they would give him hell for the way he was dealing with his wife’s body. 
 
    And he knew there was at least one other option, that Margo could bring her corpse to life, but he had seen how Roman’s dead wife behaved, how brainless and cold she was, and that wasn’t something Hazrat wanted to see from Nova. 
 
    He also knew he couldn’t bury his wife in Centralia. Even if she was going to be cremated, that couldn’t happen here, not in this oppressive and expansive urban wasteland. 
 
    No, Centralians didn’t deserve her corpse, and it was with great sadness that he would send it to the borderlands between the Southern Alliance and Centralia, then arrange for it to be smuggled over and cremated on the other side. 
 
    All because of what Roman Martin had done. 
 
    And as he stared down at his wife’s body, sitting in her coffin in the cargo hold, Hazrat felt the shadows tremble. He felt the guilt in his chest move down to his stomach, to his thighs, then his wobbly knees and his feet that barely kept him grounded. 
 
    Hazrat reached out, held himself erect by leaning against her coffin, tears starting to roll down his face as he stared at Nova’s lifeless body. 
 
    He took in her soft features for the last time, the slight bit of rouge applied to her cheeks, reminding himself why he couldn’t stay on this train heading south, why he had to go back. 
 
    But did he? 
 
    The question had crossed Hazrat’s mind as he’d teleported over here and waited for the porters to help them load the coffin. 
 
    He could go back to the South, where he was wealthy—not some fugitive—and find another wife. Hazrat could find several wives if he wanted, as this was a tradition still practiced in his home country. He could live his best life and never visit Centralia again, but that would mean his sworn enemy was still at bay. 
 
    And Hazrat had a way of crushing his enemies, a tradition his family had instilled in him. 
 
    He remembered his father, an exemplar with the power to change the density of any object he touched. How many people had Hazrat personally seen his father kill? From relatives that annoyed him to a few of his business rivals—Hazrat’s father was ruthless. 
 
    Hazrat remembered watching his father shake a man’s hand, the man instantly falling to his knees and dying as his father changed the density of his organs. 
 
    He also remembered seeing his father lightly place his hand on the maid’s shoulder, the woman then floating to the ceiling of the room, where he’d kept her for the next three days until she died. 
 
    That had been especially scarring for young Hazrat, later watching his father’s friends use the suspended woman as a knife target. 
 
    They used her for other things as well, but Hazrat had been sent from the room when they did that. 
 
    And as he stood before his wife, his hand now cupping her cheek, his thumb stroking the skin of her face, Hazrat again felt the urge to stay with her. 
 
    It was a weak urge, something unbecoming of him. 
 
    What would his father do? 
 
    Hazrat ran his hand along the trial tattoos that stretched from the sides of his head down his spine. It had been a painful procedure, and his father had been there when he’d gotten them, barking for him not to squirm. 
 
    “You will be a warrior,” his father had kept whispering to him, and as he stood before his wife’s body, Hazrat imagined what his father would do in the same situation. 
 
    Would he work with Margo? 
 
    This was debatable. His father liked to go at things alone, but he also wasn’t stupid enough to cast aside a powerful ally, and Margo was possibly the most powerful exemplar Hazrat had ever encountered. 
 
    So she was useful, for now. 
 
    “I have to go,” he whispered to Nova. 
 
    The train would be leaving soon, and there were others looking to stack items in the cargo hold. 
 
    Hazrat kept the door locked using the shadows, but they were knocking now, and he didn’t want to draw attention to himself by slipping a shadow under the door and stripping all the blood vessels from their legs. 
 
    He wanted to stay, knew he had to, and he also knew that once he left the cargo hold, he could be making the biggest mistake of his life, much bigger than his outburst of anger at the immigration offices. 
 
    But it was a necessary step in the right direction. 
 
    If that right direction led to his death or his future incarceration, then so be it. 
 
    Roman Martin needed to die, and he could figure out what to do with Margo after. Hazrat was nobody’s lapdog, and while the mysterious woman was powerful beyond his wildest dreams, she was also just as vulnerable as anyone else. 
 
    Because shadows touched everything, no matter how big or small, Hazrat had learned long ago that the darkness always came.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three: Reindeer People 
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    Jorgen, the guide Nadine had arranged, finished running his hands over Lisa’s lifeless body. A wave of energy swirled back into his palms as he turned to Lisa’s spectral form and everyone in the room watched her brighten. 
 
    Jorgen would be classified as a Class H in Centralia’s power-ranking system, but he wasn’t a healer per se, just a person who could return nutrients to someone’s body. 
 
    “I hope that feels better,” he told her, “and I’m very sorry to hear about this happening to your daughter,” he said to Nadine and Roman. 
 
    “That’s why we’ve come here,” Nadine reminded him. “Well, we have other business to attend to as well, but this is one of the reasons. Speaking of which, Roman’s superiors have arranged for him to meet a few of the more prominent techs in the city. Is there an itinerary available yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jorgen as he stepped across the room to a binder sitting on a side table. All their luggage was already upstairs in two rooms, Roman and Nadine in one while Coma, Celia and Lisa shared the other. 
 
    It was still odd for Roman to think the man standing before them worked for the Eastern Province government, yet he was oblivious to the fact that Nadine was using a fake identity. 
 
    It seemed like a lot of trouble to go through to keep someone in the dark, but as Roman was already starting to see, there was something very secretive about the way Easterners operated. 
 
    “This is great,” Nadine said as she went through the binder. Roman couldn’t quite see what she was leafing through, but as he had decided to do from the start, he was trusting her to manage everything. “And we’ll need to get new clothing for all of us for the ball tonight,” she said as she shut the binder. 
 
    “There’s a ball?” Celia asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jorgen told her. “And regarding clothing, I figured this would be something you required, and I’ve already arranged a tailor to be here within the hour.” 
 
    “Very good of you, thank you,” said Nadine. 
 
    Jorgen nodded, his hands coming behind his back. “Now, there is something I think the two of you should see, so who’s up for a nature walk? I suppose we should wait for the tailor to come first.” 
 
    “Let’s,” said Nadine, and she sat down at the table again. 
 
    Roman felt Casper poking him from inside his pocket, but he ignored her, and rather than freak Jorgen out by reprimanding the tiny doll, he simply waved his hand over his pocket, extinguishing her life. 
 
    He looked across the table to see Celia and Coma, both of whom wore smiles on their perfectly formed faces. 
 
    From there he glanced down to his power dial to see that all was well, that he had plenty of juice in case he needed to suddenly animate something. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about it much, but Roman was aware of the fact that he did not have the same limitations in the East as he had in Centralia. 
 
    He could use his power freely here if he wanted to, and it was very unlikely that word would make it all the way back to Ava, or anyone else who had interest in his progression. 
 
    And sure, these things would be revealed in a telepath reading, but he had already spoken to Nadine about having part of his memory wiped, and this was one of the things he knew was a possibility. 
 
    “I will get tea for everyone,” Jorgen said as he made his way to the kitchen in the other room. “And is anyone hungry?” 
 
    “No,” said Celia. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” said Coma. 
 
    “I’ll have a bite,” Roman said, “Nadine too.” 
 
    “So you can tell when I’m hungry now,” Nadine said as soon as Jorgen was out of the room. 
 
    “No, but I figured it would look better if I spoke for both of us. I’m doing this right, aren’t I?” 
 
    She nodded and turned her gaze to Lisa, who sat at the far end of the table. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Aside from being pretty much a glorified lightbulb, I feel better,” the young woman said with a shrug. 
 
    “I believe we will be able to do something,” said Nadine. “But it may take a few days to find the right person to do it. The ball tonight will help—of this I’m sure. It is common for Easterners to wear green to these occasions, a not-so-subtle form of patriotism. We will begin there. Lisa, as I’m sure you’re aware, we’ll need you to stay back here.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said. 
 
    “In fact, I think only you and I should go on the excursion,” Nadine told Roman. 
 
    “Coma will come with us. If we run into any trouble, she is the one most trained for combat.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we’ll run into anything, but it’ll be easier with less people.” Nadine lifted her purse from the back of the chair and rummaged through it for a moment. She pulled out a wrist guard made of an interesting shade of silver, dark upon first glance. 
 
    Nadine clicked it onto her arm and finished by snapping the bracelet around her wrist. 
 
    “I’d love to see what that does,” said Roman. 
 
    “Hopefully, you won’t have to.” 
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    The tailor took their measurements quickly, discussed styles with Roman and Nadine, then left just as quickly as he’d come. He was some type of Class E, an intelligence-based exemplar, evident in how much detail he took in without making a single note. 
 
    And if what he had been wearing was any indication of his skill, Roman knew they were in good hands. 
 
    “Are you ready for our excursion?” Jorgen asked as he also clipped something to his wrist. It was a bit shorter than Nadine’s armband, but Roman figured it was equally powered. 
 
    He had expected to see some tech in the East that was beyond what they had in Centralia, and thus far, he hadn’t been disappointed. Roman also knew that they were just scratching the surface here, and there was a lot more they would encounter over the next few days. 
 
    “Another thing,” Jorgen said as he tossed a cloth mask to Roman. “In case we’re seen.” 
 
    “A mask?” 
 
    Jorgen smiled. “This isn’t just any excursion.” 
 
    “Got it.” Roman pulled the black mask over his head, keeping it on top like a beanie, and nodded to Nadine. It dawned on him in that moment just how strange this operation was becoming. Their host clearly didn’t know they weren’t a married couple, but he did know enough about why they’d come to take precautions. 
 
    “And a mask for you as well,” he told Coma. The beautiful doll with red eyes removed the mask she was wearing, a black piece that reminded Roman of a bat’s wings. 
 
    As they left their hotel, Roman looked back at Celia and Lisa. 
 
    Celia sat before the bright woman, allowing Lisa to braid her hair. At first, Roman thought they were acting, trying to pretend they were sisters, but in the way they were speaking, he came to the realization that Celia really had made friends with the generally mopey exemplar. 
 
    Another testament to just how friendly and caring she was. 
 
    “Once we get into the forest,” Jorgen said as he moved ahead, “I will tell you more about our excursion.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” Nadine now wore a hood over her head that was attached to her blouse. Roman hadn’t noticed it before, but then again, he was always taken off guard by women’s clothing and the secrets it held. 
 
    He took a deep breath of fresh air, feeling completely rejuvenated. 
 
    A couple more minutes and it was like the city never existed. Even turning around and looking in its direction didn’t produce any sights or sounds Roman was used to. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been out for a nature walk, or the last time he had been out of the city for that matter. 
 
    It must’ve been some time before he’d gotten married to Celia, sometime in his youth. 
 
    And now, as he moved over fallen leaves, securing his footing with roots and stones, the sound of a gargling stream somewhere off to his left, Roman wished he had spent more time outside. 
 
    How different would his life have been had he stayed outside more? What if he and Celia had been nature people rather than those who liked to make public appearances and enjoy the finer things of civilized life? 
 
    It would have turned out differently, he knew that much. 
 
    The disaster may not have happened, Celia wouldn’t have fallen into her coma, Roman never would have met Paris, and who knows, his situation with Kevin might have been different as well. 
 
    He sure as hell would not have been flirting with Nadine while Kevin was attempting to jump. He’d never been great friends with his cubicle mate anyway, but he could have been more concerned. And even if Kevin had jumped and Roman had taken the hero ticket from his desk, things may have turned out differently. 
 
    His wife, Celia, always a soft yet controlling figure in his life, may have made him tear the ticket up, or he may have forgotten about it completely. It hadn’t been his power to win in the first place. 
 
    But it only took a single finger to set off a string of dominoes, and once they fell there was really no way of knowing where the trail would lead or who it would leave in its wake. 
 
    And more importantly, them being nature people wouldn’t have changed some of these things. 
 
    But things could have been different, Roman thought as they moved into thick underbrush, small trees with sharp limbs catching their clothing at every turn. They passed through this section to a new space defined by a high canopy and a sea of deep red leaves on the forest floor. 
 
    Jorgen turned to them. “Okay, it’s about a mile in this direction. Centralians have a makeshift base in the cliff walls of one of these hills. It’s hard to tell, but this entire area is simply a long range of rolling hills. The trees make it hard,” Jorgen said, looking up at the orange, yellow, and red leaves, a few of which floated in the air down to the ground. “But I’m guessing your feet can tell we’ve been moving upward. Yes?” 
 
    Roman nodded. “Is there anything else we should know about this area?” 
 
    “The hills naturally turn into a series of pretty big mountains, and while I haven’t personally seen them, the reindeer people live in those foothills and mountains,” Jorgen said. “Also, masks on.” 
 
    “Reindeer people?” Roman asked as he pulled his mask down over his face. 
 
    “There are groups in the Eastern Province that don’t associate with those who have bunkered down in the cities and towns,” Nadine explained. “They live more remote lives, and this particular group rides reindeer when they come down for medical supplies and things they can’t produce on their own. Hence the name.” 
 
    “So a tribe that rides reindeer?” Roman had never heard of such a thing. He’d heard of riding horses, and he’d seen pictures of some of the stranger beasts they had in the Western Province, but never reindeer. 
 
    “That’s why they stay so high up the mountain. The reindeer are quite furry, and they don’t like the warmer climate closer to the hills,” said Jorgen. 
 
    “Good to know,” Roman said as he followed Jorgen into a small clearing, the leaves beneath him wet and sticky, the smell of slightly damp soil overpowering. 
 
    It was there they came upon four Centralian soldiers, one several heads taller than Roman. 
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    A blast of air tossed Roman to the right, spinning him toward a cluster of trees. 
 
    It surprised him sometimes how quickly his powers went into effect, and before he could crack into the line of trees, their branches came down and caught him. 
 
    It was still a rough landing, and he was a little winded by the time he could get to his knees, but it was better than what would have happened had he not had a superpower. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, he transferred some of his ability to Coma, who lifted both hands into the air while pulling the roots up from the soil to her fists. 
 
    Rather than go with the boxing-glove motif, Coma pulled her fists back and used the roots as thick whips to take the feet out from under one of the Centralian soldiers. 
 
    The other two, not counting the strongman, had their staffs pointed at Jorgen and Nadine. 
 
    They each fired a shot, which did little to the shield Nadine had activated with her wrist guard. 
 
    It was incredible tech, a shield made out of some type of green energy that completely deflected the blasts, forcing the energy into the tops of the trees and starting a fire in the branches. 
 
    Jorgen’s wrist guard did something entirely different. As he brought his arm back, a green force appeared alongside the outer edge of his hand, a large scythe-like formation. 
 
    Jorgen chopped his arm at the soldiers, sending a bolt of energy in their direction. 
 
    The strongman took the brunt of this, the Centralian soldier jumping forward with his armored chest exposed. The blast did little to the armor he wore, nor to the helmet on his head or the visor covering his face. 
 
    Not even a black mark. 
 
    “Stop them!” the strongman shouted as he pulled his hand back and fired off a blast of concentrated air at Nadine. The gust slammed into her shield but she held strong, skidding backward as she maintained her footing. 
 
    So he’s the one who blasted me into the trees, Roman thought as he got to his feet. The strongman, a Type II with some sort of wind elemental ability and enhanced strength, a Type C and D merged. 
 
    Rather than continue to classify his target, Roman formed a whirlwind in the soil beneath the muscular Centralian man. For anyone watching, it would have looked like the man had stepped into a deep hole, quicksand even, which immediately moved all the way up to his neck when he fell in it. 
 
    The strongman struggled, the ground lifting, dirt flying into the air as he tried to use his power to blast out of Roman’s hold. 
 
    But Roman continued to focus his power, a bead of sweat forming on the side of his head as Coma tossed the man whose feet she had lassoed high into the air. The soldier hit the ground with a thunk! that made Roman cringe. 
 
    With the strongman incapacitated and one of the soldiers likely dead, the other two still fired their powered staffs at Nadine and Jorgen. They were clearly non-exemplars—three non-exes on patrol with the strongman—and with their powerhouse incapacitated, it wouldn’t be long before Roman’s side pushed for victory. 
 
    A slice of energy cut one of the soldier’s arms off, courtesy of Jorgen. Blood gushed everywhere as the man fell. 
 
    The final soldier standing took off in the opposite direction. 
 
    He met a similar fate to the soldier that had been flung into the air, except this one was tossed sideways into a tree, where Jorgen cut him down with a bolt of green energy. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” the strongman cried out, his neck tensing, veins crawling up the side of his head. 
 
    His helmet was gone now, knocked off as he’d tried to free himself from the soil. He was a big guy with a beard and a sharp face, his eyebrows dipped in anger but his eyes spelling fear. 
 
    “I’ll handle this,” Nadine said, stepping forward. “We will get away with this,” she started to tell the man. “You are patrolling on foreign soil, and you attacked government officials. No one will hear about this, of that I can assure you. But even if they did, it would be considered self-defense.” 
 
    “What about our bodies?” he asked, his eyes twitching as he saw his comrade, the one whose arm had been cut off, trying to get his bearings and crawl away. 
 
    “We have our ways of getting rid of them,” the hooded Nadine said. “Now, two of your comrades are dead, but one may still be saved. Well, if you had a healer, which you don’t. So he’ll probably die as well.” 
 
    “Fuck you, lady!” the Centralian strongman cried out. 
 
    “I’ve heard that one before.” Nadine pointed her wrist guard at the armless soldier and fired a powerful blast at the man. 
 
    Roman swallowed hard. 
 
    Nadine’s shot cut the man’s other arm off at the elbow, leaving the armless soldier rolling and wailing, something that would be morbidly comedic if it weren’t for the fact that this was real life—that Roman had just taken part in the deaths of several Centralian soldiers. 
 
    “Fuck!” the buried strongman screamed. 
 
    “You attacked us on our own land, which is an act of war,” Nadine reminded him. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about what we’re doing here…” he started to say. 
 
    Nadine sat before him with her legs crossed, just a few feet away from his face. “Jorgen, drag the other bodies over to the armless one. Roman, I’m guessing you’ll be able to handle this?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Roman said, not quite able to make eye contact with her. 
 
    He’d buried bodies before—well, at least one big red man—so he knew how it worked. Still, it was odd to think he had attacked his own countrymen, and this would need to be one of the memories he would have had removed whenever he got some one-on-one time with the telepath. 
 
    Launching into Nadine’s order, Coma whipped one of her vines forward and caught one of the men she’d flung up into the air. The vine retracted, the man’s body flopping against the ground as she dragged him over. 
 
    “So, why are you here?” Nadine asked the muscular wind user. “You’ve entered our country, probably paid off some governor or high official to patrol our land—so the question is why. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you shit,” the strongman said, gritting his teeth. The soil shook as he tried to free himself. 
 
    “I know, you keep saying that, but I think you will tell me something. Otherwise, I’ll leave you out here and let the wolves find you. You did know there were wolves in this area, right? Large ones too, bigger than the pathetic dogs you have in Centralia. However, tell us what we need to know, and I will let you go.” 
 
    “They’ll kill me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Not if you were flung so far away from the area that you were knocked out, and your companions mysteriously disappeared. That’s just one of the excuses I can think of; I’m sure you’ll be able to think of more as you walk back to the Centralian camp. So, let’s start with your camp. How many?” 
 
    “Fifty,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Okay, and how long have you been in this area?” 
 
    “Just arrived yesterday, transported by teleporter.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know anything about visa approvals, do you?” 
 
    “Lady, I just take orders,” he said. 
 
    “Well, if that’s the case, do you know why you’ve come to this region in particular?” 
 
    The man looked from Roman to Jorgen to Nadine. “Something about reindeer people, something about looking for someone. That’s all the information I have.” 
 
    Nadine looked to Roman and nodded, confirming her suspicion. “I really wish you hadn’t attacked us, and since you were using lethal force, we had to do the same.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” the strongman whispered. “We were told to attack anyone in this area, civilian or soldier. Didn’t matter, and doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    Jorgen finished moving the second body over to the writhing armless man, who was still alive but just barely. Their Eastern Providence “guide” nodded to Roman, and he started sinking their bodies into the ground. 
 
    “He’s an elementalist?” the strongman asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” Nadine said as she reached for something in her side pocket. She brought out a small syringe and smiled at the man. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “This, my strong friend, is going to make you forget the last two hours. You will never see us again, and even if you do, you will not remember who we are. There is no lesson to learn here, only that war is hell and you should consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    The man cried out as Nadine pressed the contents of the syringe into his neck. 
 
    By this point, Roman had finished sinking the bodies about three feet into the ground. Upon Nadine’s instruction, he freed the strongman, who looked just about as drunk as Roman had ever seen someone. 
 
    “How far you think you can throw him?” she asked Roman. 
 
    “I guess there’s only one way to find out. Coma, take a seat real quick.” The masked doll obeyed as Roman lifted his hands, more roots pulling from the soil and wrapping around the strongman’s legs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four: More Evidence 
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    “I need answers, and I need them now,” Fat Kevin told his brother. 
 
    “I told you everything I know!” His brother waved a stack of documents at him. “I even had the docs you asked for prepared. You’ve taken my fucking eye, and for some reason you still think I’m holding back on you. After this meeting, I’m tripling my security.” One-eyed Kev sat behind the large mahogany desk, no indication on his face that he was scared of Kevin, Obsidian, or Scarlett. 
 
    “I need to know where the healer is,” Fat Kevin said, his fists clenched at his sides. 
 
    “Look, if I had access to a healer, I wouldn’t be sitting here with my face bandaged. What makes you think you’ll get access? You’re overweight and wearing a glittered turquoise mask on your face, the sorriest attempt of a non-exemplar impersonating an exemplar I’ve ever seen. You aren’t getting access to the healer, Kevin.” 
 
    “I like my mask,” Fat Kevin said, suddenly hurt by his brother’s statement. His brother hadn’t really commented on his costume before, and now that he had, Kevin was feeling insecure. 
 
    One-eyed Kev always looked better in his clothing than Fat Kevin. It was hard to believe they had both come from the same woman. 
 
    “Unless it’s something else, you three can see yourselves out.” 
 
    “I could teleport him three-hundred feet up into the air, if you’d like,” Scarlett said. “That would be worse than a shitty eye.” 
 
    “Don’t let him bother you,” Obsidian hissed. Completely buoyant on her feet, she casually moved over to the desk and began drumming her nails against its surface, a crooked smile on her face. “Paris isn’t around anymore to stop us from taking your other eye,” she reminded him in a soft voice. 
 
    One-eyed Kevin raised his arm, partially covering his face. 
 
    “It’s funny you think that would stop me from doing whatever the hell I wanted,” she said as she lifted her hips onto his desk, crossing one leg over the other. 
 
    “Look, you’re not going to get access,” One-eyed Kev blurted out. “No one gets into Prison South. That prison is one of the most heavily guarded facilities in the country, no teleporters. And if you do get past the walls, you’ll have to contend with the Type I—hell, maybe even a Type V. You know some of the exemplars they have there are something else entirely.” 
 
    Fat Kevin nodded, knowing full well it was going to be a fight. 
 
    In Centralia’s odd classification system, Type I was almost always the most severe, but Type V was theoretically more powerful; it was the number used to classify god-like abilities. Kevin personally thought they should have classified these people with god-like powers as Type O or some sort of extension of Type I, but he wasn’t the one who had invented the system. 
 
    A terrible system, to be sure, but Fat Kevin understood what his brother was getting at: the infamous prison was heavily guarded. 
 
