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THE DRIZZLING RAIN made the worn,
cobblestoned streets slick. My hood was pulled tightly around my
face, but the drops still clung to my cheeks and eyelashes. Wiping
my hand over my face for what felt like the tenth time in sixty
seconds, I quickened my pace as much as I dared. Running called too
much attention, but a casual evening stroll in the rain felt odd.
Even if I threw caution to the wind and jogged, knowing my luck and
the tread on my sneakers, I’d probably wipe out and hurt myself.
Given the number of people who’d gladly injure me, I didn’t want to
do my enemies any favors.

Through the steam and
stench hovering over the sidewalk in this area of London, I
casually turned down the next street on my left. Hopefully, to any
bystander, it would appear as if I was wandering aimlessly, without
any particular destination in mind. It should seem that way, given the
precautions I’d taken. After meandering around for an hour, I was
finally nearing my journey’s end; a street that was only a twenty
minute walk away from where I’d started.

My body began to relax, almost
reflexively.

That reflex might prove to
be deadly one of these days, I admonished
myself.

Already starting in on a mental lecture, I
forced myself to walk even slower as punishment. Even though I’d
taken a different route than yesterday, there was no such thing as
being too safe anymore. I couldn’t ever, not for a moment, let my
guard down. The only way to stay alive was to be exceptionally
cautious, and cautious people didn’t relax.

Despite the fact my senses naturally pulled
in more details than those of an average human, a vaguely familiar
voice in my head urged me to cycle through them, expanding each one
further, so as not to miss even the tiniest facet of my
surroundings. As I covered the last hundred feet, I practiced using
my peripheral vision while still staring straight ahead. While
appearing overtly casual. And not cross-eyed. I hoped.

Finally, I was close enough to make out the
details of a door covered in chipping, forest green paint. A small
window framed the crude painting of a giraffe, just discernable
through the unending lines of block text in the background. On my
first visit, the newspapers taped over the inside of the glass had
made me nervous. After several visits, I’d come to appreciate the
small layer of protection. While some didn’t like the fact that
they couldn’t see who was outside, the regulars were far more
comfortable being hidden on the inside.

Pulling open the door, bells overhead
announced my arrival with a high, melodic tinkle. The cool air
coming off of the stone walls and the delicious scent of baked
bread enveloped my senses all at once, and I sighed. The homey
ambiance and inviting atmosphere was a welcome departure from the
callous world outside. Plus, my eyeballs were aching from
constantly expanding my vision. In here, I could see the whole
space without any extra effort.

Here was the Flying Giraffe Pub.

Located six blocks west of one of London’s
famous parks, the Flying Giraffe was known for two things. One was
its shady clientele. Hence the covered window. The other was a dish
called Tugboat Stew—a delicious mixture of gamey meat, carrots,
celery, and potatoes in thick brown gravy. The stew had been my
sole daily meal for nearly two weeks running.

Back home, I would’ve balked at eating just
once a day. It wasn’t like my awkwardly skinny frame benefitted
aesthetically from limited caloric intake. And yet, things might
have been far worse if not for a stroke of luck on my journey
across the pond. I’d spent the four-hour flight from Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania to London, England huddled in the freezing-cold cargo
hold of a commercial hoverplane. Though it was hard to recollect
feeling cold after walking through the steam garden outside, I’d
been miserable.

Fortunately, the cargo hold was a veritable
treasure trove for the supplies I’d been desperately lacking. I
passed the time by rooting through checked luggage for clothes,
cash, and other basic necessities. In a bright pink suitcase,
covered in stickers advertising bands, I struck gold: jeans,
t-shirts, sweaters, all in my size. There was even a pair of tennis
shoes, only half a size too small. The girl’s wallet hadn’t been
among her belongings, but a large roll of Global Currency—the
monetary system used everywhere in the world, which we called
Globes for short—had been stuffed inside of a lone sock. Stealing
wasn’t normally my M.O., but being on the run from an international
agency hell-bent on making me their prisoner made for relaxed
morals. Everything normal was out the window; survival was
king.