    “You won’t get in, Kevin. You’ll need more than a cat girl and a teleporter. Speaking of which, where the hell is the other one?” One-eyed Kev gasped. “So that’s what this is about! She’s injured in some way, right? I figured it out, Kevin, so you might as well just tell me.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Fat Kevin told Scarlett. She placed a hand on his arm just as Obsidian slinked toward them, retrieving the documents his brother had prepared on the way over. They were gone in a flash. 
 
    One-eyed Kevin waited until he was sure they were gone, still tense, still ready to cover his head if need be. Once he was certain they weren’t going to return, he opened the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a nice bottle of Northern whiskey. 
 
    Fuck, he hated his brother. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five: A Sinking Suspicion 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “I can’t message here,” Roman told Nadine once they had arrived back at their hotel and they were in the sanctity of their shared room. 
 
    “Who are you messaging?” 
 
    “I wanted to let Paris know what we learned.” 
 
    Nadine sat on the bed and pressed her hood back. “Well, you won’t be able to mental message from here. You’ll have to wait until you get back to the Centralian border.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roman said as he removed his mask. “Figured that out.” He paced for a moment, his thoughts jumping from what they’d learned to having killed three Centralian guards. 
 
    That was something he hadn’t quite been prepared to do. 
 
    “You’re concerned about this?” Nadine asked. 
 
    “ I wasn’t expecting to have to take extreme measures,” he finally said. 
 
    “But you did, and we had to, considering what we were up against. They shot at us first, remember that, and the strongman said they were instructed to kill anyone they came across. The fuckers. They invade my country and then take it upon themselves to do military patrols.” Nadine shook her head. She lifted the back of her hair and twisted it into a ponytail, which she then formed into a bun. 
 
    Roman took a deep breath in and turned to the other bedroom. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To check on our daughters.” 
 
    “You did good work today, Roman. And I have to admit, your powers are quite impressive. I hadn’t seen them in action up until that point.” she reminded him. “That was something else. I still can’t believe you won that power. I thought people usually won shitty Type IV powers through the Hero Lottery.” 
 
    Roman had told Nadine his story a few times now through bits and pieces, which was the way most stories were actually told. If she’d thought he had come across the Hero Ticket in a shady way, she hadn’t let on. 
 
    “It’s definitely been a game changer for me,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Understatement of the year right there. You literally used it to wrap a large root around an enormous man and fling him into the distance. I don’t know how far he traveled…” 
 
    “It probably wasn’t a nice landing,” Roman said as he stepped into the hallway. He turned into the other room to find Lisa resting on the bed, one leg crossed over the other. Coma and Celia sat on the other bed, both of them looking at him as he entered, their heads cocking to the right. 
 
    “Our clothing should be here soon,” Celia said. “I really hope it’s elegant.” 
 
    He smiled at the lovely red-haired doll. 
 
    She looked out of place in the conservative blouse Nadine had given her, but it did bring his attention to her face and the deep color of her purple eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” he said. 
 
    Roman’s ears perked up as Jorgen called the five of them down. 
 
    The tailor awaited them, a wide grin on his face as his male assistant floated a set of trunks to the opposite side of the room. Once he was done, the trunk opened and clothing on hangers lifted out, slithering in a way that reminded Roman of a snake moving up a stairwell. 
 
    “Try it on, please,” he said as Roman took his suit. “I’ll make any other adjustments that are necessary.” 
 
    The tailor leaned back, his thumb slipping under his suspenders. “But I don’t think any changes will need to be made—just an assumption.” 
 
    “It looks nice,” Roman said, admiring the suit, which was jet black with emerald lining. 
 
    Celia gasped when she was handed a low-cut cocktail dress that showed her shoulders. The dress the tailor had made for Coma was similar to what she normally wore, something frilly with an extremely low-cut V-neck, fancier and more glamorous than anything she currently owned. 
 
    Nadine’s dress was similar to Celia’s, extremely well made, something one would only see in the high-end part of the market. 
 
    Roman went to the room upstairs with Celia and Coma while Nadine changed in the bathroom downstairs. 
 
    Roman was the first out of his bedroom, feeling just about as spiffy as he’d ever felt before his perfectly tailored suit. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of himself in the hallway mirror, turned and admired his look. The best part was it worked with the boots he already had; he just needed to clean them up a bit before the social. 
 
    It struck him as odd in that moment, as he saw his white hair, his orange eyes and his lean body in the tight suit—just an hour ago, he’d taken part in killing people. Now he was playing fucking dress-up in a high-end hotel. 
 
    It was hard to come to grips with, so he chose distraction instead, which was easy once he caught a glimpse of Celia. 
 
    The beautiful doll nearly took his breath away as she stepped out of the shared bedroom, her pale skin at odds with the dark dress, utter perfection in the way it fit her curvaceous form offset by her orange hair. 
 
    “I love it,” Roman said as she extended her hand to him. 
 
    He walked her out into the hallway and slowly spun her, noticing the glint from the gold buttons on the back of her dress. 
 
    “You really like it?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “It’s stunning,” Roman said. “You are stunning. Everyone there is going to be jealous of you.” 
 
    “What about me?” Coma asked, stepping out of the bedroom. 
 
    A grin formed on Roman’s face as he took in Coma’s beautiful dress, her new mask even more bat-like than the previous one, her red eyes simply glowing, her cleavage nearly spilling out of the V-neck opening. 
 
    “It’s great,” Roman finally said. 
 
    “I wish I could go,” he heard Lisa say from the bedroom. Roman peeked his head in to find her sitting on the corner of the bed, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “We’re going for you,” he reminded her. “Nadine is going to do as much networking as she can until she finds someone who can fix your condition. I trust her. And yes, we are both aware she’s a spy, but she knows what she’s doing, so we have to trust in that.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. 
 
    “We really are going to do our best to get you out of this situation,” Roman said as he approached her. “I know it’s been tough, and I can’t imagine what it’s like to see your own body just lying there. But I assure you, we’ll do what we can.” 
 
    Lisa looked up at him, light beaming from her face. “Have you ever thought about how odd this is?” 
 
    Roman stopped dead in his tracks, his mind replaying the deaths he’d just been part of. “What part?” he asked in a steady voice. “Because from where I’m standing, there isn’t a piece of it that has ever been normal.” 
 
    “I’m talking about how, in a way, Nadine has orchestrated all of this. Somehow, she got you here, and she also brought me. Maybe there’s more going on behind the scenes than we know. Maybe…” She glanced around, her voice lowering. “Maybe the Easterners want to do something else with us.” 
 
    “Something else?” 
 
    “We’re going back downstairs,” Coma called into the room. “Celia needs a small adjustment.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Celia said, covering her breasts, the front of her dress nearly revealing her nipples. “It needs to be tighter.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll meet you down there,” Roman said over his shoulder. 
 
    “I mean, what if they’re going to keep us here?” Lisa suggested. “What if they want to run experiments on us? Look at me; look at my body. How are they going to be able to connect the pieces back together?” 
 
    “This may be a poor country, but the best tech in our entire world comes from this place. If anyone knows how to do it, it’s them.” 
 
    “But don’t you see, Roman? Why did you need to come here? Why would they have you come all the way here if they didn’t want to take a closer look at your power? Nadine told me you won your power through a Hero Ticket—but what type of technology gave you that power? Ever thought of that?” 
 
    “It wasn’t technology; it was an exemplar who gave me this power.” 
 
    “What if they were able to replicate it? What if the East was able to turn everyone into an exemplar? And I’m not talking about simply giving someone some jewelry with a special ability.” 
 
    “I don’t see where you’re going with this,” Roman lied. He knew exactly where she was going, but he’d rather her spell it out than him. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it, and remember, I was staying with Nadine and Oscar over the last few days. I heard them discussing certain things. I think there may be more to this journey…” 
 
    “This trip was an agreement between Nadine and me—I come, and she helps me with some other things. Besides, I’m thoroughly committed to figuring out what’s going on with the healing situation, and why so many healers have died by the hands of my government.” 
 
    “It just seems like something’s up.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not stupid enough to think I’m just going to walk out and become a hero, not with all my baggage,” Roman said. “But I’m going to do the best I can, and figuring out what forces we are up against is the first step in that process. Who knows, maybe we’ll discover something that goes on to change the world. But we can’t do that by staying put. We have to move; we have to act.” 
 
    “I’m all for those things; really, I am,” said Lisa. “But I don’t want to end up some laboratory experiment.” 
 
    “I don’t think you get it. You have to end up that way for Nadine to be able to do something to help you.” 
 
    Lisa huffed. “I’m just saying we both need to be really careful about how we go about this, and look out for each other. Remember, we’re both foreigners here, even if you have a forged passport. This isn’t your home, and it’s sure as fuck not where I’m from.” 
 
    “Aware of that.” Roman paced halfway to the door. “And for the record, I don’t think Nadine would do anything to take advantage of us.” 
 
    “I know you feel that way, but I’m just saying to think about all this logically. Think about where you are, and where I am. We are chess pieces to these types of people. They move us and manipulate us until they get us to the place of their choosing. They use us. Just wait,” she finally said as she lay back on the bed. “You’ll see.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six: Good Roommates 
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    Hazrat could do remarkable things with his shadows. 
 
    They allowed him to move silently in dark places, to kill instantly, to do things like lift objects and open doors… 
 
    It was a nice apartment, bigger than he’d thought it would be from the outside. The fur rug gave it a touch of class, as did the red couch. The place felt cozy, warm even. The art on the wall wasn’t to his taste, but Hazrat preferred blank walls anyway. 
 
    He had been given strict orders from Margo, who was still visibly affected by the news she’d recently learned regarding the death of some woman named Paris. Hazrat still didn’t know the details, only that it involved Roman Martin, who seemed to have skipped town. 
 
    No matter. 
 
    There were other ways to put pressure on someone. 
 
    The door handle started to turn, and Hazrat prepared himself, reaching out for all the shadows in the room. 
 
    A woman with wide hips and black hair stepped in, her mouth opening to scream as soon as she saw a man sitting on the couch, his back to her, the red tattoos running down his neck instantly telling her he was a man from the South. 
 
    By this point, Hazrat had wrapped a shadow around her mouth to muffle her shriek. More shadows raced across the floor and grabbed her legs, pulling her to the ground. 
 
    The woman tried to kick free of the shadows’ grasp, but they quickly overpowered her, the door shutting as they dragged her to the carpet before Hazrat. 
 
    “Stop struggling or I’ll end this now,” he said, two sharpened shadows running into her nostrils. “And no mental messages. I’ll know if you send them, and anyone that comes to help you will die before they make it past the door.” 
 
    Another pair of shadows lifted near her ears, ready to pierce her skull if necessary. 
 
    Terror in her eyes, the black-haired woman tried to calm her breath, but the nerves firing in her body did little to help her gain control over her lungs. Things were turning black for her, and once her bloodshot eyes started to roll back, Hazrat loosened the shadow over her mouth. 
 
    “Don’t scream,” he reminded her as he brought his hands behind his head, ignoring her runny nose and the tears that had started to drip down her face. “I am guessing you are Harper.” 
 
    The woman gulped, then opened her mouth to say something and stopped. Her eyes now shut, she bit her lip, refusing to say anything. 
 
    “So you aren’t Harper,” he told her. “Then you are her…?” 
 
    Hazrat looked around and found a picture on the mantle of the woman along with a short-haired brunette wearing a tank top, clearly not the curvy lady lying on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “Ah, the roommate.” 
 
    The woman yelped, and Hazrat covered her mouth with his shadow. 
 
    “How long until she comes home? Nod if you think it will be soon; shake your head if she won’t.” 
 
    The woman made no movement aside from her trembling. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked,” Hazrat said as he crossed one leg over the other. 
 
    Harper’s roommate tried to kick her feet against the carpet, annoying Hazrat enough that he used one of the shadows to make a cleaver. He brought the cleaver within inches of her face and flattened out her hand, exposing her fingers. 
 
    She tried to curl her fingers back and protect them, but his shadows held firm. 
 
    “Don’t make me do this,” he said as he brought the cleaver up. 
 
    “Mmmph!” 
 
    “You want to speak now?” he asked, and removed the shadow muffle. 
 
    “Who…who are you!?” she blurted out. 
 
    “I’m the one asking questions.” 
 
    Whack! Hazrat brought his shadow clever down to the floor, a mere millimeter away from the tips of her fingers. “Where is Harper?” 
 
    She started to sob again. “Are you going to kill her?” 
 
    Hazrat grinned at the struggling woman. He planned to keep her pinned here for however long it took her roommate to come home. There was something very sexual about it, too; seeing the woman helpless stirred his loins. 
 
    A younger Hazrat would have acted on this feeling, but that wasn’t the reason he’d come here today, and rather than put more pressure on her or use his shadows to tear her clothing off, he simply offered her a sinister smile as he moved forward, resting his elbows on his knees and looking down at her from his vantage point on the couch. 
 
    “Neither of your lives interest me.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” she whispered. 
 
    “This is about Roman Martin. Do you know him?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “He was here. I think it was yesterday. Yes, yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about that,” Hazrat said, easing up on his shadows. “I’ll keep you company until Harper comes. She is coming, right?” 
 
    The woman nodded slowly. 
 
    “Good, thanks for playing along.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven: Dirty Dancing 
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    Nadine wasn’t jealous of the two animated sex dolls, but she was impressed by how well they cleaned up. 
 
    It was uncanny how real they looked, even down to small nuances in their flesh and their gestures. And while Nadine was also dressed up, she purposely wanted to play the role of a slightly older woman, someone who could have two daughters that looked like Celia and Coma. 
 
    The early evening social was exactly what Nadine had anticipated. 
 
    She grew up dirt poor, only having heard of this sort of events; and later, once she’d gone to her training, she’d actually taken part in a handful. These types of socials were extravagant balls, places where the rich could rub elbows, private. Training her how to act around wealthy individuals was yet another part of the Eastern Province spy program, one that had come in handy a number of times. 
 
    The training had paid off, and it was how she’d ended up with an exemplar in western Centralia, the one who had given her the nasty scar on her side. He’d died that night, and a cleanup crew had followed. 
 
    This was right around the time Nadine had met Oscar. She had thought she’d be in trouble, but instead, he’d celebrated what she had done. 
 
    While they were trained to take down exemplars, the non-exemplar spies from the East rarely took on this sort of task. This was just basic logic; it didn’t take a Class E intelligence-based exemplar to figure out that people with powers held the advantage over people who were powerless, even if the powerless individuals were said to have heightened abilities. 
 
    Nadine never really believed this anyway, figuring it was just something non-exemplars said to pat themselves on the back. No, it was probably something someone made up, and as Nadine scanned the room, she wondered how many people at the social were exemplars. 
 
    The ones who were into advanced tech were easy to pick out, as they usually wore interesting gadgets they had created for themselves—that, and they generally hung out together in groups. 
 
    She had already spotted several of them and was planning to make her approach soon, after they’d all had a little bit of wine. 
 
    If only the average person knew how often wine helped spies… 
 
    Nadine smiled over at Roman as she approached him, extending her gloved hand to her “husband” and allowing him to lead her toward the hors d’oeuvres. He was a better actor than she’d expected, and had she been scanning the room, she would have thought nothing of Roman and the woman he was leading to the food. 
 
    Which was good, because Nadine generally got a pretty good read on people. 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” she asked him, bringing her hand to his chest. 
 
    In the far corner of the room, before a grand window that looked out onto an orchard with yellow and orange trees, a trio of musicians played popular Centralian songs. There was a pianist and two singers, one of whose fingers occasionally picked up a zither and fingerpicked along with the pianist. 
 
    “This is not at all what I expected,” said Roman as Celia approached him. 
 
    “Do you mind if I dance?” she whispered. He nodded, offering a smile to a young man who stood across the room—a smile that told him not to get frisky with his “daughter.” 
 
    Celia made her way over to the young man, lifting her dress as she practically floated across the dance floor. He took her hands and joined the small group that had started dancing before the musicians, leaving Coma waiting on the sidelines. 
 
    If Coma was bothered by this, she didn’t show it, and Nadine figured that as Roman’s muscle (which was a weird way to think of an animated sex doll), Coma would likely avoid dances if she could, just in case things got out of hand. 
 
    Of course, things wouldn’t get out of hand here, not with this many wealthy individuals around. While there was always the possibility of an attack, the guards out front and the ones she could see patrolling the grounds outside looked like they meant business. 
 
    “I’ve spotted the techs,” Nadine said. “I’m waiting for the right time to make my move.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” Roman said, his eyes on the only other Centralian man in the room. 
 
    Nadine knew the man in question was a general of sorts, some high-ranking military official, which made her think the operation going on just a mile or so from here most definitely reached into the higher ranks of Eastern society. 
 
    This was troublesome, but it wasn’t the first time the spy agency had needed to do things against its own people. She was glad her agency operated above and beyond the law, and she wasn’t stupid enough to think this fact didn’t allow them to be corrupted as well. But from the leadership she’d seen so far, this hadn’t been the case. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Nadine set her wineglass down. She moved closer to Roman, one of her hands in his, the other now on his shoulder. They started dancing, close enough that they could speak to each other in hushed voices. 
 
    “I think I finally found a use for Casper,” Roman said. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “I don’t know, dear,” Roman said with a hint of sarcasm to his voice. 
 
    Nadine laughed, a fake laugh meant for a subtle sexual remark between a husband and a wife. 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” she finally said. “As long as you don’t think she’ll be seen.” 
 
    “Well, she is pretty small,” Roman said as he moved his hand from Nadine’s waist to his pocket. 
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
    “No, but soon,” he said, returning his hand to her waist. 
 
    Nadine would never have admitted it to anyone, but there was something nice about being this close to Roman. His chiseled features, the powerful look behind his semi-sad orange eyes, his muscled arms, the nice scent to him she hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Nadine decided in that moment to just go with this for a while, play this role as best she could. The details could be sorted out later, as they always were. This wasn’t her favorite way to deal with life, but sometimes it was the most practical. 
 
    “Our daughter is quite the dancer,” she purred. 
 
    “Is she?” Roman asked as he looked over her shoulder. 
 
    She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Are you getting jealous?” 
 
    Now it was Roman’s turn to laugh. “Hardly. She’s playing a role, just as you and I are.” 
 
    “You’re pretty good at this role.” 
 
    Roman bit his lip, just a slight amount of color fading from his cheeks. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” Nadine asked. Roman let her move away from him, still holding her hand, and twirled her once before bringing her back into his arms. 
 
    “No, just a thought,” he said as they drew close again. “Is the Centralian general still near the exit?” 
 
    “He is,” Nadine said, her eyes darting over to the man. 
 
    “He may be leaving soon, which means I should position Casper in the entry hall.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to let her go after him?” 
 
    “I won’t let her get too far. I’m guessing he’s not ready to leave yet, but he may have some information he’d like to speak privately about to one of the men in this room. If that’s the case, Casper can listen in, but she doesn’t have to leave the premises.” 
 
    “Do you trust her? Of your three dolls, she seems to be the one with the potential to be the biggest pain in the ass.” 
 
    Roman chuckled as he swept Nadine closer to the main dancing area, gracefully joining her. “They are all part of me in some way, so calling her an ass would be like calling myself an ass. I’ll refrain from commenting for now,” he said with a thin smile on his face. 
 
    “You know, I think I’m starting to get your sense of humor,” said Nadine. 
 
    “Really? I never thought of myself as a funny guy.” 
 
    “There’s something about you that is kind of funny, though,” she said as they continued to dance, “and I’m not just talking about your strange white hair.” 
 
    “I was born with it; I tried dying it when I was a teenager but stopped doing that after a while because it always grew out, which made me look even stranger.” 
 
    Nadine laughed, imagining what a younger Roman would have looked like. A mental message came in from Oscar, and she turned away from him as it played in her head. 
 
    Nadine pressed her back into Roman’s, rubbing her ass into the front of his pants—moving gracefully with him, though. Nothing like the dirty dancing she had seen in clubs in Centralia. 
 
    Nadine, Oscar’s message said, we have arranged for a group to take Roman in the morning. As we discussed, because of what he can do, it’s best if we move quickly, sedating him for this portion. Please be ready in the morning to move into action. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Roman asked as he turned her back to face him. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Nadine moved even closer to Roman, her lips inches away from his. She caught him glancing over at Celia, then turned him so he could no longer see his doll. “I think this is going to be a fun night,” she finally said, not able to make eye contact with him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight: Love Doll 
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    Maybe something could’ve happened between Roman and Nadine, he really didn’t know, but as he lay in bed next her, her arm draped over his, Roman couldn’t help but remember the jealousy he’d felt when he saw the young man dancing with Celia. 
 
    It had been hours ago, but he couldn’t stop thinking about it. 
 
    Maybe it was the wine he had consumed, or the fact that he was getting some type of head rush from playing an assumed role for so long. 
 
    Roman really didn’t know. 
 
    Regardless, going to the social had turned out to be a fruitful experience. Nadine had found a tech who thought he may be able to do something for Lisa, so there was good news there, plus there was the conversation Casper had overheard with the Centralian general, which confirmed they would be moving into the territory of the tribe colloquially known as the reindeer people starting tomorrow—and that a healer may be living with the tribe. 
 
    He still didn’t understand why all the healers had died, or better, what his government had done to them. What was the point of killing healers anyway? Even rich people needed healers. 
 
    He suspected it was something else, but this would require more intelligence, something they would have to gather once they returned home. 
 
    He had briefly entertained the idea of going further to the northeast and possibly meeting with the reindeer people before the Centralian soldiers got to them, but they were severely outnumbered. Even though they had taken out a few soldiers earlier that day, going up against close to fifty would be a lot more difficult. 
 
    Roman felt Nadine’s hand curl into a ball and relax. She was sleeping, possibly dreaming, her sheer negligée only inches away from his body. 
 
    He stayed like this for another thirty minutes, perhaps an hour. It was hard to judge time at night. 
 
    Eventually, he slipped out of the bed and made his way to the hallway. 
 
    When they’d entered the hotel earlier, he’d seen some snacks out on the table, and while he had eaten his fair share of hors d’oeuvres at the social, Roman was hungry. Or rather, he was bored and he couldn’t sleep, and eating seemed like something he could do to pass time. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked Celia, who stood in the hallway wearing only the emerald blouse Nadine had given her. 
 
    “Waiting for you,” she said with a tone of finality Roman had never heard from her before. 
 
    “I am, um, sorry about the sleeping arrangement. It’s for appearances…” he started to say. 
 
    “It’s fine.” The purple-eyed doll took a step closer to him, moving her hand through her red hair, combing it over to the other side. 
 
    “How long have you been out here?” 
 
    “Two hours? Maybe longer.” 
 
    They were inches away from each other now, Roman’s hands coming to her waist as Celia stood on the tips of her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. 
 
    “I hope this is okay,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, and he kissed her again. 
 
    Roman took a quick glance around and found a room at the far end of the hallway. With a simple thought, the door clicked open, creaking as Celia jumped into his arms, her legs tightening around his waist. 
 
    Still kissing her, Roman moved to the door, and once they were inside the empty room, he laid her on the bed, each kiss growing longer, sweeter, more sincere. 
 
    He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of sleeping trousers, and it only took him a moment to find she was completely nude under the blouse she wore, something he noticed as soon as her body touched the bed and the fabric shifted upward. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this,” she said in a soft voice, her eyes dilated just a hair more than normal. 
 
    “I have too, but I just thought…” 
 
    “I think it will be fine. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said as he started to kiss her again, moving from her lips to her neck. With a wave of his hand, the door shut, locking. 
 
    “We haven’t done anything like this before,” he said as he pressed off her. “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “I’m real,” she told him as she grabbed his hand and moved it down to the space in between her legs, which he found to be moist, everything intact, clean shaven, her labia slightly swollen. 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “You’ve made us real. You’ve made me real,” she reminded him as he lightly placed a finger inside her. “It’s why I can do things like this,” she said as she lifted that same hand to her mouth, sucking the finger. 
 
    Roman gulped as Celia led the hand back down, allowing him to massage his wet finger around her clitoris. 
 
    She spread her legs even wider, moaning as Roman continued to touch her, as he gently slipped his finger in again. 
 
    “I want you,” she whispered to him, at his ear now, biting it softly as she whispered again, “I want you.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    Celia came alive, her hands reaching for his shoulders and pulling him in closer, the head of his penis now rubbing against her vagina, testing its wetness. 
 
    It was still shocking to Roman just how wet she had become, and rather than contemplate how this was even possible, he continued to rub the head of his cock against her as they kissed, until it became inevitable that he would slip in. Once he was in, he thrust his hips forward lightly, working into the motion, not pressing too hard, feeling the skin on the side of his shaft stretch a bit as he moved in deeper. 
 
    Celia moaned, her hands coming to her swaying breasts. As Roman started to pick up his speed, she pinched her nipples, licking her lips as she watched him through half-closed eyes. 
 
    Once the bed started creaking, Roman pressed away from her and lay on the floor, his body cushioned by a runner carpet next to the bed. Celia climbed on top, her hands pressing into his stomach as he entered her again and she grew used to the solid mass filling the space between her legs. 
 
    “We have to be quiet,” Roman told her as she moved up and down, the smell of their sex reaching him, a sweet odor—again, something he hadn’t expected. 
 
    “I’ll try,” she said. Her red hair had fallen in her face, her nipples pointed, her body picking up speed. 
 
    For someone who hadn’t done this before with a living being, she was excellent. Roman didn’t stop to think if it felt like sex with a human. 
 
    It was more than that; there was no comparison. This was something else entirely. 
 
    And maybe it was the novelty. It was what she had been created to do before she’d been animated. 
 
    But that didn’t matter to Roman. This was different. Something about what they were doing was entirely unique to him, foreign, perfect. 
 
    “Is this okay?” she asked as she shifted onto her feet, crouching over his erection, her lips lubricated as she moved her hips up and down. 
 
    Roman nodded as he placed his hands on her ass, helping her get back into the rhythm as she fucked him in a crouched position. 
 
    Not an easy position to go in for a long time, but Celia had stamina, and as she continued to crouch-fuck him, Roman glanced to his power dial, which he pretty much wore all the time now. Sometimes he’d take it off before bed, but he had been drunk when he’d gone to bed earlier, so it was still on. 
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    Nothing out of the ordinary, just a little more activity in the green and red bars. 
 
    No, this wasn’t going to end anytime soon, and the way Celia was going at it, Roman was sure at least one of them was going to be sore after they finished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine: Suicide Mission 
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    Scarlett had said she would deliver, and Kevin had no reason to doubt her. Since being paid, the brunette teleporter had come through with the assault on the immigration offices, and she had stuck with Obsidian and Kevin ever since. Turquoise too, who still wheezed with every inhale, her face and the left side of her body bruised, her bones likely broken. 
 
    Kevin had actually done some medical training, back when he was in college, so he knew how to tend to wounds. He’d already devised a makeshift splint for her leg, but that was the extent of it. 
 
    And even as Kevin, Obsidian, and Scarlett waited for Scarlett’s acquaintances to arrive, Kevin couldn’t help but wonder for the millionth time who had done such a terrible thing to Turquoise. 
 
    Maybe it had been a new guard at the immigration offices, but he knew most the guards there, guards like the woman named Coco, and they tended to avoid property destruction unless necessary. Whoever had attacked Turquoise had slammed her up through a few floors, no small feat. 
 
    Obsidian had said it was a man, his face covered by a mask, his eyes pink—or had she said they were orange? Scarlett had said they were pink, and Obsidian had said they were orange. Either way, Kevin got the gist. 
 
    Whoever this guy was, he had probably been sent by Paris. 
 
    Kevin didn’t know why he felt this, but it was the best lead he had. It was something he should have confirmed with her before he’d killed her. 
 
    For now, they needed more recruits. If they planned to assault Prison South and make it out alive, they would need more than a teleporter, a cat girl, and a guy with a special ring. 
 
    Convincing them wouldn’t be easy, but Kevin had a few angles he hoped to try, and there was always the promise of money. He had some of this too, but likely not enough to pay what they would ask. 
 
    Still, there may be some bartering involved, and Kevin was ready to neutralize everyone’s power in the room if that was what it came down to. 
 
    He had to be sly about it as well, not wanting whoever joined them to know the secret, that he wasn’t some non-exemplar who had miraculously been granted a power, that he was no different than the Kevin he’d been a week ago, aside from the fact that he now had a special ring. 
 
    “They’re outside,” Scarlett said, vanishing in a flash. 
 
    She reappeared with two men and a woman, all three of them wearing dark clothing. The first man had a beanie on, ash colored, which accented his light blue eyes. 
 
    The woman’s head was shaved, her ears pierced, and she was in a shapely top with slits open at the sides. 
 
    The final man was a large, broad-shouldered guy, muscled and thick as a barricade with tanned skin and a few random tattoos. 
 
    Kevin cleared his throat. “Do you know why you’re here?” he asked, his mind already classifying them based on their appearances. 
 
    Now, this did not always work with exemplars, but Kevin was pretty good at guessing these traits. He couldn’t always get their classifications, but he could look at an exemplar and make a guess about where they would be in terms of dangerousness. 
 
    “She briefed us,” the strongman said, tensing and relaxing his big gloved hands. While the top part of his body was thick, his legs were actually rather skinny, only accenting his bodybuilder physique. 
 
    “And?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “You want to break out a healer, and according to you, this is the only healer left in the entire world,” said the woman, a hint of amusement in her voice. 
 
    “The Centralian government has scoured the world for healers, killing all aside from one,” Kevin said, “who happens to be at Prison South. We have an injured colleague, and it is my goal to break this healer out and have them heal our colleague. Don’t believe me? Take a look at the documents on the table over there, some stuff I borrowed from a government official, a list of healers who have expired.” 
 
    “And you expect us to help you break this person out?” the man in the gray beanie asked. “Because where I’m from, that’s called suicide.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? And where are you from?” 
 
    “Near the northern border,” the man said. 
 
    Something about the way he looked made Kevin think he was a telepath, or at least that part of his ability was based in telepathy. Thing was, Kevin had dealt with a good many telepaths in his position before becoming an immigration advisor, and many of them shared a similar look. 
 
    Most people never caught it, but Kevin had seen it multiple times—a troubled look, fitting for a person who was sensing everything in the room. 
 
    The good ones could cover this look of discomfort, as it was very subtle, but all of them shared it. It was almost a nervous twitch, which meant the man likely sensed something was off about Kevin. 
 
    But he wasn’t saying anything about it, which made Kevin wonder where the man fell on the telepath spectrum. 
 
    “Neither of you has said no yet,” Kevin remarked, cutting straight to the chase. “Which leads me to believe you have some interest in what I’m trying to do. Is that the case?” 
 
    “Everyone can use a healer in their personal lives,” the strongman said, his eyes drooping as a frown formed on his face. “Family reasons.” 
 
    “Then we are all in the same boat,” said Kevin. 
 
    “We’ll take some of the money, too,” the woman added. “Not that we’ll be able to spend it.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Kevin asked. 
 
    She scoffed at his question. “What you are asking us to do is suicide. It’s the most heavily guarded prison in Centralia. And yes, I’m aware there are rumored black sites in the Western Province, but I’m talking about within our borders. There’s nothing else like Prison South.” 
 
    “If it’s suicide, then what do you need the money for?” Kevin asked. “I mean, those were your words.” 
 
    “Because we need to be able to kill ourselves if this doesn’t pan out,” she said. “That money can be used to purchase various pills we can take that will stop our hearts from working, and if we’re unable to do that, we have enough to arrange for an outside force to kill us. Plus, a little for our families.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kevin said, steeling his nerves. “But we’re not going to die. None of us are going to die. We’re going to break this healer out of there, share them, and…” 
 
    “It’s a very good question,” the man in the gray beanie said. “What happens after we’ve rescued this healer? Assuming that we all make it out alive. And what’s this about sharing?” He laughed. “I’d disregard that naive thought if I were you.” 
 
    “Fine, I’m just thinking out loud,” said Kevin. “To answer your first question, we use Scarlett’s services to teleport the healer to the various locations we need them to be.” 
 
    “Starting with your location, I’m guessing,” said the muscular man. 
 
    “I’m the one putting this together,” Kevin reminded him, “and I’m the one that plans to get the intel.” 
 
    “How do you plan to do that?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I’ll answer that,” said Scarlett. “You may not know this, but there was recently a breakout in Prison South, a successful one, which has led them to reevaluate their structures. It’s also caused an influx of guards to be transferred from other prisons. Temporary guards, which means the bars outside the prison will be full of new guys with loose lips.” 
 
    “So you plan on randomly finding someone, getting information on where the healer is being held, and then using that information to break them out?” the man in the beanie asked. 
 
    “Well, now that you’re working with us, James, we figured you’d be the one that could get the information we need,” Scarlett said. 
 
    “I haven’t said anything about working with you yet.” 
 
    Scarlett rolled her eyes. “For a telepath, you sure are shit at hiding your thoughts.” 
 
    The man known as James laughed. “You’re right, I would be able to get it. But that doesn’t mean we’ll be able to pull it off.” 
 
    Kevin licked his lips, realizing that the man was a telepath, as he had predicted. That meant he knew Kevin’s secret, but like a good telepath, he was holding his cards close to his chest. 
 
    “We just need to know where to go,” Obsidian said, the cat girl stepping forward. “That’s all that matters. All of us combined will be able to get through, get the healer, and get out. And that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “And you’re sure the healer is still being held there?” the short strongman asked. 
 
    “From what I know, yes,” said Kevin. “But this is something we could confirm tonight at one of the bars in the area.” 
 
    “It’s curious to me that they would keep the healer there after the breakout,” James the telepath said. 
 
    “The people that broke the inmate out were coming for someone else,” Scarlett said. “And I agree with you, it’s a little strange, but I think it’s a ‘hidden in plain sight’ type of thing. Regardless, we will still need to act quickly.” 
 
    “You know, it has been a long time since I got into something like this,” the woman with the shaved head said. 
 
    “And it may be the last time,” the strongman reminded her. “I will only do this if we have good intel, if we know for certain that the healer is there. We will also need to get the supplies we discussed,” he told the woman, “because this is a suicide mission.” 
 
    “No,” said Kevin, his voice lowering. “It’s much more than that.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty: Going Rogue 
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    “We have to go,” Nadine told Roman the next morning, a look of utter fear flashing across her face. 
 
    Roman was fast asleep at her side, having crawled back into bed sometime after he and Celia had finished. 
 
    He had been dreaming of moving away from something, the twilight meadow shattering all around him, but he couldn’t remember what else had happened now that he’d sat up. Whatever it had been, it had been coming for him, and he’d been gathering the people around him. 
 
    The people he cared about. 
 
    And there had been many people, but Nadine, the dolls and, for some odd reason, Lisa Painstake had all been there. Others, too—Harper, Emelia, some of his co-workers. Kevin Blackbook, oddly enough, the portly administrator with a dark look on his face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Roman asked as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    “All of us need to leave, now,” Nadine said hurriedly. “Don’t look.” She ripped off her night dress and slipped into a pair of tights. 
 
    “You’re my wife,” Roman started to joke. 
 
    “Get ready. I’m fucking serious here.” 
 
    Once Nadine was dressed, she moved to the other room and woke the dolls up. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t know that they never slept, and Roman had a chuckle knowing she’d probably walked in to find them sitting on the bed, their heads cocked to the left as they observed her. Casper was in there too, although she may still be asleep. 
 
    He heard Nadine’s muffled voice through the wall as he buttoned up a shirt and pulled up his pants. Roman was surprised to see that the bags had already been packed, which led him to believe Nadine had woken up before him and let him sleep just a little bit longer. 
 
    A nice gesture, and to thank her, he honored her wishes, kicking into high gear and getting ready as quickly as possible. 
 
    “They’re ready,” she said as she came back in the room. 
 
    “I’m just putting on my boots,” Roman told her. 
 
    “Good, because we need to go now.” 
 
    “Where are we going? What about Lisa?” Roman asked. 
 
    “We’ll get a safe distance away from the city and I’ll take her back. Easier that way, trust me.” Nadine turned to Roman and took a few steps closer to him. 
 
    She reached her hands up, and for a moment, he thought she was going to place them on his cheeks. Instead, her fingers came to the collar of his shirt, which she quickly fixed. 
 
    “We’re going to find the reindeer people,” she finally said. 
 
    “Us? I thought we were just getting intel…” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s good to gather intelligence; other times it’s good to gather intelligence and act immediately. I thought about it, and if the Centralians are moving in, we should be doing something as well,” she said, still avoiding eye contact. “We’re a small group, and likely faster. So that’s what we’re doing now.” 
 
    “So we’re not going back to Centralia today or tomorrow?” 
 
    “That’s still the plan, but we need to try to warn these people first. Also, can you imagine what leverage we would have if we actually found a healer?” 
 
    Roman slipped into his pants. “What would we do with them?” 
 
    “Well, for one, we would hide them from the Centralians, and…” Nadine bit her lip. “We might have to hide the healer from my government as well. And this may come as a shock to you, but it may be easier to hide them in Centralia than here. There are less surveillance rules in Centralia, and people don’t make it a habit of ratting out their neighbors. Do you think Jorgen was put with us just to be a guide?” 
 
    “Where is he, anyway?” 
 
    “I’ve already taken care of him.” And before Roman could protest, Nadine lifted her hand. “I didn’t kill him, but he will be sleeping for the next several hours.” 
 
    Roman nodded, still sleepy and a bit confused, but convinced of the conviction in her voice. “Let’s say we find this person. How would we even get them back to Centralia?” 
 
    “The same way any illegal immigrant gets into Centralia.” 
 
    Roman raised an eyebrow at her. “You know, this isn’t what I signed up for…” 
 
    “But you’re going to do it anyway. Isn’t that right, dear?” She dropped her hand into his and offered him a quick smile. “Well, dear?” 
 
    “I’m going to need a serious mind wipe after this.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Nadine said as she turned back to the door. “Let’s go, now.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It was better that Roman didn’t know the real reason they were leaving. As Nadine, Roman, Lisa and the dolls slipped out into the early morning darkness, Nadine knew that what she did next could seriously affect her livelihood and the lives of her parents going forward. 
 
    She was betting everything that they would find a healer, this from an interesting conversation she’d overheard at the social last night. It had been a brief remark, but it did corroborate what Casper had heard from the Centralian general, that there may be a healer in the midst of the reindeer people. 
 
    Rumored, but that was all she had to go on at the moment. 
 
    Still, it was an incredible risk, not only because they were severely outnumbered, but because Nadine was disobeying a direct order. 
 
    This was unlike her, and she needed leverage if she was going to do it. Hopefully that leverage would come in the form of a healer. 
 
    Nadine shivered for a moment, recognizing yet again the choice she was making. She didn’t always agree with orders, but she’d never disobeyed one before. 
 
    Part of her disobedience came from disagreeing with how the Eastern Province’s government wanted to handle Roman. She had been assured by Oscar that they wouldn’t detain him indefinitely, but they wanted to know how a non-exemplar had been granted a power, and they didn’t normally have specimens simply delivered to them on a platter. 
 
    Nadine didn’t want Roman to go through that. 
 
    He was her asset, and regardless of the fact that they worked more like a team, or maybe because of this reason, she felt it was her duty to protect him. 
 
    This, and she wanted to act on the intel she’d received. Because if she could return with a healer, that would be even more valuable. 
 
    It was a bizarre situation, really, to betray one’s overseers with the ultimate goal of helping them gain leverage, albeit from the safety of a different country. 
 
    But that was her angle, and she’d known the risks when she made the decision to take it last night. 
 
    “You seem quiet,” Roman said as he moved in next to her. They had taken a narrow path mostly covered by foliage, but there was still enough room to walk side by side. 
 
    “I’m ready to talk when you are,” a high-pitched voice said from his jacket pocket. 
 
    “I was referring to her, not you.” 
 
    “Usually, when women are quiet it means they know something you don’t know,” Casper told him, her little ears peeking up from his shirt pocket. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Celia laughed. Roman glanced over to her, watching as the conservatively dressed doll stepped over a puddle and onto more fallen leaves. Nadine remembered Roman leaving the room last night; she had noticed his absence almost immediately. She figured he’d gone down for some food, since he’d seemed pretty restless. Had he wanted to see to his restlessness within the confines of their bedroom, she would have been down. 
 
    But she was sort of glad it hadn’t gone that way. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “I don’t know anything you don’t already know,” Nadine finally told him. A lie, but it would suffice for now. 
 
    “I thought we were supposed to meet the person who would see to my condition this morning.” Lisa was at the back of the group, mopey as ever. 
 
    “We were supposed to, but something came up. You know…” Nadine turned to her and smiled. “How about I take you to his place? Roman and the dolls can wait here, and I can drop you off.” 
 
    “I…” Lisa glanced from Roman to Nadine and back again. “You think that’s okay? I sort of don’t want to be without you guys.” 
 
    “I’m hoping Roman and I will be back by tomorrow, so theoretically, we would pick you up and then go back to Centralia together.” 
 
    Lisa looked to Roman for support and he nodded. 
 
    “Maybe that’s a better idea,” Lisa finally said. 
 
    “Great. Then stay here, Roman, and I will deliver Lisa to the two techs I met last night.” 
 
    “And my body?” 
 
    “We’ll have a teleporter drop that off as soon as we get there,” said Nadine. “I owe you this much, and I promise we will return for you after we get back from the mountains.” 
 
    Roman started to sit on the ground but then remembered he had a power, so he formed an exposed tree trunk into a nice chair instead. Lifting more trunks next to them, he extended his chair until it was long enough to seat three. 
 
    “I’ll try to bring some food, too,” Nadine called over her shoulder. 
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    It didn’t take Nadine and Lisa very long to get back to the hotel. From there, they turned right, following a rather wide lane that ran adjacent to the main thoroughfare. Nadine wore her hood now, partially concealing her face, and Lisa was completely transparent. 
 
    No one stopped to ponder why a hooded woman had stepped out of the forest. As Nadine had grown used to in the East, people simply minded their own business. 
 
    They took a winding, cobblestoned street to a residential area with one- and two-story homes pressed up to the curb. There was a smaller trolley station not far from this location, indicated by a bell ringing in the distance. A bakery on the corner had its windows open, the warm smell of freshly baked bread meeting Nadine’s nostrils. 
 
    She stopped here first, picking up potatoes and meat wrapped in fist-sized rolls, then continued deeper into the district. Referring to a piece of paper in her hand, she found the home in question, which, as she’d expected, was more extravagant than all the other houses on the block. 
 
    The Eastern Province was poor, but that didn’t mean rich people didn’t live here, and the types of people who had attended last night’s event were definitely on the upper echelons of society when it came to wealth. 
 
    Hell, many were richer than the richest people in Centralia, something most Centralians couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    So the tech she’d met last night was well off, another good sign he’d be able to help Lisa. Nadine waited at the gate after knocking, knowing full well that the people who lived in the home probably had some type of security. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re up?” Lisa asked, a hint of nervousness in her voice. 
 
    “If not, we’re waking them up. And you can turn bright again once we meet them, but stay the way you are for now.” 
 
    “How are we paying them for this?” 
 
    “We’re not. I know it sounds crazy, but not everything in the East runs on money like it does in Centralia. They’re interested in your power for research, so by agreeing to this, you are allowing them to perform a few tests on you and take samples of your tissue. Now, they assured me none of this will hurt—nothing invasive—but you should be aware this is the price they are charging. They simply want to know more about you and your power.” 
 
    Lisa thought for a moment, nodding in Nadine’s direction. “I’m okay with that; I just really want this to work.” 
 
    “As do I,” Nadine said as she smoothed her hands over her hooded blouse. “I told them about your power last night, and revealed to them what happened with limited detail. One of the guys we’re meeting claims to have seen a similar case with someone who could turn themselves to water vapor. Now, I’m aware that’s a different element, but they believe they have a way to reattach your spectral form to your real body. Speaking of which…” Nadine closed her eyes and fired off a mental message to a teleporting service. 
 
    It was good timing, too, because she received a response just as the gate started to open on its own. 
 
    Nadine entered first, ushering Lisa in. 
 
    Approaching them from the front steps was a man with incredibly feminine features, his face elven in a way, his hair slicked back and his nose hooked. 
 
    “I see,” he said as he shook Nadine’s hand, Lisa’s form brightening. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Lisa,” he told the glowing young woman, a grin plastered across his face. “Now, I can’t say for certain that this will work, but I have a good feeling about it, and I’m the type of person that trusts his instincts.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-One: From Hunting Vampires to Hunting Kevin 
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    Margo raised some of the cement from the roof of the building, making a chair with armrests for herself. Her hood was down, but she still had the bottom portion of her face hidden by a mask of sorts, something she had grown accustomed to wearing ages ago hunting vampires in the West. 
 
    It had been a formidable part of her upbringing as a young spy, getting assigned to some of the literal haunts where the vampires lived and snuffing them out, destroying them. 
 
    The vampirism was a sickness, really, a strange power that spread from person to person. Easier to classify it as vampiric than what it really was, a contagion, an original exemplar with a twisted ability that let him spread his sickness to others. 
 
    Calling these others vampires gave the limited Western Province government some leeway with sudden and violent action, which included Margo. 
 
    Seeing the sun rise reminded her of these times, a chapter of her life now closed, as there wasn’t an early-morning that went by without her feeling lucky to have made it through the night. 
 
    Now Margo was most assuredly the hunter, no longer the hunted, having long ago given up that lifestyle for something more administrative at first, yet something that later forced her to occasionally act. 
 
    Not that she minded taking action; no, the hunt was what Margo lived for, and there’d been dozens of times she’d sent operatives out while wishing she could have been the person going instead, especially if those operatives died. 
 
    Especially if one of them was a woman she’d once been in love with. 
 
    Paris. 
 
    Margo remembered meeting the woman with elastic abilities for the first time and feeling immediately attracted to her—her dark hair, her dimples, her supermodel figure. Only in the Western Province would a woman of her beauty become a spy. Had Paris been born in Centralia… 
 
    But Paris had been born in the West, which meant she was ruthless, something Margo had taken a liking to in the dark-haired beauty almost immediately. Yet it would have been inappropriate for her to make any sort of move, and for a long time she didn’t. 
 
    As she had been taught to do, Margo merely played a role in monitoring Paris’s various operations. But it was Paris who had invited her out for dinner, and then wine, and then… 
 
    After it had happened, Margo had wanted to go back to the West to hunt whatever vampires were left, start over again. 
 
    But Paris hadn’t let her. 
 
    The woman had been firm, wild, not one to take no for an answer. 
 
    And for a while, it had lasted, but eventually it had been Paris who wanted to say no, no matter how loudly Margo wanted to scream yes. 
 
    So they’d parted amicably, Margo still her handler, but with less restraints on Paris because she knew better than to get too close. 
 