So far, the only light in the bleakness of
all of this running and surviving was my daily trip to the Giraffe,
which included a big bowl of the Tugboat Stew.

I was starving.

Starving, but vigilant. As I crossed through
the pub’s entrance, I gave the area a quick sweep while barely
moving my head. The hustling people in the rain seemed no more
aware of me than they were of the individual stones beneath their
feet. I was blending. Luckily, my eyes were light brown, not any of
the obscure colors that immediately identified some as being
Talented. It would’ve made this whole flying-under-the-radar thing
much more problematic.

Tug, the owner of the Flying Giraffe, was in
his usual spot behind the bar. He raised one arthritic hand and
waved.

“Aye, Miss Kenly,” the
elderly man called, his Irish accent lyrical and soothing. “’Tis a
wet one out there, isn’t it?”

“Sure is, Tug,” I replied,
crossing the scuffed planking of the floor and trying not to roll
my sore eyes. So far, every day was a wet one in London. Yet,
everyone seemed to comment on the weather.

Back in western Maryland,
where my old school—The McDonough School for the Talented—was
located, the weather was hot and dry this time of year. The thought
brought a bittersweet memory to the forefront of my mind. As clear
as if she stood in front of me, I could picture Alana Stillwater,
my roommate and best friend, lifting her long dark hair with one
hand and fanning her flushed cheeks with the other.
“Ugh. It is so
hot. I’ll have to sleep naked tonight, just to
keep from sweating to death,” she would
say. All the boys would then get dreamy expressions as they
imagined Alana nude.

“Will ye have the usual,
then?” Tug’s lilting accent recaptured my attention as I reached
one of the suitable tables. The usual was a heavy bowl of stew and
a chipped mug of piping hot black tea.

“You must be reading my
mind, Tug. Thanks. Stew would be great.” I tossed a rare smile his
way. There wasn’t much for me to smile about these days, and I knew
my expression was a shadow of what it once was.

Tug disappeared into the back, leaving my
mind free to return to the past and Alana.

A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. I
had no idea where she was now. Did she survive the attack on D.C.?
If so, was she in hiding, like me? Or had our enemies caught
her?

Don’t think about that now. Your survival,
your freedom—that’s what is important.

No matter how many times I said those same
words, the heartache and worry over Alana’s fate remained. It
wasn’t even just her I was worried about. I didn’t know what had
happened to any of my friends and classmates.

I shrugged out of my navy raincoat and hung
it on a hook next to the table in the back corner of the pub, next
to a short hallway leading to the bathrooms. This was one of only
two tables that served my purposes, something I’d determined the
first time I ate here.

The Giraffe had three points of entry and
exit: one in the front, one in the kitchen, and a third—a fire
door—by the women’s restroom. From this table and the one beside
it, I could see all three, without leaving my back vulnerable.
These small details were vital to my survival and status as a free
woman. Thus far luck had been on my side and I had yet to encounter
any UNITED agents, but I wasn’t so naïve as to believe that they
were no longer hunting me. One day, they would catch up with me.
Even though I was far from helpless, I was greatly appreciative of
any assistance fate threw my way.

And not just with keeping me off of the
radar; I felt fortunate to have found this place where people were
kind and accepting, but didn’t ask too many questions. In only a
few short weeks, the Giraffe had become a second home for me. With
everything else going on, the ever-present kindness from Tug and
the break from watching my own back were the highlights of my days.
In fact, relegating it to second best probably wasn’t even
accurate; the pub felt much more like home than where I laid my
head at night.

Tug emerged from the kitchen area. “Willa’s
got the kettle goin’ now. Yer tea will be out straight away, Miss
Kenly,” he assured me, hobbling back behind the bar to resume
whatever activity my arrival had interrupted.

“Thanks, Tug,” I called
back.

Droplets of water plinked softly on the
floorboards below where my coat was hanging. It would still be wet
when I was ready to leave if I left it on the hook. Slipping around
the table, I laid my coat on the wooden dowels stretching between
the supporting legs of one of Tug’s homemade drying racks. Taking
care to spread the fabric out completely, I left no wrinkles for
pockets of water to linger in.