    And over the last eight months, part of Margo had entertained the idea of reaching back out to Paris, taking things slower this time, moving more at Paris’s pace rather than Margo’s, and even just a few weeks ago she’d been on the verge of doing so, literally making her way to Paris’s home before deciding not to. 
 
    And how different would things have been if she had made that push? Would Margo have been with Paris when she’d first met Roman? Would she have seen this Kevin fellow and been able to track him, prevent him from escaping? What would she have done with the cat girls? She had always found the two to be questionable. 
 
    And then there was poor Ian, the big red man destined for a concrete grave. That would never have happened had Margo been around. As soon as Roman revealed his powers, she would have brought the man to his knees, filled his mouth with rubble and exploded his organs from the inside. 
 
    Turned his bones to snakes, strangled him with his own hair, drowned him in his own spit and blood. 
 
    Margo’s options would have been endless, and as she looked out at the rising sun, she took some comfort in knowing that once she did finally meet Roman, it would be an easy fight. And Kevin? The odds of him getting killed before she got to him were higher than not. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Hazrat asked. The shadow manipulator approached her from the side, flanked by Ian and Celia, a dark sky overhead and the breeze on the rooftop all but dead. 
 
    It didn’t take much of Margo’s power to maintain two walking corpses, and she had honed her ability enough to strip them of any personality or opinions. They were simply drones, guards in a way, even though Celia’s only power would be to throw herself at someone. 
 
    At least Ian could replicate the power he’d had when he was alive, meaning Celia was mostly for show. 
 
    “I need to be honest with you,” Margo said without looking at Hazrat. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Margo would take the fact that she’d killed Hazrat’s wife to the grave. 
 
    It had been useful to bait him, but this was one thing she absolutely didn’t want the shadow exemplar to know. She was also aware that Hazrat had almost left, that he could have escaped with his wife’s body back to the South and there was nothing Margo could have done about it. 
 
    Yet he’d returned, a loyal subject, and a powerful one at that. 
 
    So she’d decided half the truth would work for now. 
 
    “The person who did this to a dear friend of mine wasn’t Roman, as I told you earlier.” 
 
    “Speaking of Roman, I wanted to talk about what I learned from Harper and her roommate. I’ve put together quite the little surprise for him when he returns.” 
 
    “In a minute; let me finish,” Margo said, taking the lead as always. “The man who killed Paris is a man named Kevin, but he is an associate of Roman’s. To give you a backstory you’ve yet to hear…” 
 
    Margo went on to explain who Kevin was, the Hero Ticket he’d purchased, how Roman had stolen it from his desk after Kevin had attempted suicide, then how Roman had used the ticket to get his current power. She explained that Kevin, due to his name, had been confused with his brother by the cat girls, that they’d kidnapped him, that Paris had decided to use him as leverage instead of killing him, and that even while all this was happening, Kevin didn’t know Roman had stolen the ticket that would have made him an exemplar and Roman didn’t know Kevin was alive. 
 
    “Ironic,” Hazrat finally said, twisting the end of his mustache. 
 
    “Indeed.” Margo looked from the sun to the powerful man from the West, a few shadows trembling in the foreground, something she had noticed several times when she was around Hazrat. “I should also say that Ian, the man who stands behind you, worked for Paris as well. In fact, like you, Roman did some immigration work for him.” 
 
    “Well, apparently he didn’t send Ian to jail…” Hazrat growled. 
 
    “Because Ian knew better than to throw a tantrum in a government office. But that’s beside the point. Paris was starting to feel that Roman was slipping away from her, so she called him for a meeting, an ultimatum. He revealed his power in this meeting and killed Ian. He was just about to kill Paris when she agreed to work with him.” 
 
    “Work with him on what?” 
 
    “Healers—or really, the lack thereof.” Margo paused to let this sink in. “Believe it or not, Centralia has killed nearly all the healers in this world, and according to the information Paris received, there is only one healer left. This is precisely what Kevin was trying to get from her before he killed her. He wanted a location, but Paris didn’t know it.” 
 
    “He killed her over a healer?” 
 
    “Precisely. And I don’t know why.” 
 
    “And you’re thinking if we find where this healer is being held, we will eventually find Kevin?” Hazrat asked. 
 
    “I know damn well we will find Kevin.” 
 
    “And do you know where this healer is?” 
 
    Margo took a deep breath. Her focus was somewhere between Hazrat and the rising sun, somewhere on the horizon, away from here. “No, not yet.” 
 
    They were quiet for a moment, both of them watching a grapefruit-red sun rise from the horizon. 
 
    “Roman hasn’t returned to Centralia yet, has he?” Margo finally asked, changing the topics. 
 
    “I was about to tell you about that, but no. He’s still in the East, and I’ve set a trap for when he comes back.” 
 
    “Then we have time to go after Kevin before he returns,” said Margo. 
 
    “And how should we go about doing that?” 
 
    “As I said earlier, Kevin has a brother who is high up in the Centralian government. My educated guess is that he’s asked his brother to give him the location.” 
 
    “And if we pay his brother a visit, we can ask as well,” Hazrat said, finishing her thought. “Do you know anything about their relationship?” 
 
    “It’s rocky at best.” Margo stood, and the chair she’d made from the rooftop material melted away, reforming into a solid surface. “That settles it. Let’s pay his brother a visit today—no, tonight. I really need to get some rest. Celia, Ian, come with me.” 
 
    The two living corpses waited for Margo to pass and then followed behind her, leaving Hazrat on the roof alone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two: Nature Walk 
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    Roman had almost drifted off to sleep when Nadine returned, a redness to her cheeks, her dirty-blond hair now pulled into a bun at the back of her head. She held a bag with the print of a local bakery on it and before she could ask, Roman formed a seat for her as well, plus a table between them, all made out of their wooded surroundings. 
 
    “That’s convenient,” she said as she sat down and placed the bag on the table. Nadine tested its sturdiness and nodded, impressed. 
 
    “I wish you would make us a bed,” said Casper. “I still haven’t gotten my beauty rest. And just if anyone’s asking, it’s way too early to be going on a hike.” 
 
    The tiny doll sat on Roman’s shoulder, one leg crossed over the other, her hands at her sides holding on to the fabric of his jacket in case he shifted positions. 
 
    “It’s a nice day out,” said Celia, who sat directly next to Roman with a light, happy look on her face. 
 
    “We don’t go outside enough,” Coma added. Roman’s sometimes-enforcer was resting with her back against Celia’s shoulder, her legs over the armrest of Roman’s makeshift chair. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing food,” Roman said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Glad I could provide sustenance.” Nadine opened the bag and handed him a small meat pie. “Apparently these are local specialties, so they should hit the spot.” 
 
    Roman examined it for a moment and took a bite. It was good. The strange spice of the potatoes inside was a new experience for him, but it was filling nonetheless. He ate it quickly and went for another, waiting for Nadine to say something. 
 
    He had the feeling she was holding back on him, a sneaking suspicion, and not one he normally felt with her. Well, he did sometimes, but this feeling was likely triggered by the conversation he’d had with Lisa last night, so he disregarded the thought, planning to give Nadine the benefit of the doubt until she played all her cards, if that time ever came. 
 
    “So we’re just going to find some type of tribe?” Casper asked. “Isn’t that what you said, Roman? In that case, I think I’ll be dozing in a pocket for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “It’s not really a tribe. They are a semi-nomadic people that live in homes they’ve made on various sides of the mountain depending on the season,” Nadine explained. “I don’t know how often they migrate, but like I said previously, they’re called reindeer people because when they do migrate, they do so riding reindeer.” 
 
    “This is what happens when we leave the city,” the tiny doll complained to Roman. “We go from civilization to people riding around mountains on reindeer. I just want you to think about this next time one of the others says we need to go outside more.” 
 
    “It’s nice outside,” Celia told Casper. “Don’t you think so?” 
 
    “It’s also nice inside, where there aren’t insects, dirt, and strange people.” 
 
    “We’ll be back inside soon enough,” Coma told her as Roman went for another meat pie. 
 
    He found it fascinating listening to the three of them speak to each other, as if his brain were getting in an argument with itself. 
 
    Weird way to think about it, but since they had all been imbued with portions of his personality, hearing them talk almost mimicked the way his brain worked in its most manic state, competing ideas, the inner debate, and oftentimes no clear winner aside from whoever suggested sleep. 
 
    Eventually, sleep always won. 
 
    As he ate and the dolls debated the merits of outside versus inside, Roman recalled his experience with Celia last night. 
 
    He had known going into it that it was an inevitability, that eventually having beautiful women around who mirrored his behaviors (especially the softer side of him completely sculpted by his deceased wife) would lead to a sexual encounter. 
 
    There had already been one encounter with Coma and Harper, although that had been a little bit different than what he’d experienced with Celia, and now that he had officially had sex with one, Roman felt a great weight lifted from his shoulders. 
 
    Only to be replaced by another heavy force. 
 
    He didn’t want to get into a philosophical debate about what he had just done, but Roman knew his mind well enough to know it would definitely be on the forefront until he accepted it for what it was. And really, there was nothing wrong with what he had done. While one could argue it was more similar to masturbation than actual sex, both spawned the same result. 
 
    “I think we all need to take a long bath when we get back to the city,” said Casper. 
 
    “You have to be careful when you bathe,” Roman joked with her. “You could drown.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure my new body will be available once we get back, so go ahead, give me hell now while I’m just a little one,” she said, taunting him. “I’ll have my revenge when I’m full-sized.” 
 
    Roman snapped his mouth shut, much to Nadine’s amusement. 
 
    She had been actively listening to the debate between the three dolls, and she seemed to be finding their interaction with Roman comical. 
 
    Part of Roman wished this moment could go on for just a little bit longer, a nice breakfast in a densely wooded area, away from exemplars and non-exemplars alike. 
 
    But they had other plans, and he really didn’t know how long their journey would take them, or what they would find at its end. 
 
    Once the meat pies were finished and he had returned the furniture he’d created to the soil, Roman and Nadine set off to the northeast, continuing along the trail cut into the woods. 
 
    Roman had seen trails like these before, trails kept alive by people’s feet rather than any type of landscaping, and as they walked, he wondered how long Easterners had been using the path. 
 
    A light breeze kicked up, rustling through the orange leaves, acorns and other nuts falling. Something small and furry zipping into the underbrush just a few feet ahead of them. With each breath in Roman felt more alive, like he was closer to the source of oxygen than he had been in Centralia, or in Brattle for that matter. 
 
    He tuned Casper out, who continued to talk about nature and why, at her size, it gave her the creeps. 
 
    For now, Roman wanted to enjoy the quiet and the smells of nature, and to forget about the complications in his life, even if one of those complications was standing in his front jacket pocket. 
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    “We should be ahead of them by now,” Nadine said about two hours later. 
 
    With dense woods all around, Roman could hardly tell which way they had come from. Even the path was hard to see, almost nonexistent at points, which made him believe Nadine must have grown up near the woods, an adventurous tomboy of sorts—something he’d also picked up from a few of their conversations. 
 
    “It’s just like home,” Nadine said, solidifying Roman’s assumption. “I grew up pretty far from here, but this path feels the exact same. I know that sounds crazy, but what I’m saying is we have the same types of trees in our region. The paths are marked the same way…” 
 
    “The path is marked?” he asked. 
 
    “You didn’t notice?” Nadine stopped and looked around for moment. “There, do you see that bush?” 
 
    There was a bush in front of a tree, its leaves now red. Near it was an overturned stone, the ground wet beneath it. 
 
    “That’s marking the path?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she explained. “And believe it or not, the leaves never fall from that bush. In the fall they’re red, in the winter they’re orange, in the spring they’re pink, and in the summer they’re yellow. It looks pretty amazing in the winter, especially with all the snow around. The winding path that led up to my parents’ home was surrounded by these bushes.” 
 
    “Someone planted them all the way out here? So far away from the city?” Celia asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Nadine as they made their way down a small hill. They came to a bubbling brook, some of the water blocked by something an animal had made upstream. Roman crouched in front of the water, noticing there were small fish moving beneath it. 
 
    He placed his hand in and noticed the water was ice cold. Roman pulled his hand out and shook some of the water away, wiping the rest on the back of his pants. 
 
    “Thirsty?” Nadine pulled a pouch of water out from the bag flung over her shoulder. 
 
    “You really are prepared, aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Normally I would drink the water from the stream here, but things have changed since I was a child and you have to be more careful now. Pity, because there’s nothing like water from its natural source. You just never know who is washing their clothing or pissing upstream.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Roman said as he looked for a place to cross the moving body of water. There were a few rocks about ten feet to his right, arranged in a way that allowed one to cross to the other side. 
 
    “Do not drop me in there,” Casper reminded him. “Because I’m pretty sure I can’t swim.” 
 
    “I can swim, so I’m guessing you can swim,” he said as he moved to the rocks. Roman tested the stability of the first rock, and once he saw that it was firmly positioned in the riverbed, he began to take the makeshift path across the water. 
 
    “Well, just because you can swim doesn’t mean I can swim,” Casper said, “and I don’t want to drown. I have a fear of drowning.” 
 
    “You can’t drown if you don’t breathe,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “You know…” 
 
    “See? We’re already on the other side,” he said after leaping to the other shore. “Before you could even finish worrying about it, we already made it over here.” 
 
    Roman watched as Celia took the rocks daintily, nearly falling into the water at one point as she tried to hop to the next surface. 
 
    “Careful!” he called after. 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled, some of her hair falling over one eye. “I really don’t want to get wet,” she said with a shiver. Roman reached his hand out to her and helped her to the other riverbank. 
 
    Coma was next, and she made it across in record time, her agility on full display. Nadine was a little bit slower, and Roman also extended his hand to her, helping her when she reached the final rock. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she pressed past Roman. “Let’s walk for another hour and then eat our next meal. I have enough pies to last us a while.” 
 
    “I would hate to have to rely on eating to maintain energy,” Casper said from the safety of Roman’s pocket. “That’s what you’re for, Daddy,” she said, bumping her small ass against his chest. 
 
    “Please don’t call me Daddy,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “What? It’s kind of cute, right?” 
 
    Roman heard Celia giggle behind him. 
 
    “No, it’s kind of weird.” 
 
    Nadine turned back to Roman, her face drained of all its color as something came to her. 
 
    “What is it?” Roman asked, rushing to her side. 
 
    She shook her head, and Roman suspected she’d just received an important message. He’d seen this play out countless times in his life—during a conversation with someone, they would receive a mental message whose contents would change the look on their face. 
 
    Nadine took a big breath in, then closed her eyes and started to turn away from Roman. “It’s nothing; don’t worry about it.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three: Brothers Apart 
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    Margo couldn’t sleep, and after trying for a couple hours, she figured they should act on Kevin Blackbook’s brother now rather than later. 
 
    It was good to be distracted, and she didn’t expect it would be very hard to reach him. 
 
    This was where she turned out to be wrong. 
 
    A teleporter took Hazrat, Ian, and Margo to the front gate of Kevin’s brother’s estate in one of the nicest neighborhoods of Centralia. They left zombie Celia behind, Margo taking her life force from her just in case she needed to use any extra power. 
 
    It wasn’t strange at all to Margo to see a corpse sitting on the couch, lifeless again, but it did raise Hazrat’s eyebrow. It was something she knew he’d eventually get used to, especially if he stuck around. 
 
    “We will make this quick,” she told him, glancing up and down the street. 
 
    No one was out, but that didn’t mean someone wouldn’t come by soon, jogging or taking their dog for a walk. It was best to get inside quickly, and with a wave of her hand, an opening formed in Kevin’s gate large enough for Ian to fit through. 
 
    Ian had just finished stepping through when a lightning-fast blur came from his right, colliding with the big man. 
 
    The two tumbled into a concrete structure, a rectangular statue of sorts that quickly gave way, the concrete pillar falling onto Ian’s back just as he was getting the upper hand. 
 
    Margo caught sight of a blue-skinned woman just as the scenery changed. 
 
    “Paris?” 
 
    Her ex-lover stood before her, a tragic look on her face, her cheeks red, her arms long and loose at her sides, knuckles dragging against the ground. Paris sobbed as she shuffled her feet in Margo’s direction, her chin starting to fall away, her dress spilling open and her breasts falling out, sagging. 
 
    Suddenly they were in Margo’s bedroom, Paris looking up at Margo between her legs, eyes filled with lust as she sucked on Margo’s clit. 
 
    Margo leaned back and moaned, enjoying the feel of Paris’s tongue, the feeling it gave her to be in control. 
 
    It’s not real. 
 
    “Hazrat,” she said aloud, even though she was in a darkened bedroom and the powerful Southerner was nowhere to be found. “Get as far away from me as possible. You have five seconds.” 
 
    One… 
 
    Two… 
 
    Three… 
 
    Margo didn’t wait five seconds to unleash her full power, pressing her ability out through her palms and into the ground, creating a wave she knew would extend at least fifty feet in all directions. 
 
    Everything was in its right place again, aside from the crater she’d caused and the chaos on the periphery. 
 
    She spotted the blue-skinned telepath, a mercenary by the name of Beatrix, and quickly pulled roots from the garden to pin her to the ground. She yanked the woman’s head back and slammed it as hard as she could, knocking her out. 
 
    Oddly enough, Margo had encountered her before, well over a year ago. 
 
    The telepath would do anything for a buck, no concern for which side she was fighting for or the reason she was fighting in the first place. Margo would have ended it right there had it not been for an incredibly large blast of green energy. 
 
    Hazrat rescued her just in time, his shadow lifting her into the air and depositing her a safe distance away. There were two assailants left, the strongman Ian was working on and a female energy user. If Kevin Blackbook was indeed home, he may have teleported away already. 
 
    But if he was like every other non-exemplar she had come across, Kevin would be curious to see how this played out, which meant he was likely looking out one of the windows. 
 
    Rather than rejoin Hazrat and Ian below, who seemed to have things handled, Margo lifted tiles from the ground to form an archway leading to one of the windows. She peeled away the glass and the frame like one might open the top of a burlap sack. 
 
    She hopped from tile to tile, growing closer to the opening in the window. When a green blast of energy took out one of the tiles, Margo leapt over the missing piece, each tile falling to the ground as she raced to the opening she’d made in the mansion. 
 
    To her right, Ian continued to take damage from the muscled exemplar, the red man biding his time, waiting to get in close before unleashing his true potential. That moment came when the strongman grabbed hold of Ian, hoping to do some sort of suplex on him. 
 
    Bad idea. 
 
    His cries of pain echoed across the courtyard. 
 
    Margo cleared the last tile and made it into Kevin Blackbook’s home. 
 
    She saw Kevin scrambling as she moved inside. In response, she animated one of the pictures on the wall, the frame coming down and moving on all fours like an animal with white legs and an incredibly thin body. 
 
    Her picture-frame creation propelled itself forward, slammed into Kevin’s back and brought him to the ground. 
 
    “I will rip both your arms off if you even think to call a teleporter,” she told him. “I won’t be here for long; I just need a few answers. Call off your men or else…” 
 
    Margo looked over her shoulder to see Hazrat standing over the green energy user. It was a gruesome scene—the shadow wielder had sliced off her arms and legs, her body flopping in a pool of blood as she screamed out. 
 
    “I believe you will need new security after this,” Margo finally said as she crouched beside the quivering Kevin Blackbook. 
 
    “What do you want!?” he shouted, a huge vein pulsing on the side of his head near his missing eye. 
 
    “Relax, Mr. Blackbook. There’s no need to scream. I just need a little information from you,” Margo said, crouching next to him. 
 
    The picture frame she had concocted into a four-legged creature latched on to Kevin’s back, holding him to the ground. 
 
    A tiny mandible grew out of the floor, clamped the back of Kevin’s head and turned it to the right. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re looking for,” Kevin whimpered. “I don’t know why people keep coming to me for answers!” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you know exactly what I’m looking for. I’m assuming you’ve been in communication with your brother; have you not?” 
 
    “My brother is a piece-of-shit fuck-up, and if this has anything to do with him, that’s between you and him, not me. I’ve washed my hands of him. If I never had to see him again, my life would be a thousand times better,” he spat. “I mean it. If this is between you and him, keep me out of it!” 
 
    “Yes, Paris told me about your encounter with your brother. I’m assuming you’ve had other encounters since?” 
 
    “Will you let me up? I’m not going to teleport away.” 
 
    Margo remained crouching. “You’re not in a position to negotiate, Mr. Blackbook. I want to know what your brother is up to. If you recall the woman who paid you a visit alongside him when you lost your eye…” 
 
    “You mean that wretched cat girl? The one who took my eye? Fuck her too!” 
 
    The mandible holding Kevin’s head tightened and he let out another whimper. 
 
    “Your brother is responsible for Paris’s death, and I want to know why,” Margo told him, losing patience. “I also want to know why he’s so hell bent on finding Centralia’s last healer. If you are feeling gracious, you will also tell me why Centralia has killed so many healers, but that’s not the information I’ve come for, nor do I think you know it.” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” he whispered. “That much is true.” 
 
    “And do you know why your brother killed Paris?” she said, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “How should I know that? All I know is that he was looking for the healer because the turquoise-haired cat girl is injured. And fuck them! You see the cuts on my face? Fuck them.” 
 
    The dots connected in Margo’s head. Somehow, one of the cat girls had gotten injured, which was why Kevin had met with Paris. When Paris wouldn’t provide any information, he’d moved on to his brother, killing the former spy in the process. 
 
    “All this is about a healer,” Margo whispered. “I just can’t believe it’s that simple…” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kevin said, spittle flying from his mouth, “and I told him where we are holding the healer. That’s all. I didn’t tell him anything else, because I don’t know anything else. And if I knew something more, I probably would have told him, because the damn cat girl had me doped up. I wish they would all die, Kevin alongside them. You know how hard it is to keep what happened to my eye a secret?” 
 
    “I don’t care about your eye,” Margo said in an offhand way. “All I need to know is where Kevin is planning to go next. So, where are they holding the healer?” 
 
    “Like I’ll fucking tell you…” he growled, but his heart wasn’t in it, and Margo knew she didn’t need to put much more pressure on the man to get the answer she wanted. 
 
    “Do we really need to go into this, Mr. Blackbook? You and I both know authorities will be here in the next minute or so, if not sooner. I don’t want to have to bring you with me. I don’t want to have to keep you alive while I torture the information out of you. I would rather just get the information now, leave you be, and go somewhat peacefully. Now, I’ll only ask one more time: Where is this healer, Mr. Blackbook?” 
 
    “Prison South,” he said under his breath. “The healer is at Prison South. That’s all I know, I fucking swear.” 
 
    “Thank you for making that easy for me.” 
 
    Margo made her way to the giant circle she’d formed in the wall. 
 
    She looked down at the courtyard to see Ian and Hazrat waiting for her, the energy user a bloody torso and the strongman Ian had been fighting long since dead. Margo stripped the siding off the building as she formed an angled path that brought her to the ground. 
 
    She saw the blue-skinned telepath lying on her side, wincing as she sucked in air. Clenching her fist, Margo lifted a spike out of the ground that impaled the woman, lifting her eight feet up. She simultaneously created an air bubble in the woman’s skull, exploding her brain to make sure no part of her mind was recoverable. 
 
    Margo’s private teleporter appeared, stepping out of thin air as if he’d been there all along. 
 
    The man didn’t look at the carnage as he waited for Margo, Ian and Hazrat to step into a semitransparent doorway he’d spawned with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Once they were in, the doorway vanished, leaving Kevin Blackbook’s estate a bloody mess of torn limbs, toppled statues, and crushed egos.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four: Basement Discovery, Sudden Recovery 
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    Roman used his power to push a few trees aside, giving him a better look at the smoking hillside village. 
 
    They were about a quarter mile away from it now on a sidehill mostly covered by thick trees and fauna. They had been walking for hours, and the sun would set soon. 
 
    “That’s the village,” Nadine said. “Do you think they already got there?” 
 
    “Impossible. We would have seen or heard that many men moving through the woods.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Casper. “If they’re good soldiers, they probably know how to keep their mouths shut.” 
 
    “I just don’t think they could have gotten there that quickly,” Nadine said, picking up her pace. 
 
    “We have to be careful,” said Roman. “This could be some type of ambush.” 
 
    “We’ll approach slowly; I’ll go in first, just in case I need you as backup.” Nadine checked the electric shield on her wrist guard. Once she made sure it was in working order, she turned it off and moved forward, ready to flip it on at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Roman waited for her to get a little ahead of him. 
 
    After reminding Celia and Coma to stay close and Casper to stay quiet, he started advancing towards Nadine’s position, his hands at the ready, sensing everything around him. 
 
    It was an incredibly nerve-racking experience watching Nadine approach the entrance of the smoldering village, her wrist-guard shield on and her body in a defensive position. There really was no other way to approach, not with the way the village had been positioned on the side of the hill, craggy rocks impossible to climb on its left. 
 
    Nadine moved along the perimeter, out of Roman’s direct line of vision. This caused panic to rise in his chest, panic that only dissipated after she’d appeared again a minute later, walking in his direction and waving him over. 
 
    “Find anything?” Roman whispered when he reached her position. 
 
    There were about ten smoldering huts, a few cut into the side of a rock. It was interesting how these people built their homes, partially out of red clay with the fronts made of wood. 
 
    They looked cozy, and seeing them in such a terrible state made Roman grimace. Whoever had done this had done it quickly, violently, and it looked like they had killed all the reindeer people and their namesake animals. 
 
    The charred bodies of humans and animals were scattered about, like someone had swept through, torn the place apart and tornadoed away. 
 
    It was unsettling, and as Roman turned to one of the larger homes, the top of which was still smoking, he slowly opened the door and let himself in. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he called back to Nadine before she could say anything to him. 
 
    He looked up at the support beams to see that they were still intact, then pushed his power forward just in case, strengthening them to allow himself time to take a look around the home. 
 
    He could see Celia and Coma entering the next building, this one much worse off than the one he was currently in. 
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Casper said, her cat ears moving up and down in his line of vision. “This place is totally giving me the creeps. And did you see those dead bodies outside? This is bad, Roman.” 
 
    “We have to figure out what happened here,” he reminded her. 
 
    “It’s pretty easy to tell what happened here. Some powerful exemplar came through and destroyed the place. What’s so hard to understand about that?” 
 
    “I’m just looking for any signs, any clues…” 
 
    “Roman!” Casper shouted as the plank beneath him gave way. 
 
    Roman fell, the sharp wood floor catching on his pants and digging in as he tried to catch his balance. 
 
    Instincts kicking in, Roman managed to stop himself before hitting the ground of the cellar, lifting the soil to meet him. But his leg and foot were screaming out in pain, and as he stopped the ceiling from caving in on him, he noticed that he couldn’t move his toes, a numb yet stinging feeling already moving up his leg. 
 
    “Shit,” he started to whisper. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Casper scrambled out of his pocket and then jumped, slid down his chest, and brought herself to a run when she met his waist. 
 
    It only took her a few seconds to reach Roman’s ankle, which was pretty badly shredded. 
 
    “There’s so much blood, Roman—you’re really bleeding a lot. Can you stop the blood?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, focusing on the blood vessels in his leg and foot. 
 
    Maybe it was something Roman would be able to do, as he had managed to affect people’s bones before, but he was too panicked, the pain was too strong, and things were beginning to dim. 
 
    Dust started to fall on his head as Roman began to lose consciousness. Then he heard the door of the home open, Nadine racing in. 
 
    “Careful,” he whispered, transferring his power to the floor and hardening it so she wouldn’t fall on top of him. 
 
    “Down here!” Casper shouted in her tiny voice. “We’re in the cellar!” 
 
    “Fuck,” Roman said as he tried to press off the platform he’d created for himself. “Help!” he finally shouted, giving voice to his pain. “Help!” 
 
    “I can help you, mister,” said a voice from the shadows. A young boy stepped out from beneath the stairs, his hair blond, a faint yellow aura glowing around his hands, his face and body covered in blood. 
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    “Don’t touch them!” Nadine said as she came down the stairs, her wrist guard trained on the young boy. 
 
    The kid hovered over Roman’s wound, the light moving from his hands to Roman’s bloodied ankle and swirling around the room. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roman said with a gasp. “Seriously, Nadine, lower your weapon. He’s… healing me.” 
 
    “He’s the healer?” Nadine asked just as Coma charged down the stairs. Celia followed her, and Nadine had to jump in front of both of them to prevent the two dolls from swarming the young boy. 
 
    “Just relax,” Roman said, wincing. “I’m fine!” 
 
    It was miraculous, really, the way the kid was able to heal him. 
 
    The blood had already dried up, most of it reabsorbed into his skin, the sound of cracking bones and sinewy discharges not quite music to Roman’s ears but good to hear nonetheless as his leg reshaped itself. 
 
    The final sound, which threw Roman off guard, was a slurping noise coming from a space just beneath the boy’s palm. 
 
    “You’re it,” Nadine said as she approached the boy. There were tears in her eyes as she wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him. “More exist. At least one more exists,” she told Roman. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Casper asked. The tiny doll stood on the ground, her hands on her hips as she watched Roman rotate his ankle. 
 
    “It feels like it’s always felt,” Roman finally said. 
 
    He swiveled and brought both feet to the ground, where he lightly tested to see if he could put weight on them. Sure enough, everything felt the same way it had felt a few minutes ago, before he’d fallen through the floor. 
 
    “What happened out there?” Nadine asked the kid, her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said with a sob. “I’m just so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she told him. “What happened? What happened to everyone?” 
 
    The kid swallowed hard, wiped his nose with his sleeve and held Nadine’s gaze for a moment. Finally, he bowed his head, his blond hair falling into his face. “It wasn’t supposed to happen. It never happened like that before,” he said in a soft voice. 
 
    “We should probably go,” Roman told the pair. “We can sort the details later.” 
 
    The boy looked up to Nadine, his eyes now glassy. “But where will we go?” 
 
    “Away from here, maybe even to Centralia,” she said. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.” 
 
    “Centralia?” Roman asked. His mind was connecting the dots as she said it, wondering why Nadine would prefer to take the child to his country rather than keep him in hers. Something didn’t seem right. 
 
    “Come on,” she said as she grabbed the boy by his hand, turning to the stairs. 
 
    “I don’t want to see it; I don’t want to see what happened up there,” he started to say. 
 
    “Okay, give me a second.” Nadine glanced around the room until she found some stored food. On top of one of the glass containers was a black rag, which she tied tightly around his eyes. “How’s that?” she asked him. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said with a sniff. “It wasn’t supposed to…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now; we have to go. People are coming here to get you. And I’m not going to let that happen.” 
 
    Nadine made her way up the stairs, and a few seconds later, Roman heard her feet on the floorboards above. He transferred just a little bit of power to the ceiling to keep her from falling through any more holes, and when she’d cleared the door, he dropped his hand to let Casper crawl into his palm. 
 
    “Back in the pocket,” he told her, bringing his hand to his chest. 
 
    “You know, soon enough I’m going to be full-sized, and you’re not going to be able to just put me in your pocket and boss me around.” 
 
    “Would you prefer to walk?” 
 
    “Hmmmm… nope,” she said, sinking deeper into his pocket. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Celia asked Roman, coming into his arms. He held her for moment, then noticed Coma standing nearby as well. Roman naturally opened his arm to her and she too fell into his embrace, all three of them hugging. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this cute,” Casper said with amusement. 
 
    “Come on,” Nadine called from above. 
 
    “You heard the lady.” Roman moved away from the two dolls, still taking precautions with his newly healed appendage. He took the stairs, making sure each step was reinforced. Once he got to the top, he again strengthened the floorboards that led to the door. 
 
    He could see Nadine outside, her eyes locked on the horizon. She had already found new clothing for the boy in one of the homes. The kid stood off to her right, changing into the new clothing, a dark look on his bloodied face. 
 
    “Back to where we came?” Roman called to Nadine. 
 
    “Exactly, they’ll be here soon…” 
 
    “How do you know they weren’t already here?” Roman asked, looking from Nadine to the small, blond-haired boy. 
 
    “Trust me, they weren’t.” 
 
    “Then who did this?” asked Celia. 
 
    “I did,” the young boy said, his blindfold still pulled tightly across the bridge of his nose. “I’m the one who did this.” 
 
    “You?” Roman’s eyes went wide. “But how?” 
 
    “He’ll explain as we walk,” said Nadine. “We need to hurry. We’ll take shelter in the woods tonight, then grab Lisa in the morning. This next part is going to be tricky.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five: Leverage or Subversion 
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    “We’ll get as close as we can to Brattle, and then we’ll set up camp,” Nadine reminded them. “Try to keep up, Eli.” 
 
    It was almost dark out, the sun now set, the moon in the sky, a few black clouds on the periphery blocking out the stars. Walking behind Nadine were Roman, the two dolls, and Eli, the young healer, who had cleaned the blood off his face hours ago. Casper was there too, occasionally making quips from Roman’s pocket and napping in the meantime. The tiny doll really liked to sleep. 
 
    “I’m getting hungry,” Eli told Nadine, not quite a whine but getting there. 
 
    “We’re out of food. Roman ate the last pie.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Roman called over his shoulder. 
 
    “But don’t worry, we can set up camp shortly and look for food then. We’re nearing the city.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Roman asked. 
 
    Nadine used a light on her wrist guard to illuminate a tree, showing him a green marking that only responded to her device. 
 
    “The trees are all marked?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s how I know.” Nadine smiled at Roman and his naive question. She had to keep reminding herself they were in her home territory and there was a lot Roman didn’t know about the East. 
 
    Another message came in from Oscar, Nadine’s contact in Centralia: You disobeyed a direct order, the mental message said, regardless of the leverage you claim to now possess. I wish I had a better answer for you. Maybe it would be a good idea to pay a trip to the border. I can do more for you from there… 
 
    Nadine stopped, a halo from her wrist guard now shining on her feet, providing light. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Roman asked. 
 
    “No. Let’s… let’s just keep moving.” 
 
    Nadine knew exactly what Oscar was suggesting. It was a crazy idea, too, but it wouldn’t be very hard for them to get through the border if they made their way west, at least on the Eastern Province side. The border wasn’t very well protected, and with Roman’s power… 
 
    The trouble they’d eventually run into would be on Centralia’s side, but then again, there could be a workaround. She didn’t know the extent of Roman’s ability to burrow, but that was definitely one solution. 
 
    It’s a fine idea, she finally thought back to Oscar. They were using a telepathically encrypted channel, so she knew it would be a while before he responded. But his suggestion had given her some hope, especially with the leverage she now possessed. 
 
    Nadine looked back at Eli. The blond-haired boy was no older than ten. He was tired, dragging his feet as he walked, trying his best to keep up. 
 
    And to think he caused all that damage, she thought as she returned her focus to the path ahead. 
 
    He was a healer, all right, but Eli was a rare type of healer that held all the damage he’d taken in until he could no longer contain the power. A ticking time bomb of sorts, and since he had no control of when he unleashed his power… 
 
    Nadine was impressed with how well the kid was handling the fact that he’d killed all those villagers, his family and friends included. 
 
    From what she’d pieced together, he’d simply exploded, igniting the entire village. 
 
    The explosion would have killed him as well, but Eli healed himself just as quickly as the energy left his skin, and by the time Roman, Nadine and the dolls had arrived on the scene, he had gone into hiding. 
 
    Hiding from what? she thought as they made their way up a steep incline. 
 
    It occurred to her that he may have been hiding from anyone coming back to the village to find its destruction. This made sense to Nadine; there were likely a few people away, as the people who lived in these mountains tended to travel from encampment to encampment. 
 
    “Can we stop?” Eli asked, his arms hanging at his sides. “We’ve been walking for so long. I usually ride.” 
 
    Nadine glanced at Roman, and before she could say anything, he lifted a four-legged creature from the soil made of roots and fallen branches. The headless creature’s body solidified as he added more twigs. It didn’t look like the most comfortable ride, but Eli happily mounted Roman’s creation and gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Thanks, mister,” Eli said. 
 
    “Not a problem. Just try to stay awake,” Roman said as his creation started walking. “I don’t know how stable it is.” 
 
    “Had I known you could make those…” Nadine commented. 
 
    “I never really tried before,” Roman said as they continued along the path with Nadine at the front of their group, Roman and the dolls in the middle, and Eli at the back. 
 
    “You’re really lucky, you know that?” 
 
    “I can try to make you something, but I don’t want to overextend myself,” he said with a glance down at the device on his wrist. Nadine had noticed him checking this out from time to time, assuming it was some type of power gauge. 
 
    “I’m fine walking. It’s good for you.” Nadine took a deep breath in, noticing a subtle change in the air as they got closer to Brattle. It was the smell of burning coal and wood, which meant people were gearing up for a cold night. 
 
    She too could feel the breeze moving up from the south, but her body heat made it bearable, and besides, they didn’t have much further to walk. 
 
    It took them another thirty minutes, but once they found a comfortable location, Nadine told the group this was where they’d be camping for the night. 
 
    “You know what to do,” she said to Roman, who merely nodded at her as she provided light. 
 
    They’d talked about it along the way, and once the two dolls were sitting on the ground motionless, Roman went to work. He brought his hand up and raised stone from the ground, pulling up the roots of several trees and using the excess wood to solidify his structure. 
 
    “Aren’t you just a little show-off?” Casper said. 
 
    “I don’t think ‘little’ is the word you’re looking for…” Nadine said as she stepped aside, allowing Roman to solidify a wall. She’d seen enough powers to know his was something else. 
 
    And the way he used it, too… 
 
    There was something almost manchild-like about Roman’s usage of his power. Here was a man who could form almost anything out of, well, anything, and his first order of business had been to animate some sex dolls to be part of his posse. 
 
    It was something Nadine still didn’t quite understand. 
 
    She also didn’t really understand his relationship with the dolls. 
 
    He seemed to be closest to Celia, but Coma was his go-to fighter, his original creation, from what he’d told her. It was odd to think that the white-haired man with the orange eyes, a handsome Centralian if there ever was one, was such a strange guy when it came down to it. 
 
    But they were in this together now, and Nadine was going to do what she needed to do to protect him. 
 
    That was why they’d left so early in the morning, Nadine disobeying her orders and seriously putting her career in jeopardy. 
 
    If not for leverage… she thought as she looked back at Eli, the young healer who now sat on the ground, yawning as Roman worked.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Six: Far from Glamping 
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    Roman didn’t want to think about how things would play out. 
 
    He had agreed to help Nadine for a variety of reasons, one of which was the fact that she had arranged for the psychometrist named Abby, who would be able to dig deeper into what had happened to his wife’s body. 
 
    But now they had this kid to contend with, this destructive little healer who had totally changed the course of their actions. 
 
    And really, what had he been expecting when coming here to look into the healer situation? Shouldn’t he have expected to actually come across one? 
 
    Roman hadn’t really thought too deeply about it. He had just wanted to be useful. He’d wanted to do something good for once, something less selfish than what he was known for. 
 
    But now he wasn’t so sure about the choices he’d made. 
 
    Lifeless Celia and Coma sat on a bench he had pulled from the stone wall. 
 
    One glance down at his power dial and he was glad he had taken their energies away. Maintaining the yurt-like structure would be harder than he’d originally anticipated. 
 
    At first, he thought he’d be able to sleep, but he knew better. He knew he needed to keep an eye on his power dial for just a little bit longer to make sure none of the bars reached their limit, especially the last one. 
 
    Then he could fall asleep. 
 
    Red is dead, Roman thought as he sat against the wall, his legs crossed. Nadine was next to him, curled at his side. 
 
    She was cold, her arm draped over him, her head resting in the crevice created by his thigh and his calf. 
 
    “Are you getting tired?” Eli asked. The young healer was in the center of the earthy room, the boy on his knees, staring over at Roman curiously. 
 
    “I’ll stay awake for a little bit longer, just to make sure the structure is sound,” Roman told him. “Are you warm enough? I’m sorry we don’t have any blankets.” 
 
    “It’s not that cold,” the boy said. 
 
    They’d been in the structure for about an hour. 
 
    It was buried about a foot into the ground, with not a lot of standing room, but at least it had some semblance of light. Roman had made a hole in the ceiling, allowing for some moonlight to come into the space. 
 
    This had been Casper’s idea, who was now asleep in his pocket. 
 
    He meant to take her energy away too, but she didn’t seem to be taking up too much juice, so it really didn’t matter. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Eli asked, the boy wide awake. 
 
    “Why don’t you go to sleep?” Roman suggested. “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what I did. You’re not going to tell anyone, are you?” the kid asked, his voice dropping to a whimper. “It really was an accident.” 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone, you have my word there,” Roman assured him. “And I believe you when you say it was an accident. I can tell you aren’t lying. Has something like this ever happened before?” 
 
    “Not in the village, of course,” Eli said. “Last time I discharged it was far away from the encampment. I killed my reindeer the last time, but that was it. The village kept an eye on me too. They always gave me time to unwind after healing. My parents tried to…” the kid sniffed. “They jumped on top of me as soon as it happened.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Roman reminded him. 
 
    “It’s just… I wasn’t trying to kill everyone.” 
 
    “And it’s not your fault,” Roman said again, not sure how to comfort a kid who had killed everyone around him. “These powers can be hard to control. Believe me.” 
 
    “What is your power exactly?” Eli asked, looking up at him with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but let’s just say I’m able to control most things.” 
 
    “If you had been there, you could’ve stopped me…” 
 
    “Maybe, but who really knows?” Roman shrugged as best he could without waking Nadine. “It really depends on how your power works, and if you have any warning beforehand.” 
 
    “I really have no control over it,” Eli said. “I can heal a lot, but when it’s time to discharge, it’s time to discharge. There is no warning. It really hurts, too.” 
 
    “I’m sure it hurts,” Roman said, imagining the child exploding and then instantly healing himself. 
 
    What a bittersweet power to possess. On one hand, Eli could help anyone; on the other, he was a menace. Especially if he couldn’t control when the damage he absorbed was released. For a moment, Roman entertained the idea of introducing him to his teacher in Centralia, Ava, but he knew this likely wouldn’t happen. 
 
    She’d have to report him in some way. 
 
    “So you really can’t tell when it’s about to go?” Roman asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Roman considered this for a moment, his eyes locked on the young boy. “Then you should keep it a secret for now. Going forward, don’t ever let anyone know what you can do unless Nadine or I tell you it’s okay.” 
 
    “Nadine told me they were looking for a healer. Isn’t she going to tell someone?” 
 
    “You got me beat there,” Roman said with a sigh. 
 
    “She’s your girlfriend?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” 
 
    “Then they are your girlfriends?” Eli nodded over at the two seated dolls. 
 
    “You know, I think there are more important conversations we can be having. I’m no expert on powers, but I’ve dealt with a lot of exemplars, so maybe I can talk to someone I know about your abilities. You know what…” 
 
    Roman looked down at his power dial. 
 
    If he could have Ava make the boy something like this, then Eli could theoretically know when he was nearing a spontaneous energy combustion. It was a longshot, and he’d have to make something up about how he lost his dial, but it was worth a try. Eli would eventually need to learn how to forcibly discharge it, but that could give him some time. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve just had an idea,” Roman told the boy. “You said that you’ve never had someone seriously examine your power. You said that, right? When we were walking back there?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We stay away from the main cities,” Eli said, “we’re not tested or anything like that.” 
 
    “Well if you didn’t know, the Eastern Province government has exemplars who are skilled with advanced tech. I’m sure they’re the ones who made my power dial.” 
 
    Roman showed it to Eli, still in his seated position against the wall. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, not with Nadine lying on him, but he didn’t wanted to disturb her. She needed rest. 
 
    “I’m afraid…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Roman assured him. “What happened today was an accident, and it’s something you should keep to yourself for now, until we figure out a way to monitor your power. I’ve had my own accidents, or at least…” 
 
    Roman thought of what had happened to his wife, Celia. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Eli asked. 
 
    It was on the tip of Roman’s tongue, and maybe it would be worth getting off his chest, but… 
 
    No, not now, he told himself. 
 
    “There are a lot of things I regret, but that’s neither here nor there. Anyway, goodnight.” Roman lightly tapped Nadine on the shoulder and she glanced up at him, sleep in her eyes. “I think I’m going to lay down now,” he told her. She scooted down just a bit and Roman moved in next to her, his arm coming around her as she pressed her body into his. 
 
    “Stop talking,” she whispered. “You’re saying too much.” 
 
    “I was just entertaining the kid,” Roman whispered back to her. 
 
    He closed his eyes, hoping he didn’t dream of Celia tonight, the twilight meadow, or what had happened the night she had fallen into her coma. 
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    The next morning came quickly. Roman woke just after Nadine stirred, noticing a deficit in warmth around him. 
 
    No dreams; he really had been exhausted from all that walking, which was a good thing. It hadn’t been a comfortable night of sleep, as his back ached from lying on the ground, but it had been good, and sometimes that was all that mattered. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re up,” Nadine said. For someone who hadn’t eaten in a while, she had a lot more energy than Roman, who was seriously starting to get hungry. 
 
    “He really is a sleepy bastard,” said Casper, who stood in front of Roman’s face, braiding her long blond hair. “But he’s cute when he sleeps, right?” 
 
    Nadine snorted as she bent forward to fix her shoes. 
 
    “Please tell me where you get all this energy.” Roman sat up, again using the wall of the stone and mud yurt he’d created to prop himself up. 
 
    “It’s daytime now; I’m sure Eli will be able to find something to eat in the forest,” Nadine said quickly. 
 
    Eli was asleep in the center of the room, still sitting on his knees, his head bent forward. How anyone could sleep in that position was beyond Roman. But the kid didn’t look to be in pain, and he also didn’t seem to mind that they were speaking. 
 
    “Anyway, once he wakes, have him find you some food,” Nadine said. “I’m sure he’ll be able to, and I’ll be back with Lisa as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Famous last words,” Casper said as she placed both hands on Roman’s larger hand. She looked up at him, shaking her hips as she hummed a song he swore he’d heard before. 
 
    “So you’re just going to leave us out here?” he asked Nadine, scratching the back of his head. 
 
    “You’ll be fine; you have your dolls, after all.” Nadine nodded to the lifeless beings still sitting on their bench. Roman eyed his power dial and saw that everything was pretty balanced at the moment. 
 
    “I can stay back at the hotel with him while you grab Lisa,” he offered. 
 
    “No. You two—” She looked at the dolls. “You four should just stay here.” 
 
    “Five,” Casper said with a huff. 
 
    “Is something going on? Something I should know about?” asked Roman. 
 