Returning to my table, I
couldn’t help but consider how different my life now was from
everything I’d ever known back home. Day and night. Black and
white. Left and right. I’d never imagined that one of my greatest
challenges in life would be staying dry. After four days of soggy
sneakers, drenched sweaters, and dripping hair, I’d realized that
particular problem wasn’t going to go away. Using some of the money
I’d borrowed on
the hoverplane, I purchased both the coat and my ever-present rain
boots. Luckily, this area of London—known as the Slums, ever since
the Contamination drove the wealthier residents from the center of
the city—had abundant secondhand clothing stores. The items were
sorely outdated, but well-made for the most part, and cheap. With
limited funds, cheap was imperative.

I settled back in my seat. Though my mind
was already whirring, I took a deep breath and prepared for a surge
in brain activity. Bracing myself, I opened my mind and gave in to
my Talents.
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YEARS OF TRAINING had taught me to account
for every eye and every ear in a room. But it was one of my Talents
that allowed me to fully analyze potential threats. As a Higher
Reasoning Talent—or a Brain as I was called back in school—my mind
processed data faster than the latest, greatest, most expensive
computers that money could buy. The McDonough School had taught me
how to use that ability.

Even before Danbury McDonough had taken me
under his wing, no matter how much information my mind was already
taking in and processing, it could always accept more. Now, after
the Director of the Agency had helped me achieve my full potential,
I had no limitations at all. Having an unconfined, boundless mind
was exhilarating. I was full of ideas, conjectures, and opinions on
everything; endless thoughts and information flowed within my mind
constantly. The only trouble was that, with data constantly gushing
in and being analyzed—even the most infinitesimal details of the
world around me were scrutinized and filed away for future
referencing—it was really hard not to live entirely within my
aching head.

The crowd was thin tonight, thank goodness.
Sometimes I could really use a mental break, but I had no idea how
to get one with my amped up capabilities.

Two men in fingerless gloves—one pair
fraying brown, the other a tattered mismatched set—were playing
chess at a table in the back. The ivory set of pieces was within
two moves of checkmate. The black team could avoid the endgame by
moving the only remaining knight to take out an ivory rook. Given
the lackadaisical body language each man exhibited, and the smell
of whiskey emanating from both, neither would see their most
advantageous move. The game would continue for some time.

Beside them, seated on stools at the bar,
two men drank pints of Guinness. Empty glasses sat between them,
ignored by Tug in his attentiveness to a soccer match playing on
the wallscreen above the bar. I’d seen the two men several times
before, and I quickly recalled my initial assessment of each, and
the combination of both together. I’d ruled them harmless then, and
still believed that to be true. As usual, they were arguing
good-naturedly, never raising their voices extensively, nor
exhibiting any telltale signs of true hostility. In the past their
squabbles had revolved around football players, teams, and games.
Tonight was no different. Even with the count of those empty pint
glasses standing at six apiece, I judged the men, once again,
harmless.

Moving on.

I studied Tug. He was leaning against the
shelf of stacked liquor bottles behind the bar, arms crossed over
his chest, an uncharacteristically serious set to his jaw, and a
tension in his shoulders that wasn’t ordinarily present. A warning
bell pinged in my head. Tug was my barometer, his mood gave me an
overall impression of the general atmosphere in the bar. When he
was tense, it usually meant there was discord among his
patrons.

A quick check of Tug’s
facial tells and the level of rigidity in his wrinkled neck and I
relaxed. The stiff stance was not one of anger or defensiveness. It
was irritation. The soccer game—nope, that wasn’t right. The
football match was tied
at one-to-one, and a guy in a red jersey had just missed a penalty
kick.

I’d previously determined that Tug had
secrets unknown to me. No big surprise since we were more of
passing acquaintances than true friends, and therefore weren’t on a
braid-each-other’s-hair-and-spill-our-deepest-darkest-secrets
level. Still, I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t curious about
the Giraffe’s owner. Besides the stew, that curiosity was what kept
me coming back in day after day.

With no further evaluation of Tug
required—multiple in depth appraisals on numerous occasions had all
concluded that he was harmless, and tonight’s appraisal had been
the same—my mind continued on its linear track to the final
patron.