    Nadine looked away from him, her shoulders tensing slightly. “This should only take me an hour or two, and then we’ll be on our way. We’re going to travel back to the border a different way, okay? And I’ll bring some food too. But like I said, the boy will know how to find something to eat.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven: Face Tattoo 
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    It paid to know people, and once Margo had heard from a few contacts fond of poking around at one of the bars near Prison South, she knew exactly where the healer was being held. There was intuition in what she did, and she was certain Kevin would strike the following night. 
 
    Which was why, like the night before, the Western spy was having trouble sleeping. 
 
    There were medications for sleep, exemplars who could rework a person’s mind so it always fell asleep at an agreed-upon time. But hunting vampires in Western Centralia had permanently damaged Margo’s sleep schedule, insomnia mixed with bouts of epic sleep now a fixture in her life. 
 
    And what a life. 
 
    The time Margo had spent in Centralia paled in comparison to how long she’d been on the job in the West, her sole purpose to hunt people and stop the infection from spreading. 
 
    Later, she’d been part of a team, as the newcomers are now, but by that time those months had turned into years, and the violence she’d been part of had taken its toll. 
 
    What she’d seen had desensitized Margo, a trait she was starting to admire in Hazrat. 
 
    The man of shadows had a past that matched his power, even if he’d grown up privileged in the Southern Alliance, with servants and attendants at his beck and call. But he’d seen plenty of action, and he had only grown harder because of it. 
 
    It was why she had started to enjoy his company, his brooding nature, the fact that the living corpses around them didn’t bother him, how quickly he’d cleaned up back at Kevin Blackbook’s estate. 
 
    No mercy. 
 
    And she knew he hadn’t witnessed some of the things she’d seen in the West, bodies torn limb from limb, half devoured, vampiric transformations that hadn’t taken, sheer animosity in the eyes of a hungry foe—Margo knew Hazrat hadn’t been in the same situations she’d been in, yet he was fierce, brutal, and unapologetic in his destruction. 
 
    A perfect candidate for a future partner. 
 
    And naturally, Margo found herself in the same place she’d been twenty-four hours ago, on the roof, watching the sunrise and mentally planning for what would happen later in the day. 
 
    Kevin would make his move, and once he did, Margo, Hazrat and Ian would spring. Like she’d done before, Margo would leave Celia’s corpse at her current location, not wanting to expend unnecessary energy. 
 
    “It won’t take us very long now,” she told the pale redhead, who stood off to her right. 
 
    “As… as you wish,” the woman whispered, her voice scratchy and low, which was the result of Margo using the woman’s vocal chords. 
 
    “Do you like staying here?” 
 
    “I do,” the woman whispered. 
 
    “Come closer.” Margo pushed her hood back as Celia approached. 
 
    The cool breeze now touching her forehead and cheeks, Margo slowly began to unwind the binding across her nose and mouth. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked after she had removed the face covering, strands of her white hair spilling out. 
 
    Pure black ink spread from the space just beneath Margo’s nostrils all the way down her neck, a deep tattoo that covered scars from one of her encounters with a Western vampire. 
 
    It had been a terrible fight, one Margo had barely managed to survive. 
 
    The man’s claws and canines had done this to her; once he’d realized she was too strong for him to overpower, he’d simply tried to take a bite out of her chin, his claws tearing through her cheeks as he latched on and she used her own teeth to pierce the man’s skull. 
 
    Focusing her power at the back of the man’s head, Margo had elongated her teeth by taking the bones from her cheeks and upper jaw. 
 
    The two teeth she’d formed moved at a downward angle, through the vampire’s face and out the other side of his head. 
 
    She’d used even more of her power to add a serrated edge to the knife-like teeth, which came in handy when she pulled away from him, her teeth coming back out the way they’d gone in and shredding everything in between. 
 
    It was why she’d later gotten the tattoo, why she constantly covered her face. 
 
    Only a healer would be able to do something about it, and Margo had long since abandoned the hope of finding one. 
 
    Even as she’d planned to disrupt Kevin’s plans, she hadn’t thought at all about going after the healer herself. 
 
    But now, as she gazed at Celia’s pristine flesh, which was a slight shade of olive, Margo considered this possibility—especially if Kevin did all the heavy lifting, assuming he’d even be able to break into the prison. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Margo,” Celia said in a whispery voice. 
 
    “Good, that’s exactly what I wanted to hear.” Margo lifted her hand and Celia dropped to a knee before her. Then she placed her hand on the dead woman’s cheek. “Roman is going to be excited to see you. And don’t worry. From what I know, he’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight: What Goes Around 
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    Nadine continued to ignore the messages she’d received from Oscar, as well as a few other mental messages from other operatives she knew. 
 
    The Eastern Province spy had told Oscar everything he needed to know, and now he was looking for exact details, which made her suspicious that he may be trying to pinpoint her location. 
 
    She trusted Oscar, sure, but she also knew she was in serious violation of a ton of protocols after disobeying orders. 
 
    As Nadine moved through the brush, she lamented the fact that they couldn’t just use a teleporter, but that would make her instantly traceable. This meant everything had to be done manually. 
 
    She tried not to think too deeply about the decision she’d made, only focusing on making it to Brattle and staying as incognito as possible once she reached the city. 
 
    There were a lot of questions, including why Centralia wanted to kill healers, but having Eli would give the East a bargaining chip that… 
 
    That’s a terrible way to think about it—a bargaining chip. 
 
    It became clear to her in that instant that the powers that be might simply sell Eli to Centralia, or use the boy in some other way that offered them some advantage over the richest country in their world. 
 
    But Nadine knew she didn’t have any control over that part, that she would have to follow orders at some point or risk certain death. Hell, what she’d already done could send her to prison and possibly jeopardize the lives of her parents. 
 
    And as she walked, sensing that she was near the city—knowing full well she was because of the signs—Nadine started to feel guilty for what would become of the boy. 
 
    She would have slightly more leverage if they could get into Centralia, but that was like being in the belly of the beast, and it would make a Centralian-led extraction that much easier. 
 
    The other problem with handing Eli over to her own country would be that they would want to do the same thing they wanted to do to Roman—experiment. 
 
    And with Eli’s destructive nature… 
 
    There was no telling what the Eastern techs could do if they had full access to the healer. Just as in Centralia, healers were a rare thing in the East, and not enough experiments had been performed on them. 
 
    Nadine looked down at her wrist guard, imagining how powerful her countrymen would be if they could heal themselves, exemplar and non-exemplar alike. 
 
    What a world that would be… 
 
    Nadine spotted the entrance that led into the city and took it, making sure her face was well disguised. 
 
    She wore her hood now, and she’d also wrapped a scarf around her neck, not completely covering her mouth but partially, only allowing a little bit of her face to be visible from most angles. 
 
    It was still early, and she knew the streets of the city wouldn’t be too crowded. 
 
    Nadine wouldn’t draw much attention either; the various mountain peoples usually dressed in similar garb when they came into the city for supplies. 
 
    Her stomach grumbled, and she ignored it. 
 
    There was little time to grab food, so she went straight past the bakeries, ignoring the enticing smells, then past a few homeless not yet awake, around a few corners, and even past a small, unmanned police checkpoint as she entered the wealthier part of the city. 
 
    Nadine saw the tech’s house up ahead and made her way to the gate. 
 
    This time, the gate opened on its own; Nadine cleared her throat and stepped into the courtyard, still focused on her surroundings. She hadn’t been tailed, that was for sure, and there was nothing out of the ordinary she could see, nothing to indicate she was in trouble. 
 
    The tech with the elven features opened his door before she could reach it. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” the man asked, ushering her in, his thin face all but predatory as he looked at her. 
 
    “Definitely,” said Nadine, pulling her scarf down just a bit. 
 
    “Right this way.” 
 
    The tech led her to a door that opened onto a stairwell. They took the stairs to the basement, where they found Lisa Painstake sitting at a table, enjoying a meat pie. 
 
    Nadine gasped as she took in the young Southern Alliance woman. “It worked…” Her hair was still a mess, bits of pink and blond all mixed together, but it was her—and most importantly, she was no longer made of light. Nadine’s next question came naturally: “Can you still use your power?” 
 
    “Nadine! And yes, everything is fine,” Lisa said, her eyes lighting up. 
 
    “Not just yet,” the tech reminded her. “You need more rest.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, returning her focus to Nadine. “Where’s Roman? Where are the…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them; just tell me about you. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Lisa brought her hand to her chest, and from there to her chin. “I’m feeling like myself. I can’t believe it worked.” She stopped, starting to tear up. “I never thought it would happen…” 
 
    “It definitely worked, and we’ve already tested her power,” said the male tech. “But like I said, she should rest for another day before really giving it a go. Another few days, actually.” 
 
    “We are kind of in a hurry to…” Nadine quickly composed herself. “We need to get back to our original mission.” 
 
    “I see. Is there anything I can do to be of assistance?” the man asked, that predatory grin returning to his face. “I appreciate that you brought Lisa to me. And to be frank with you, I believe further study of her power may aid in the development of our country. It is an extraordinary power, but I’m guessing you already knew that.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware,” she said as she made her way over to Lisa. Nadine gingerly placed a hand on Lisa’s shoulder. “I’m just so happy you are back in your body—it’s amazing.” She turned to the tech. “Whatever you did, it’s amazing.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?” 
 
    “No, we’ll be on our way,” Nadine said. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not how this is going to work.” 
 
    The tech pressed the button on his bracelet and a spark of electricity blew Nadine off her feet, sending Lisa to the ground as well. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” Nadine cried, scrambling to get up. 
 
    The electricity pinned her down as Eastern Province troops came down the stairs, led by Jorgen, the guide Nadine had dosed at their hotel. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” Lisa screamed. 
 
    The Eastern tech adjusted a dial on his bracelet, causing Lisa’s arms and legs to slap against the floor, completely stunning the young woman. 
 
    A solemn look on his face, Jorgen approached Nadine, his form looming over her, his hand touching the spot where she had stuck the syringe in a day ago. 
 
    “Please,” Nadine started to plead with him, “I can explain everything.” 
 
    “If only it were that simple.” Jorgen brought his foot back and kicked her in the stomach.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Nine: No Stone Unturned 
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    Roman didn’t realize how full he’d become from eating berries and roots. He and Eli had scavenged around for the last thirty minutes, the young healer pointing out anything edible. And it was rather remarkable how good some of the roots and berries tasted. 
 
    Eli had used a thick leaf to form a makeshift bowl he carried water in, allowing them to wash the roots and berries. They ate a few leaves too; these were chewy, with a sweet flavor that reminded Roman of dates. 
 
    “It’s so strange they don’t eat,” Eli said, for at least the tenth time. 
 
    “They don’t need to,” Roman reminded him. 
 
    “We’re not hungry,” Celia said in her sweet voice. 
 
    Celia and Coma weren’t far off, Coma on guard as always, her red eyes darting left and right at every sound she heard. 
 
    Casper was animated too, occasionally commenting on some of the things Roman was eating from her usual position in his pocket. 
 
    “When do you think she’ll come back?” Eli asked as they made their way back to the meeting point. 
 
    Roman had marked it with a tree formation, but he was pretty certain Eli could have found it anyway. The kid was at home in the forest, clear in the way he moved along the path, his gait different than that of a boy raised in the city. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roman told him. “But if it’s much longer, maybe we should go to her.” 
 
    “What if she comes back a different way, and then we’re not here?” 
 
    “You’re right; maybe it’s a bad idea,” said Roman. “Let’s just play it by ear.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, mister.” 
 
    They stopped at the meeting point and Eli sat on the ground, his legs crossed under his tiny frame. Roman started to form a chair, but he figured he could just sit on the ground too. 
 
    He relaxed there, Celia naturally finding a place at his side. 
 
    Once he grew tired of supporting his lower back, he pulled up some soil and hardened it to give him something to lean against. 
 
    He was getting better and better at using organic materials, and he knew this would come in handy when he started training with Ava again. 
 
    Hard to think that his journey to the East was coming to a close, that within a few days he’d be right back in Centralia, where all roads pointed. 
 
    With Nadine’s help, he would discover what happened to his wife and continue training. Plus he had to start work again, which he found to be quite irksome. 
 
    How was he supposed to go from this life back to working a menial job? 
 
    Maybe he would ask Ava about an early retirement, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t spring for it. 
 
    And this annoyed him in a way, because Roman knew she had the power to grant him exemplar status—yet from what he could sense, their training was going to take a lot longer than he would like. 
 
    Plus, there were the H-Anon meetings. He would have to start going to those again, dealing with Bill and probably hearing more of Sam’s strange stories. Paris would probably be there too, wondering what he’d learned. And then there was Harper; Roman was actually looking forward to seeing her. 
 
    It was too bad his mental messages didn’t transmit all the way to Centralia. 
 
    “Do you want to play a game?” Eli asked Coma, who was still standing. 
 
    The masked doll tilted her head to the right as she considered his request. “You want to play a game with me?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll teach you one.” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes or so, Roman and Celia watched as Coma and Eli played a game that involved tiny twigs and round rocks. 
 
    A mischievous side of Roman wanted to play around with their game mechanics by animating the twigs and rocks, but he decided against it, letting them have their fun. 
 
    Somehow, another couple hours passed, Roman growing hungry at some point and Eli gathering more edible roots and berries, tiny Casper riding on the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s almost afternoon,” Roman said, putting words to a concern he hadn’t quite processed yet: What was Nadine’s game plan and why were they going about things this way? 
 
    “Are you saying we should go to the city? Because you know I’m game,” Casper said from her perch on Eli’s shoulder. “Now give me back to Roman.” 
 
    Eli approached Roman, turning his shoulder to the white-haired man. Casper hopped into Roman’s palm, and Roman swiftly deposited her in his breast pocket as usual. 
 
    “Good, nice and cozy,” the tiny doll said. 
 
    “I’ve never been to the city before.” The young healer used his sleeve to wipe berry juice from his lips. “Are you sure it’s safe for me?” 
 
    “If we go, you’ll need to stay behind and let me do the talking. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    “You don’t want to wait for her any longer?” 
 
    “We had a hotel in the city; maybe we can start there. Or maybe we could wait there for her. It would be nicer.” Roman looked up at the canopy above. “It might be more convenient for Nadine.” 
 
    “Well, we need to leave her some type of message here…” 
 
    Roman grinned. “That’s the easy part. Collect as many white rocks as you can, tiny ones, from over there by this stream. Unless you want me to do it…” 
 
    “I’ll collect them.” 
 
    It took Eli a few minutes to find all the rocks, but eventually Coma joined him, and the pair brought over several handfuls. 
 
    “Are you going to build her a little house?” Casper asked. “Because that’s kind of cute, if you ask me.” 
 
    “No, I’m going to write a message for her.” 
 
    “I can help,” Eli said. 
 
    “No, I’ve got this,” Roman told the kid. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, the fallen leaves began to move away, leaving a dark-brown patch of soil. Now focused on the rocks, Roman moved the tiny white stones over and began forming them into a message: We went back to the hotel. We will wait for you there, and I will get a room if necessary. –R 
 
    “Why don’t you put a heart around it too?” Casper joked. 
 
    Eli laughed at the joke, Celia not so much. 
 
    “Can I hold her again?” Eli said, nodding at Casper. 
 
    “First of all, I am not a toy,” Casper snapped from her position in Roman’s pocket. “And second, Roman does not hold me. In fact, considering how emotionally unstable this guy is, it’s more like I hold him, despite my size!” 
 
    Roman grinned. “Hey, play nice,” he told Casper. “Please?” 
 
    “Fine, fine, but only because you said please.” Casper lifted herself out of Roman’s pocket. She latched on to his sleeve and slid down, where she ran along Roman’s arm as he turned his palm around, giving her a place to stand. 
 
    From there, she made her way to Eli’s shoulder again. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” she announced. 
 
    “You know the way, right?” Roman asked Eli. 
 
    “Follow me,” the young healer said, turning to the southeast. 
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    Eli led the way to Brattle, and once they got closer, Roman took over, following the cobblestone street that led back to their hotel. After reminding Eli to stay behind just a little bit and Celia to protect him just in case, Roman took the stairs to the entrance and let himself in, Coma at his side. 
 
    “Hi,” he told the man at the front desk, who was already giving Roman a look of horror. “Waiting for our friend—have you seen her? She was with us the other day.” 
 
    Two men entered from the dining area, both with charged staffs aimed at Roman. “Are you Roman Martin?” 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Roman asked, his eyes jumping from the men’s staffs to their feet. The two men were clearly members of the Eastern Province military, their uniforms emerald green, scuff marks on their boots. 
 
    “You are under arrest for illegally entering the country,” the first man started to say. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Casper said, who was now back in his pocket. 
 
    “Illegally entering the country?” Roman took a deep breath, his hands lifting to the ready. 
 
    “Do not attempt anything, Mr. Martin.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m Roman Martin?” 
 
    “We can have a telepath look into that,” the second military man said, “but you’re going to need to come with us.” 
 
    Roman glanced left to Coma just as two more soldiers came down the stairs of the hotel, their staffs trained on him. He knew exactly what those staffs could do, and a blast from one of them would be completely debilitating. 
 
    “These guys are so fucked,” Casper whispered. 
 
    “Mr. Martin…” the first soldier said again. “This is your last warning.” 
 
    Coma sprang into action, moving the trajectory of their energy blasts away from Roman as she bolted to the left, all four soldiers instinctively tracking her and firing, the electricity melting her skin and sending her flying backward, giving Roman the chance he needed to act. 
 
    “Coma!” Eli screamed from behind Celia at the entrance of the hotel. 
 
    “Get back outside!” Roman shouted, bending the staffs of the two men before him and forcing them to shoot themselves. 
 
    Their bodies hit the floor and then Roman lifted the floor, blocking a blast from the men on the stairs, the energy from their weapons hitting the ceiling and fizzling out as they sank into the stairwell. 
 
    The hotel clerk screamed out and scrambled over the desk, just about to push through the front door when Celia grabbed him by the collar, brought him back, and slammed him into the ground, much to Eli’s horror. 
 
    The two men who had sunk into the stairwell scrambled to free themselves, one of them again firing their weapons at the ceiling, the only place he could freely shoot. 
 
    Roman was just about to force their heads to crack together when he decided to keep one conscious. For the other, he simply used one of the railings from the stairwell, swinging it into the back of the man’s skull like a club. 
 
    He approached the other man, his eyes narrowing as he started to tighten his hold of the stairwell around the man’s shoulders and neck, forcing him to sink even further. 
 
    “I’m only going to ask you once,” Roman growled, his orange eyes blazing with fury, the dots connecting in his head by this point. He knew full well that someone, likely her own government, had taken Nadine. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Who?” the soldier asked, his eyes twitching with fear as the ground tightened around him. Roman heard one of the soldiers who had blasted himself moaning, trying to press his body off the ground but ultimately failing. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Roman said. “Your window of opportunity is shrinking. Where is Nadine Under?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about where they took her.” 
 
    “Lying!” Casper shouted. “Clearly lying.” The tiny doll stood on his shoulder now, her finger pointed at the man. “Do something with his bones,” she suggested. 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Roman said, and the man’s face turned red as Roman began putting pressure on his skull. 
 
    “Stop! Please!” the man cried, agony written large on his face. “The military base on the eastern side of the city. She’s there! But I don’t know from that point... they could have teleported her somewhere else. I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll have to start.” 
 
    “You’re going to go there by yourself?” The man looked even more shocked than he’d looked just moments ago when he’d been swallowed up by the floor. 
 
    Instead of responding, Roman used his power to turn the tip of the man’s staff so it pointed at his face. 
 
    “Pull the trigger,” he instructed the soldier. 
 
    With a whimper, the man did as he was told, the energy blast striking him in the neck and knocking him out immediately. 
 
    Roman turned his attention to Coma, who lay on the floor, her body smoldering. 
 
    As he approached the injured doll, he noticed that the blast had melted just a small amount of her skin; most of it had gone right through her. Crouching before her, he placed his hands on Coma and started to heal her form. 
 
    Roman felt his heart palpitate as her skin began to reform. Breathing in deeply now and realizing adrenaline was surging through him, he took a quick look at his wrist to check his power dial and saw that he was way further in the red zone than he would like. 
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    “Celia, take a seat somewhere,” he said, his chest feeling congested. “Eli, sit next to her.” 
 
    “You’re going to keep me animated, riggghhht?” Casper said before her head fell forward, the tiny doll dead to the world. As instructed, Celia took a seat on the floor and indicated for Eli to sit next to her. 
 
    The boy did so, bringing his knees to his chest and gasping as Celia’s head fell to the right, her life gone. 
 
    “Sorry you had to see that,” Roman said, a euphoric sensation rolling over him as he relaxed, “but it’ll only take me a moment to heal Coma up. Then we go for Nadine. And I’m probably going to need your help to do that.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty: Future Grave 
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    “Did you really think this was going to work, Agent Under?” 
 
    Nadine ignored the woman’s question. The Eastern spy sat in a metal chair, her hands spread wide, each wrist cuffed to a corner of the table, her legs shackled together as well. Dried blood covered Nadine’s lips and chin, her left eye was puffy and bruised, and there were nicks and scrapes all over her. 
 
    “I’ve told you why I did what I did,” she said softly, her energy waning. 
 
    “She’s lying,” the man named Jorgen said. “And don’t forget she attacked me.” 
 
    “That’s right, she poisoned you,” the female interrogator said, “a crime in itself. And now, everything you hold dear will be taken away from you. We can’t have our operatives disobeying direct orders…” 
 
    The female interrogator wore the uniform of someone who had spent a considerable time in the military—her clothing pressed, a ton of stripes on her sleeves, her short hair tucked back into a cap. 
 
    It was different than Jorgen’s, who was in civilian clothing, his wristband the only indication that he was a government official. 
 
    “I’m trying to help the country,” Nadine said again. “I have real leverage now, before…” 
 
    The female interrogator took a step closer to the bound woman. “It isn’t your job to decide what the country needs or wants. We want to know how the Centralians are granting powers to non-exemplars. We’re aware another exemplar is doing it, but we want to perform tests to see if it is replicable. You knew this from the beginning, since Roman told you what happened, and you reported it. You brought him here, we helped you with your other asset…” 
 
    “Where is she?” Nadine asked, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Lisa will be safe,” the woman assured her. “She didn’t do anything aside from break immigration law in another country. Well, I suppose she broke immigration law in this country as well, considering she had forged documents. But that’s on you.” 
 
    “Forged documents the government provided me,” Nadine said through gritted teeth, glaring from the woman to Jorgen. 
 
    “You have no evidence of that,” the woman said, a deadness in the way she was looking at Nadine. “It really is a pity, because I know you are one of our better-trained operatives.” 
 
    “You don’t know shit,” Nadine said. 
 
    The woman laughed, Jorgen joining her once he got her approval in the form of a terse nod. “I was in the class a couple of years before yours,” the female interrogator explained. “I heard about your class, and I heard about you. I was hoping we would get to meet each other under different circumstances.” 
 
    “The Centralians are after all the world’s healers. Our government already knows this, and I have a ton of evidence that supports it anyway. There aren’t many left, maybe only a handful…” Nadine began. “Maybe only two. But if there are more, we have to secure them.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Aware. You’ve told us, and you’ve told Oscar.” 
 
    “Healers aren’t our concern,” Jorgen reminded Nadine. 
 
    “With a healer, we could develop tech…” 
 
    “There is no ‘we’ in this scenario any longer,” the woman said. “You will be put to death, and we will see to it that your family…” 
 
    “Please hear me out! I believe we’d have more leverage with a healer than we would trying to dissect Roman Martin.” 
 
    “Again,” the woman said, kicking her boot against the table leg. “These aren’t decisions for you to make.” 
 
    “It just seems so shortsighted, especially since people will figure it out. The hospitals in Centralia are clearly covering it up, and I know the West is actively pursuing healers as well. We have one—we found one—and we can use this…” 
 
    “You sicken me,” the woman said as she stepped in front of Nadine. She brought her fists back and sank one into the side of Nadine’s head. 
 
    “Careful,” Jorgen started to say. 
 
    Nadine’s vision flashed, blackness spilling over. She shook her head, trying to ignore the pain. 
 
    Stay awake, she reminded herself. 
 
    But it was impossible to keep her eyes open after the woman punched her again, Nadine’s body going sideways and then yanked upright again by her cuffed hands. 
 
    She saw her mother and father in that instant, envisioned herself reaching out for them, watching as they were taken away, oblivious to why they were even being taken away in the first place. 
 
    She recognized the coldness of her government in that moment. 
 
    What was the point in snuffing the lives of a pair of innocent people? Her parents had gotten their minds wiped once she’d become a spy, and she knew this threat was a way to hold spies in line, keep them in check. But the coldness of it… 
 
    Nadine tried to pull her wrists free from the table, even though the cuffs kept her pinned down. She imagined she had Roman’s power, that she could animate the cuffs, extend them, wrap around the woman’s neck and choke her to death. Move to Jorgen from there. 
 
    Become the interrogator. 
 
    Break free from the table and smash through the wall, killing everyone who tried to get in her way. 
 
    And even though these thoughts gave her some comfort, Nadine knew she was doomed. 
 
    She was aware that her time was coming, almost up, that her own country would wipe her off the face of the planet. But she still tried to stand. She slapped her legs against the chair, trying to pull herself free again. 
 
    And that was when the ground rumbled. 
 
    Jorgen and the female interrogator ran to the door, Jorgen shouting to someone outside the room. 
 
    Nadine sucked in a deep breath of air, ignoring the pain, focusing all her attention on her ears and listening for any indication that her story wouldn’t end here.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-One: Trade Off 
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    With a wave of his hand, Roman swept away the outer walls protecting the Eastern Province military outpost. It wasn’t a large affair, a simple collection of low-key buildings, but there was plenty for him to work with, including the metal he had just ripped from the gate to form armor on Coma’s body and metal gloves over her fists. 
 
    Eli shrieked when he saw just how devastating Roman’s power could be. Celia had been tasked with protecting Eli, which she did by standing in front of him. 
 
    The Eastern response was entirely what Roman had been hoping for, even though he knew it was suicide. 
 
    Thing was, Roman didn’t really care any longer, and as he saw soldiers running to them, wrist guards and staffs aimed in his direction, he felt a tinge of happiness overcome the tension he was feeling. 
 
    Whether he liked to admit it or not, Roman was in his element, and the years he’d spent fighting made him feel more comfortable than he should as enemies advanced upon him. 
 
    Though truth be told, these weren’t his true enemies; no, that category was reserved for the person who had taken his wife’s body. 
 
    Still, these men—and a few women—were standing in his way, and Roman wasn’t going to leave Nadine behind. 
 
    Coma pressed past him, moving faster than he’d ever seen her move before. 
 
    She met some of the soldiers with their fancy technological shields, striking with full force, perfect balance and complete self-awareness as she ducked a blade made of energy, swept her leg around and took the woman to the ground, bringing a fist into her stomach and then rolling away just in time to avoid a blast of energy and meet her next attacker. 
 
    Like Celia, she was in her more conservative Eastern wear, meaning she didn’t have her normal accoutrements to deal with. No Gothic Loli dress, no heels—Coma was all business as she dodged another blade of energy, her fists coming forward as a small pillar of steel extended from them, connecting with the man’s gut. 
 
    Roman was proud of how well she had adapted to her role, and he offered her a little help by sweeping the ground up and bringing it down on a trio of soldiers trying to flank her. 
 
    Exemplars would show up soon; Roman was surprised they hadn’t already. And as difficult as it was, he was still trying not to kill everyone. 
 
    He just wanted to neutralize them. 
 
    He just wanted to save Nadine. 
 
    He had no idea why they’d taken her, but he knew the Eastern government could be shifty in their decisions and cruel to their constituents, the kind of government that would butcher their own to get rid of all evidence. 
 
    Roman could only hope he hadn’t come too late, that Nadine was still being held here, that she was still alive. 
 
    A door to his right popped opened and two men popped out, staffs aimed at Roman. It only took a second for their staffs to come alive, twisting around their bodies and bringing the men to the ground. 
 
    Roman glanced down at his power dial and saw that he was a lot closer to his limit than he would like to be. 
 
    He focused on his breath, sucking in deep gulps of air, trying to lower his heart rate and relieve the tension. He had to be careful, had to keep an eye out for… 
 
    “Watch out!” Casper shouted from his pocket. 
 
    Roman jumped back just in time for a flying exemplar to land, swing at him, and follow up with a rapid-fire kick. 
 
    Roman could’ve just neutralized the man by taking the ground out from beneath him, but sometimes a fist fight was the only way to settle things, so he returned fire—this one with a right jab to the man’s stomach that left him reeling. 
 
    Roman brought his elbow down on the back of his head, the flying exemplar connecting his chin to the ground, where some of the gravel formed tendrils and wrapped around his body, leaving him on his stomach. 
 
    A group of energy-blade-wielding soldiers surrounded Coma. 
 
    Roman paused for a moment, watching what she would do, ready to come to her aid. 
 
    The men barked orders at her as they moved in closer. Coma loosened her arms a bit, her head bowed forward, some of her black hair in her face and her legs spread wide. 
 
    She twisted, kicking her left leg over her right, connecting it with the cheek of the man behind her as she used her momentum to flip the other heel around, taking out another one of the bladed soldiers. 
 
    The flying exemplar Roman had pinned to the ground tried to break free from his shackles. A fist lifted from the ground, formed fingers, grabbed the back of the man’s head and slammed it hard against the cement, knocking him out completely. 
 
    The air was tense all around Roman as he waited for their next attacker, knowing it would come sooner rather than later. In that brief moment, he turned once again to make sure Celia was still protecting Eli. 
 
    The boy was huddled behind her, Celia on high alert, her eyes going wide as she shouted, “Roman, watch out!” 
 
    A teleporter appeared with a pair of Eastern Province exemplars, who immediately moved into action against Roman. 
 
    “Protect Eli!” he shouted over his shoulder. Roman had to keep Eli alive. It could be his only chance for leverage—or survival, for that matter. 
 
    His command came just in time too, as a fiery blast slammed into the ground just a few feet in front of him, taking his attention. 
 
    Roman was fast with his next move, preventing some of the blowback from reaching him by sweeping his arms up, stopping the blast with a curved wall of gravel. 
 
    He still felt the heat, and it was then he saw what one of the exemplars was using against him. 
 
    The man, clearly a Type II, was generating some sort of fiery bubbles, which he lobbed off at Roman one at a time. 
 
    He didn’t know what power the other man was hiding from him, but it became clear when the second exemplar jumped over the wall Roman had created, landed on one foot and did a cartwheel into a two-footed kick aimed right at Roman’s chest. 
 
    Roman sidestepped the kick, but the man was already on him again, this time bringing in a series of lightning-fast punches that connected with Roman’s ribs. 
 
    The exemplar managed to get another hit in, which sent Roman stumbling backward where he nearly collided with another explosive bubble, dodging out of the way just in time. 
 
    Roman took action almost immediately, even though the breath had been knocked out of him, even with his power slowly diminishing. 
 
    As the agile exemplar moved in to deliver more blows, Roman focused on the man’s knees, snapping them, shin bones tearing out of flesh. 
 
    The man screamed in pain, giving Roman the chance he needed to clear himself from the trajectory of another blast. 
 
    He heard the agile exemplar clawing at the ground, trying to move his body forward, paralyzed from the waist down. The exemplar with the explosive bubbles cried out, anger spilling over into his creations as he made a huge ball of fire and lobbed it at Roman. 
 
    The two exemplars were brothers of some kind, maybe longtime friends; at least that was what Roman surmised as he brought up another wall to protect himself from the large explosion. 
 
    Suddenly, the explosion stopped, and as he moved around his wall, he saw that Coma had pitched one of her metal gloves at the man, striking him in the head from behind. 
 
    The exemplar now lay on the ground, his head at an odd angle, his chest heaving up and down. 
 
    “Good,” Roman said, catching his breath, wheezing from the hits he’d taken. 
 
    As he advanced towards the main entrance, limping, each breath more painful than the last, Roman sank the explosive-bubble guy into the ground, deep enough that it would be difficult for him to blow himself out without injuring his own body. 
 
    Everything suddenly went black. 
 
    Roman took one staggering step forward, fell to his knee and hit the ground, the walls closing in around him. 
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    Black ink splatter. 
 
    Roman was falling, the twilight meadow above him, stars falling alongside him, his hands reaching for something, anything to stop him from going any further. 
 
    He cried her name out in that moment. “Celia!” 
 
    Roman cried it again and again—“Celia! Celia!”—his throat growing hoarse as he continued his spiral downward. 
 
    The twilight meadow ignored him—Celia ignored him—and soon, darkness began to swell around Roman. 
 
    The stars were blotted out, his hands losing color, black ink dripping down his face and spilling into his mouth, choking him. 
 
    He gasped for air just as a burst of white light cut through the meadow above him. 
 
    The column of white light hooked him like a tractor beam. He was suddenly suspended, the ink spilling out as if it were water, something shifting in his stomach as he began his ascent. 
 
    It was the fastest Roman had ever moved, yet it still took another minute for him to reach the twilight meadow, for him to be sucked through the hole in the soil, pushed out the other end, where he opened his eyes and… 
 
    “Where am I?” Roman asked, life coming back to him. 
 
    “Roman!” Celia the doll cried out, hugging his neck, her purple eyes wide with terror. 
 
    They were in a domed structure, and as he looked around, he noticed that more and more bulges were forming on the surface. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked, his eyes moving from Celia to Eli, the young healer’s hands hidden behind a blinding bright light. 
 
    “You made this before…” the boy began to say, looking up at the dome. 
 
    “You created this,” said tiny Casper, who stood on his chest peering down at him, “just before you passed out, and everyone slipped under it. It’s a shell, to protect you, but Coma’s out there all alone!” 
 
    “And you healed me?” Roman asked, his eyes darting from Eli to his power dial, where he saw he was back to comfortable levels. 
 
    “I did, mister, just like you told me to do.” 
 
    “Coma is out there!” Casper reminded him as she bounced up and down. 
 
    “Then I’ve got to help her,” Roman said. “Stay as close as you can behind me. And Celia, protect him from anyone who may come at me from behind.” 
 
    The shell surrounding them burst as Roman stood, propelled forward by a boost from the ground. He reached his hand out just in time to catch Casper, and he quickly deposited her into his jacket pocket for safekeeping. 
 
    There were soldiers all around them now and rather than engage them individually, Roman brought anything he could to his hands, forming two large whips made of gravel, metal, earth, discarded armor. 
 
    Roman began whipping his hands around, taking out the approaching soldiers. 
 
    He saw Coma engaging with a muscular female of sorts, the exemplar smashing her fists into the ground, the masked doll narrowly dodging the woman’s attacks. 
 
    Anger swelling inside him, Roman used the ground to lift the woman into the air and throw her sideways into one of the buildings. The woman brought the wall down in a solid mass, some of the ceiling coming down too in an avalanche of gravel. 
 
    “I want Nadine!” Roman bellowed, throwing one of his whips just in time to avoid a series of energy blasts. 
 
    The blasts hit his whips crafted from found objects instead, dispersing them into tiny pieces, giving Roman just enough time to lift more off the ground and bring it down on the men firing. 
 
    With an eye still on his power dial, and seeing he was reaching the dead zone again, he grabbed Eli and screamed, “Heal me!” 
 
    His eyes closed, Eli did as Roman instructed, his hands pressing into Roman’s back. 
 
    Coma was closer now, using a metal tube to block incoming blasts while Celia engaged a man with a staff. They were surrounded, more soldiers pouring out from one of the barracks at the back of the installation, circling around the long way, trying to overpower them with numbers. 
 
    Roman continued busying himself with cutting down a few of the ranks with the large whip he’d formed, even as energy poured into him from Eli, preventing that red bar from growing any longer. 
 
    But he knew drastic measures were in order, and for drastic measures to take place, he needed even more power. 
 
    “Closer to me!” Roman called to his dolls. 
 
    “Be careful!” Casper shouted. 
 
    “It’s the only way!” Roman mentally reached out to his surroundings just as the two dolls surrounding him dropped their heads, their knees buckling as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Roman lifted the earth all around them, bringing both hands up as if he were conducting a large symphony on the verge of its final note. 
 
    He brought his arms down, and all the soldiers surrounding them were buried in the gravel, only their heads exposed. 
 
    There were fifty to seventy of them, each struggling, shocked looks on their faces as they realized they were completely stuck, that their weapons wouldn’t blast them out of the soil, that all Roman had to do was just push a little further… 
 
    “One last time,” Roman said aloud. “Where is she?” 
 
    Eli was at his side now, both hands holding on to the fabric of Roman’s jacket. Casper was still animated, and as Roman started to look around, she pulled herself out of his pocket, slid down his arm and transferred to Eli’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she started to tell the boy, “I think we have this. Emphasis on the ‘I think’ part.” 
 
    The teleporter from earlier appeared about fifteen feet in front of Roman, three people in front of her. 
 
    “Nadine,” Roman whispered, hatred swelling in his chest as he took in her bruises, her wrists and legs shackled. 
 
    Jorgen stood behind Nadine, a staff held at her back. Standing to Nadine’s right was an Eastern woman in crisp military garb; it was clear by the way she held herself that she was the person in charge. 
 
    “I believe that is enough, Mr. Martin,” the woman said, her voice certain. “You may call me Captain Harwood, and I think there may be another solution here.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Roman, still slightly out of breath. “But the solution better begin with you freeing Nadine.” 
 
    “Let me ask you, Mr. Martin: do you know why we took Nadine in the first place?” The woman took a few steps closer to him, not at all afraid of the power he’d shown. 
 
    “Not my concern,” he said, his arms still tense, ready to move into action. “I was attacked back at the hotel when I came back to find her, and now I’m here to get her. That’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    “Roman,” Nadine whispered, her voice barely audible. 
 
    Captain Harwood cleared her throat as she stepped around one of the men Roman had buried up to his neck. “You see, Nadine disobeyed a direct order, and here in the East, that is cause for concern. I’m sure someone like you, a government worker, can appreciate something like that.” Nadine’s head fell forward, her blond hair falling into her face as she spit blood onto the ground. “But I have a way to make all of this go away.” 
 
    Roman looked from the woman to Eli, who cowered beside him. 
 
    “What are your demands?” he asked, his voice a few decibels lower than before. 
 
    “We are interested in you, Mr. Martin, and your ability. You see, Nadine has told us about your power, and how you came to possess it. Allow us to take some samples and perform a few tests, and I’ll make sure all of this goes away.” 
 
    “What?” Jorgen asked, turning to his superior officer. “Look at the destruction—” 
 
    “I’ve already cleared it with command,” Captain Harwood said firmly. “It is Roman we’re interested in, not Nadine or her wild goose chase. And the destruction here is something that a) our recruits can learn from, and b) Roman will be able to fix, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Then I agree,” Roman said, “but only if Nadine is free to come back with me to Centralia and continue her work there. The boy, too. He comes with us. Lisa as well. Everyone goes free.” 
 
    “Roman!” Nadine cried out. “Don’t…” Her head dropped as she started to lose consciousness again. 
 
    Captain Harwood considered what Roman had said for a moment. “Who is the boy, anyway? I suppose I should find that out before I agree for him to be taken across the border. Is he the famous healer Nadine keeps going on about?” 
 
    “I wish,” Roman said, figuring it was worth a shot. “His village was destroyed by my people, the Centralians that are advancing upon the mountains looking for healers, which I’m sure you know about. He was the only one left alive. Well, his mother too, who was the actual healer, but the Centralians killed her before they knew what she could do. This kid is a non-exemplar, plain as day.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the woman said, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Roman placed a hand on Eli’s shoulder, forcing Casper to move to the other side. “Just go with it,” he said under his breath to the boy. 
 
    Casper said something quickly to the kid, and he nodded, sniffing as he geared up to sob. 
 
    Impressed with the boy’s performance, Roman continued, “I’m sure you already know everything there is to know about me, but if you didn’t, let me explain. I work in immigration, and with my power I’m able to forge documents. Nadine and I found this boy, and we decided to give him a second chance in Centralia. We’ll get him across the border, and I’ll get the right documents for him to be put in a foster home. A real chance.” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” the woman said as she started to pace. “All that sounds very charitable of you, but I don’t see why Nadine was claiming he was a healer. She even reported this to her superiors.” 
 
    “Because I was trying to get you to let me go so we could disappear across the border,” Nadine said through gritted teeth. “I told my handler the same thing so I could get clearance.” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” the woman said, looking at Jorgen, who was shaking his head. “In any event, we will have to run some tests to verify the information you’ve just told us. I provisionally agree to your demands, Mr. Martin, but we have to make sure you aren’t lying to us…” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Eli said, a light shining behind his eyes as he moved in front of Roman. 
 
    “He is, is he?” the woman started to ask, a blank expression forming on her face. “He is, yes—I think he’s telling the truth,” Captain Harwood finally said to Jorgen. “What about you?” 
 
    “It makes sense to me,” the man said, the same blank expression on his own face. To confirm he was seeing what he thought he was seeing, Roman looked around at the half-buried men and women soldiers all around them, seeing that everyone wore this blank expression. 
 
    Roman gasped as he looked from the back of the boy’s head to Nadine, who was also staring wide eyed at the two. 
 
    Casper, who had been sitting on Eli’s other shoulder, turned around and gave Roman the thumbs up. “Didn’t know about that power, did ya?” 
 
    So he was hiding another power… Roman returned his gaze to Captain Harwood, whose shoulders had relaxed some. He stepped forward and bent over a little so he could whisper into Eli’s ear. “How much more can you make them do?” he whispered. 
 
    “That’s it, just change their opinions. I’m sorry,” Eli said, turning to Roman, the light still shining behind his eyes. 
 
    “No, it’s enough; you’ve done well. Incredibly well. How long does it last?” 
 
    “It just turns off when I want it.” 
 
    “Good,” Roman said, looking back to the exemplars he’d fought earlier. Of everyone here, he knew he’d done the worst damage to the guy with heightened agility, who lay broken on the ground, his legs splayed in opposite directions. “I want you to quickly heal him and return.” 
 
    Roman waited for the young boy to move over to the man. Eli placed a hand on his shoulder, ignoring the blank look on his face, and soon, the exemplar was able to move his legs again. 
 
    Eli returned to Roman’s side and the ground began to move all around them, freeing the soldiers. 
 
    Soon, Roman was joined by Casper and Celia, and rather than tell Jorgen to take off Nadine’s cuffs, he did it himself with his ability. 
 
    “How long will the tests take?” he asked as he approached Captain Harwood, his hand extended. 
 
    The woman, who now wore her normal expression, shook his hand, her grip strong and tight. “It should only take a few hours, especially with our best techs on it. We’ll have you back in Centralia by the morning. You too, Agent Under,” she said to Nadine.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Two: Psyched 
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    This was it. 
 
    Kevin Blackbook was fully aware of what he was trying to do, and of how risky and stupid it was. 
 
    The information James Tew, his newly acquired telepath, had uncovered at the bar outside the prison was undeniably helpful. The fact that the telepath had even managed to imprint directions on one of the prison employees spoke wonders for his abilities. 
 
    Some telepaths were good while others merely had a telepathic function they excelled in, yet there were few who could do as much as James—especially once Kevin had learned the man also excelled in telekinetic combat. 
 
    Scarlett the teleporter had done well with the three recruits she’d found for their cause. 
 
    Ray, the tan-skinned strongman, would do what all strongmen did—smash and tear through anything that stood in their path, and act as a human shield if necessary. 
 
    And Zelda—well, Kevin knew the woman’s power would come in handy, especially if someone powerful stood in their way. The woman with the shaved head and tons of piercings was a force to be reckoned with, a Type II, possibly even a Type I depending on who was classifying her. 
 
    James, Ray, and Zelda. The three recruits weren’t interested in money as much as they were interested in the same damn thing Kevin wanted. 
 
    Healing. 
 
    “They’re waiting for us,” Obsidian said, the cat girl wearing her exemplar outfit, which hugged her body tightly. She was crouched on the toilet seat waiting for Kevin to finish putting his tights on, her slit eyes watching him closely. 
 
    It had been her idea to help him dress, and rather than jump right into helping him put his suit on, she’d pleasured Kevin for a moment first. He had stood before the mirror watching her, his sizeable girth slipping in and out of her mouth, a clawed finger pressed into his ass cheek giving him just a small amount of her neurotoxin. 
 
    She’d gone down on him to relax him some—her idea—and while Kevin had protested at first, he’d finally given in, oblivious to the fact that three people were waiting for him in the other room, ready to assault Prison South. 
 
    But that had been a few minutes ago, and now Kevin was all business. And as Obsidian checked her face once more, to make sure the spittle and cum was all gone, Kevin placed his hand on her shoulder and lightly squeezed it. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” he said again, his hand moving from her shoulder to the back of her head, where he feathered his fingers against her black hair. 
 
    “We’ll get through today, and we’ll get through tomorrow,” Obsidian said, looking at him through his reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Yes, yes we will.” 
 
    Kevin let Obsidian leave the restroom first, and for a moment, he stood in front of the mirror gazing into his own dark eyes. He hadn’t shaved since stepping onto the rooftop at the immigration office. 
 
    Kevin hardly recognized himself anymore, especially in his black and turquoise garb. 
 
    There were dark bags under his eyes, a gauntness to his cheeks, lines on his forehead he swore hadn’t been there two weeks ago. 
 
    But this was who he was, and there really was no turning back. 
 
    His first plan, a foolhardy plan if there ever was one, had been to just go in through the front gate of the prison. 
 
    But James had learned through his mind-spying that the healer was being held in Cell Block F, which was underneath the prison, and Cell Block F happened to have an access point not far from the main dining area. 
 
    It was a guarded access point, but they’d have most of their work cut out for them by using the tunnels that supplied food to the kitchen and silently moving to Cell Block F from there. 
 
    The only problem left was their escape. They would actually have to bust out of the prison, through the wall that protected against teleporters, where Scarlett would whisk them away to safety. It was easier this way than to go back through the tunnels, especially considering the location of Cell Block F directly beneath the prison yard. 
 
    And as Kevin entered the living-room area of their hideout to find the others waiting for him, the thought that this was a suicide mission came to him again. 
 
    He was well aware of the risks, but he was also psyched to try something for once in his life, something he never could have fathomed just three weeks prior. 
 
    “It’s about time,” James said. 
 
    “Yes, we need to move to the tunnel’s entrance and go from there. I…” Kevin cleared his throat. “I just want to remind everyone to stick to the plan, no matter what we encounter down in Cell Block F. There’s no telling what Centralia is hiding from the general public, or what security they employ in that sector.” 
 
    “And securing the tunnels—is everyone ready for that?” Ray the strongman asked. “We can’t set off alarms too early.” 
 
    “Some banishment and some mind play,” Scarlett reminded him. 
 
    “That’s right,” the big man growled. “Just point at what I’m supposed to smash, who I’m supposed to fight, or who I’m supposed to protect, and I’ll do it. I’ll leave the big plans to you guys.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ray,” Obsidian said as she approached Kevin. “Today’s mission will be a success. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Pretty confident for a lady about to break into a maximum-security prison,” the woman named Zelda said. “And not just any maximum-security prison, the harshest prison in Centralia.” 
 
    “Confidence can be the difference between dying and living to fight another day. Isn’t that right, Kevin?” Obsidian asked, the tip of her tail lightly grazing against his side. 
 
    Kevin grunted. “That’s right, and I don’t know about all of you, but I’m fucking psyched.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Three: Break Out 
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    There are some plans that just naturally fall into place, and this was one of them. 
 
    Kevin and his crew of fallen exemplars took out the guards at the entrance to the tunnels, two mind-warped by James and knocked out by Ray, one banished by Scarlett before she moved on to the front of the prison to prepare for teleportation transport once they broke out the other end. 
 
    Kevin knew he could trust the brunette fond of wearing black; she hadn’t let them down thus far, and she’d been a real help back at the immigration office. And even as they moved into the tunnel, Kevin couldn’t help but think of who all this was for. Turquoise. 
 
    He just hoped they could get the healer and get out. 
 
    “It’s really good that I discovered these tunnels,” James bragged as they walked. “You might not know this, but they have guards at the front gate that wear telepath-proof helmets. They also have telepaths scan the entire area for any unregistered thoughts.” 
 
    “Unregistered thoughts?” Kevin shook his head, his eyes focused on the track in front of him, careful not to lose his footing. “That’s one way to describe them.” 
 
    “Again, something you shouldn’t worry about. I have all this covered. I’ve blocked all our thoughts—even yours, Zelda.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking,” the female exemplar at the rear quipped. “And I know how to deal with telepaths.” 
 
    James snorted. “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    Ray started to chuckle, loud and gruff. 
 
    “Quiet,” Obsidian hissed. 
 
    While everyone else moved in a single line, the cat girl went along the outer perimeter, occasionally hopping in front of the group or slipping to the back. 
 
    Kevin loved watching her move, more cat than human at times. 
 
    She moved from bipedal walking to all fours, her tail hanging in the air, reminding him of a comic book he’d seen as a kid with a cat moving along the top rail of a fence and only its tail visible from the other side. 
 
    Ray bumped into a pipe and dented it, the sound echoing down the tunnel as everyone tensed. They were quiet for a moment, the only other sound drips of water from a loose pipe overhead. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ray said under his breath. “I forget my strength sometimes.” 
 
    “Are you talking about muscles or vocal chords?” Zelda asked. 
 
    “Same difference.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until Kevin’s crew came to a brighter area of the tunnel, guards clearly at the top, a stairwell adjacent to a lift on the right. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” Obsidian whispered, and before anyone could stop her, she scaled to the top of the stairs, her body hidden from the guards by the swift way she moved. Still balancing with one hand on a bar of steel, she glanced around to see the first guard turn. 
 
    She was on his back a second later, driving her nails into his neck. 
 
    The other guard, clearly shaken by what he’d just seen, went for his radio, only to be taken out in the same way. 
 
    James was the first up the stairs, his hands at his sides as he wiped the guards’ minds. 
 
    “Less poison, more strategy,” the telepath said with a snarl to Obsidian. 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” she asked, baring her bloody teeth as she offered him a sinister smile. 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” James lifted his hand to a small receiver stuck in his ear. “We’re in,” he radioed to Scarlett. 
 
    Leave it to the Eastern Province to come up with such a clever way to communicate. The pieces all of them wore, which James had borrowed from a friend, were clearly of Eastern origin, notable in their slim design and functionality. 
 
    Kevin didn’t mind using Eastern tech; he just thought it was ironic how a place could be so poor yet have such good technology. It defied logic. But as he glanced down at his power-nullifying ring, he couldn’t help but feel some gratitude for what they’d come up with. 
 
    Rather than allow Obsidian to move into the kitchen and cause a stir, James simply looked through a glass panel on a rotating door, spotted his first mind slave, and went from there. 
 
    By the time they entered, everyone in the kitchen had moved into the storage closet, the door shut, the path forward completely clear. 
 
    “This way,” James said as he guided the group to a hallway outside the kitchen, then down a different stairwell from there. 
 
    They were in the prison proper now, but it was what Kevin recognized as a behind-the-scenes staging area, the only thing separating them from true criminals being a thick wall made of both lead and concrete. 
 
    James held them off for a moment as he peeked around a corner, a smile coming over his face followed by the thunk of a guard falling to the floor. 
 
    Kevin was happy to have James on their side. Like strongmen, telepaths were an essential part of any team, and having one who could use his powers with such versatility… 
 
    A door opened and a man in a lab coat stepped out. 
 
    Before he could speak, and before Obsidian could spring into action, a calm look came over the researcher’s face. He pointed to the end of the hallway at a single room protected by a metal door twice the size of any door Kevin had ever seen. 
 
    “Who else is on the floor?” Zelda asked, looking to the other rooms. “Exemplars, I mean.” 
 
    Rather than speak, the man simply raised a single finger. 
 
    “Only one?” Kevin asked, a rush of excitement causing him to sweat. 
 
    The Centralian researcher simply nodded. 
 
    “Good, let’s get her and go.” Kevin pressed to the front of the group and reached the giant door. “How…?” 
 
    Ray flexed his muscles just as the man in the lab coat produced a set of credentials. 
 
    “New policy.” James stepped aside to let the researcher pass. “Let’s try not to use our powers if we don’t have to. Well, I should clarify: you three shouldn’t use your powers,” he said, deliberately skipping Kevin. “I clearly know what I’m doing here.” 
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    A mess of gray hair covered the woman’s face. 
 
    The healer was older, easily in her late sixties, frail, her face gaunt and her skin leathery. Kevin had seen healers before, when he was younger, but most had carried a timeless look about them, ageless even—he’d never seen one that looked so haggard. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked instinctively, moving past Obsidian to get a better look at the woman. 
 
    “Who?” The woman looked from Kevin to James. “Where… why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m James. This is Kevin.” 
 
    “Obsidian,” the cat girl said. 
 
    “Ray,” a low voice called from the back. 
 
    “Zelda,” came the final voice. 
 
    “Who?” the woman asked, peering at them as if she were looking at something in the distance. 
 
    “Do you even know why you’re here?” James asked, a concerned look painted across his face. He gulped, then placed a hand on the woman’s bony shoulder and stared long and hard at her for a moment. “She’s fried,” he finally said. “Doesn’t even know her own name.” 
 
    “They wiped her mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened to her mind,” James said. 
 
    “But can she still heal?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” James began to say. 
 
    “May I?” Obsidian asked as she took Kevin’s arm. She then tensed her hand, and one of her nails lengthened. She pressed it to Kevin’s palm and sank it in, blood appearing instantly. 
 
    “Shit,” Kevin started to say, the pain and her neurotoxin reaching him at about the same time. 
 
    “Shhh…” Obsidian told him as she turned the bloody palm toward the woman. “Grandmother, please heal my friend.” 
 
    “Heal, yes,” the woman said, a look of realization coming across her face. “I’ll heal, dear.” 
 
    She took Kevin’s hand and focused on it, and the wound disappeared almost instantly, the blood drying in his palm. There was no light, or any other energy-related indication that she was done. The wound was simply healed, as if it had never existed in the first place. 
 
    “That’s so fucking beautiful.” James wiped his mouth, a grin forming on his face. “We’ve got to get you out of here.” 
 
    “Yep, you’re coming with us,” Kevin told the woman as he guided her out the door. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, no sign of protest. 
 
    “As planned?” Zelda asked. 
 
    Ray looked up at the ceiling as the others moved to his right, Kevin still leading the healer away from the center of the room. The strongman dropped to one knee, his shoulders heaving up and down as he took in deep breaths of air. 
 
    “Get back even further,” he said as he began to charge, a light aura forming and circulating around his body. 
 
    They did as instructed, and after another moment of charging, Ray lifted off the ground, bursting through the ceiling and spinning his arms as he traveled upward, collecting some of the larger debris before it could fall. 
 
    There was dust, and definitely the sounds of crunching metal and cracking rock as he continued through to the top, but Ray got there, and once everything had settled, James moved into action. 
 
    He focused on Zelda, Kevin and the healer, alarms going off everywhere, more gravel falling past the three as they traveled up the hole Ray had just made. 
 
    Obsidian came next on her own, leaping and crawling her way to the top followed by James, who levitated out with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Kevin blinked, noticing the Centralian guards moving on them with their staffs drawn. 
 
    They were in the courtyard that separated the prison from the teleportation-blocking wall, a workout yard of sorts. 
 
    His finger on the bottom of his ring, Kevin dropped to his stomach just as Obsidian had instructed him to do once they’d busted out of the ground. 
 
    Ray dropped to a knee to charge again, his focus on the teleporter-proof wall before them. 
 
    Zelda sprang into action alongside James, the woman absorbing the blasts being fired at her and returning them to the Centralian prison guards. 
 
    James lifted into the air, a telekinetic shield around him, his eyes blazing as he took the minds of a few of the approaching guards. 
 
    Their minds now his, the guards began firing on each other, chaos quickly taking over the yard as blasts went astray, chipping at the buildings while inmates screamed from inside their cells. 
 
    Cue the Centralian exemplars. 
 
    A pair of energy users with charged fists appeared on the right. They were fast, but Obsidian was faster, the cat girl flipping, twisting, and one-arm cartwheeling around them as she avoided their attacks and brought her toxic claws against exposed portions of their skin whenever she saw an opening. 
 
    One went down, a female with pink hair, and Obsidian moved to the other, latched on to the woman and dug her teeth into the guard’s neck. 
 
    “Healing, they need healing!” the old woman said, her hands trembling as she turned to the exemplars who had just fallen. 
 
    “No!” Kevin grabbed her leg. She looked down at him, confusion on her face. “Get down!” he yelled up at her. “You can’t die.” Kevin made the ‘get down’ gesture to her and she finally understood what he was communicating—not a moment too soon, either, as a blast of energy sailed over her head, this one about three feet wide. 
 
    The same blast cycled around and tore through James’s shield, cutting him down. 
 
    The telepath crashed into the ground, his legs going over his head as momentum rolled him over. 
 
    “Shit!” Kevin started crawling on his arms over to James, occasionally looking over his shoulder to make sure the female healer was staying down. 
 
    “You okay?” Kevin asked as he reached James. “Tell me you’re okay! We can heal you…” 
 
    Seeing no other way, Kevin got to his knees and from there to his feet. Even as the ground blew up around him, he dragged James over to their side, hunched over, hell-bent on saving the telepath. 
 
    “Heal him!” he shouted as he dropped the telepath before the woman. “Fucking heal him!” The woman nodded, fear-filled tears streaming down her face as she lifted her hands over James’s body. 
 
    And that was when Kevin heard a sound that reminded him of someone slapping a sheet of metal against the ground. 
 
    He looked to the west to see the wall coming down—no, not coming down. Melting away. 
 
    A woman in a hood stepped forward, followed by a man with his lower torso covered in shadows and a man with red skin, black eyes, and protrusions jutting out of his shoulders.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Four: Alive 
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    The hooded woman came toward Kevin in a swirl of activity, the ground ripping up around her and reforming behind her, propelling her even faster as gravel flew everywhere. 
 
    It would have been an impressive display of force had it not been for the moment the woman’s power suddenly came to a halt, when Kevin’s ring activated. 
 
    This didn’t stop the forward momentum of her advance, the damage she’d already done to the ground causing a few Centralian guards and Kevin’s team to disperse. 
 
    Kevin’s neck hairs bristled as the woman got to her feet, sheer animosity evident in her eyes, a long strand of white hair falling out of her hood. 
 
    He kept the ring active, nullifying anyone’s power in his vicinity, which Zelda immediately responded to by moving away from Kevin to address the shadows seeping in around them. 
 
    The shadow wielder stood off to the right, dark blades ripping all around him. Rather than run, which Kevin would have done knowing exactly what a shadow exemplar was capable of, Zelda continued to advance toward him, the man flexing his arms back, a sinister look on his mustached face as he prepared to meet her head on. 
 
    “No!” Kevin started to yell, just as the shadows reached Zelda and she absorbed them, her eyes turning black as she lifted into the air, black blades of nothingness writhing all around her. 
 
    Kevin had to remind himself that Zelda was an absorber, a fucking Type II at that, and as she collided with the man, dark blades of nothingness whipping all around them, Kevin felt confident in the team he’d put together. 
 
    And while James was injured, Ray was on his way to meet the big red man and Zelda continued to hold the other exemplar off, Kevin connected the dots, freedom flashing before his very eyes—the melted hole the woman had put in the wall. 
 
    And he would have run to it, too, had the hooded woman not met him with a kick to the face that sent sparks of red across his eyes. 
 
    While Kevin’s ring nullified powers, it didn’t stop anyone from engaging in hand-to-hand combat, something he learned painfully as the woman followed up her kick with a stomp to his chest, rage in her face as her hood flew back, exposing a pair of mismatched eyes and white hair, her face still partially covered by a black mask. 
 
    The woman was tossed aside by Obsidian, who came at her with all her might, even as blasts from Centralian weapons zipped all around her. Possessed with rage, Obsidian and the woman had tumbled to the right when a direct blast from one of the Centralians’ weapons clipped the cat girl in the shoulder, blood misting in the air all around her. 
 
    The healer, Kevin thought as he lunged for her, no longer trying to figure out where the hooded woman had come from. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the healer asked as Kevin pulled her into his arms, his eyes locked on the path in the soil that the hooded woman had made before he’d nullified her power. 
 
    In that instant, he heard the sickening sound of breaking bones as Ray succumbed to the red man’s power, Kevin finally recognizing the red guy as the man who’d been working with Paris! 
 
    Why hadn’t he realized this earlier? 
 
    Too much action, Kevin thought, taking a deep breath in. The fact that the red man was there—Kevin couldn’t recall his name—meant that the surprise attack was somehow tied to Paris. 
 
    A burst of light blinded everyone in the yard as a man as bright as the sun landed, tendrils of yellow energy licking off his body. 
 
    Kevin looked just in time to see Zelda turn to the man, a blade of light passing right through her throat before she could absorb it, killing her instantly. 
 
    “Shit!” Kevin shouted while watching James get to his feet, barely able to walk. Kevin looked from James to the old woman in his arms as the telepath reached out to him. 
 
    Ignoring her bloody shoulder, Obsidian used her full body weight to roll onto her back and fling the white-haired woman several feet away, the masked woman landing hard on the back of her neck. 
 
    The cat girl ran for Kevin, shooting her arms outward, and once James stumbled in her direction, she jumped and used his shoulders as a springboard to gain even more momentum. 
 
    “We have to help James!” Kevin shouted to her. 
 
    And even as she protested, he handed the healer to Obsidian. 
 
    The frail woman refused to move a muscle, her eyes clenched shut, and with as much energy as he could send to his trembling knees, Kevin quickly cleared the distance between the two of them and James. 
 
    “Kevin!” Obsidian cried out as he wrapped one arm under James’s shoulder, practically dragging the man toward the exit point. 
 
    Kevin ignored the fight that was still happening behind him; all he could focus on was the exit point. And miraculously, even though he’d nearly been blasted several times, he actually cleared the barrier. 
 
    Scarlett the teleporter appeared in a sparkling flash and placed her hand on his shoulder, her other hand going to Obsidian’s tail. 
 
    Kevin turned just in time to see the shadow wielder going to meet the man made of light, the ground swelling up as the hooded woman prepared her exit. 
 
    “Where are the others!?” Scarlett asked, her eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “This is it,” James said, gasping for air. “They’re gone…” 
 
    “And she’s the healer?” Scarlett asked, referring to the frail woman flung over Obsidian’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s her; let’s go!” Kevin shouted. “Now!” 
 
    The five of them flashed away just as an enormous bolt of energy reached them, sending a spray of rubble into the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue: Bloom 
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    Roman sat on his bunk bed listening to the sounds of the train, remembering all that had happened over the last fifteen hours or so. They were nearing the Centralian border, cleared by the soldiers that had just come into their bunk and rechecked their forged documents. 
 
    Eli the young healer was asleep above him, Lisa also asleep on the top bunk on the other side of their cabin. The two dolls were stowed away in luggage in their coffins, and Casper was asleep on Eli’s bed. 
 
    Finally, Nadine was next to Roman, curled in his arms, sleeping soundly. 
 
    She was blemish free; Eli had healed her once they’d been released by the Eastern Province authorities. And the interrogator known as Captain Harwood had been true to her word, letting all of them go after a series of tests. 
 
    The tests they had performed weren’t very complicated at all, a series of tissue and blood samples, plus some ability exercises. They’d also had him repair the part of the base that he could repair, which he’d gladly done, able to use his ability without any repercussions. 
 
    For as fucked as he’d felt fifteen hours ago, Roman was feeling pretty damn good at the moment. 
 
    Nadine had started off sleeping on her own bunk, but she’d moved over to his side in the middle of the night so they could talk quietly. 
 
    He was curious why she had told him not to give himself over to save her, but she didn’t expand upon this, telling him they would just have to see how it played out. 
 
    Whatever that meant. 
 
    They would meet Abby within the next twenty-four hours, and hopefully the psychometrist would be able to shed some light on what had happened to Roman’s deceased wife. 
 
    He was ready to get back to the city, that was for goddamn sure, but Roman would also miss the woods, the pristine nature surrounding Brattle, the mountains, the crisp air—and just a small part of him would miss the adventure. 
 
    He would begin training again the following day, meeting with Ava, working to get approved in Centralia as an exemplar. He’d also need to see about getting Eli a power dial like his. Hopefully, it would help. 
 
    Roman was actually looking forward to the monotony of going back to the immigration office for the time being. He wanted to get his life in order, focus on advancing his powers a little more, embrace routine just to pass the time until his approval. 
 
    Get back on track. 
 
    And as Roman yawned, hoping again to not have the falling dream, messages started to come to him, ones he’d missed over the last few days. 
 
    The first was from Ava, a message reminding him to contact her as soon as he got back; she had more training ideas for him, and she wanted to go to dinner at some point. He received another message from Bill, asking why he hadn’t been at H-Anon. There were also a couple messages from Dante in HR, but it was the final two messages that piqued Roman’s interest. 
 
    The first was from Emelia, the strange exemplar who worked at the sex-doll shop: 
 
    Hello, Mr. Martin. I hope you are well. I feel like we got off to a bad start when we met privately in your home, and I wanted a chance to explain myself better, and possibly meet with you again. So there’s that. There’s also the fact that, and you should be surprised here, your doll has arrived. I’m having it delivered to your apartment, so by the time you get home from where you are, you’ll be able to see her. 
 
    She sure is beautiful, and please let me know when you’re ready to upgrade or purchase a new one. As for meeting again, don’t hesitate to contact me about that as well. Maybe we could start with coffee, and I could explain myself better. 
 
    Roman remembered meeting Emelia, and how it had been somewhat of an awkward situation. He didn’t recall her having anything to explain, so that part threw him off guard, but he figured she’d want to dig deeper into her power, perhaps reveal more about her personal history. 
 
    It would be interesting, whatever it was, so he would meet with her. 
 
    He was also interested in seeing how the life-sized Casper acted, although he was worried he had bitten off more than he could chew with this one. 
 
    Still, he could keep Casper in both forms, and he felt like there was much more she would be able to do in the future if she stayed in her tiny form, especially if he took the exemplar path Ava had suggested by joining a rapid response team. 
 
    The final message definitely caught Roman’s attention. It was from Harper, who had sent him several mental message, but none this blunt: My roommate and I want you to come over so we can cook for you and take care of you for the night. Message me as soon as you get back and we’ll set up a time. We’re really looking forward to it, and I hope your travels are going well. 
 
    Take care of me for the night? Roman sighed as he closed his eyes, hoping that what little sleep he did get tonight would be dreamless. 
 
    He was tired of falling.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
    (House of Dolls Book Three will be released on March 19th!) 
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    New RELEASE  
 
    https://geni.us/WeCouldBeHeroes   
 
    (Yes, a series about Sam from the H-Anon Meetings!) 
 
      
 
    Not everyone can say they met their new girlfriend while being detained for impersonating a superhero. 
 
      
 
    Hell, not everyone can say they have a superpower. 
 
      
 
    But Sam Meeko can, and this is the story about how he discovered his strange power (hint: through police brutality), the people he met immediately after (hint: three beautiful women), and the kick ass team they formed once they realized there was a vampire outbreak descending upon their city. When the cops don’t know what the hell is going on, and the real Centralian superhero teams can’t be bothered, saving the day falls to this ragtag bunch of half-powered superhero hopefuls.  
 
      
 
    Assuming, of course, that they can get their acts together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Back of the Book Content 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Reader, 
 
    So glad you’ve made it to the end of this one. This series lives on your reviews, so please take a moment to review the book, and if you haven’t already, review the first installment, which is the initial book readers see when they check out this series. 
 
    I’ll wait…Still waiting. 
 
    Good. I wouldn’t be able to write twisted stories about animated sex dolls and necromancers without your support.  
 
    Regarding future Centralia books: I am now working on a pair of series related to House of Dolls, so be on the lookout for these books in 2019. The first is out now starring Sam from the H-Anon meetings and some cool new characters, all set in Centralia. Expect a ton of cameos (Roman, Mister Fist, Ava, Scarlett the teleporter, Emelia, Catherine and more). 
 
    We Could Be Heroes Book One  grab it here! 
 
    The second is about the Western Plague (the vampire infestation). It will be dark and gritty, and the title will be Child of Chaos. I’m looking at a July 2019 release, and you can read early chapters on my Patreon. 
 
    Here are some things you can do to support these books! 
 
    1)  Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    2)  Review the books, which generates more interest from other readers, which makes me write faster because (carrot dangling from the stick!) – I want to please you all! 
 
    3)  Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    4)  Join my Patreon. For the cost of a cup of coffee you can read everything early and be part of a great group. I have several tiers, and you can get everything from draft copies of books to free audiobooks by joining up! 
 
    So thanks, yet again, for reading, reviewing, enjoying House of Dolls. Continue onward for other books I’ve written.  
 
    Also check out the Harem Lit page for more adult-themed novels! 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper -- writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
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    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    https://geni.us/CherryBlossomGirls1 
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    A fantasy harem adventure inspired by Pokemon Go!, Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, and the Persona family of video games. Check out this Amazon best seller! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/MonsterHuntNYC 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/FICK 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get connected with other LitRPG/GameLit readers 
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    Yes, reader, there is a place to catch up on Harmon Cooper books, meet other readers and see exclusive previews (as well as being the FIRST to know about a new release). Join the Proxima Galaxy today! 
 
    Chat with other GameLit fans here: 
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    Don’t forget to review this book!  
 
    Thanks again. 
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Type Class

« Type | - Severely Dangerous « Class A - Telepathy
« Type Il - Dangerous « Class B - Shifter/Absorber
Type Il - Moderately Dangerous Class C - Elemental
« Type IV - Non-Dangerous Mimicry/Organic Manipulation
« Type V - Unknown God-like Class D- Kinetic/Energy
Power (Rare) Related
« Class E - Intelligence-based
« Class F - Teleportation
 Class H - Healer
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