Seated at the end of the bar opposite the
two bickering men was a teenage boy. The tips of his spiky blonde
hair were dyed a bright blue-green. This being a first sighting, I
was immediately wary. With his back to me, it was difficult to
ascertain much information about him, a fact that made my heart
rate increase.

A pint glass sat in front of the boy,
three-quarters full of amber-colored liquid. No hint of frothy foam
remained at the top, and the bubbles of carbonation were few and
far between. He was nursing the beer, not drinking with the speed
and regularity of a guy looking to get drunk. It appeared he was
there to hang out. His attention seemed to be on the telescreen—the
British name for wallscreens—on the game, just like the others. But
he wasn’t fooling me. There was a two second delay between when Tug
and the two men cheered and booed for the plays, and when the boy
did. Further data was needed to make a credible assessment. I’d
keep an eye on him.

The wallscreen with the game playing was
mounted above a window designed to pass things through from the
front of the pub to the kitchen and vice versa. Beyond the opening,
I could see Willa, Tug’s granddaughter, manning the grill. She was
a little older than me—twenty by my estimation—and worked nights at
the Giraffe to help out her grandfather, a fact I’d learned by
eavesdropping. Like Tug, she’d already been measured and decided
upon. Non-hazardous was my official conclusion.

Willa glanced up from the grill as if she
could feel me looking at her. A bit of sautéed onion flew from the
spatula in her hand as waved to me.

“Hey, Kenly! Bucketing out,
isn’t? Hope the stew’s not the only reason you ventured out,” Willa
called, smearing white mush across her dark skin as she tried to
wipe away what appeared to be a glob of potato.

Not a leading statement.
Not an attempt to ascertain classified information. Idle chitchat
from a person not quite a friend but more than a passing
acquaintance.

“I came for the company,
too.” I winked as I said it, even though, sadly, the statement was
true.

Pathetic as it was, hiding in a foreign
country, thousands of miles away from everyone I’d ever known, was
extremely lonely. Willa and her grandfather were the closest I had
to friends in London, and seeing them on a daily basis lessened the
homesickness that gave me a constant ache in my gut. They were also
the only link I had to the world outside of my head. Luckily, Willa
and Tug treated all of the regulars like family. And in a way, I
was sort of included in that. It was clear they understood how I
felt and why I continued to show up every day; they always made an
effort to be extra kind to me.

Willa laughed while looking around, playing
at examining the company I’d supposedly come for.

“You’ve gone mad, missy. A
bunch of sloshed wankers, they are. You’d be better off looking in
the sewers for mates.” Willa dismissed the patrons with an
over-exaggerated scowl and a wave of her hand. Yet, the fondness in
her eyes told a different story than her words.

At least, what I thought her words meant. I
was still working on figuring out all of the Irish and British
slang words, and what exactly they meant. According to Willa, the
slang of both countries, and the many areas within them, had
mingled over time, leading to a much broader use of terms that had
once been restricted to regional dialects. Given the huge range and
the strangeness of it all, I was struggling to keep up. I
catalogued the terms she used and my inferences of their meanings,
but had yet to attempt actually speaking the lingo for fear of
insulting someone.

“Let me finish this order,
then I’ll come have a cuppa,” Willa promised.

The boy with the dyed tips shifted on his
barstool so that he could see both Willa and me. He was trying to
be inconspicuous as he eavesdropped on our conversation, but I
could tell his interest was piqued.

Now that he was turned, and I could see more
of him, I had more facts for the mental file that I’d started the
instant my eyes had landed on his spikey hair. Before the
spiky-haired boy could blink once, I input every detail of his
appearance, demeanor, and actions into my mental hard drive, and
made an assessment. Dangerous but not threatening.

The danger was partially in his inquisitive
stare. It lasted for seven seconds, which is longer than it sounds.
And definitely longer than a customary glance. I don’t possess the
ability to feel the presence of other Talents, the way some people
do, but instinct and experience told me that he too was Talented—a
contributing factor in my ‘Dangerous’ assessment. Regrettably,
neither those same instincts and experience nor my Higher Reasoning
skills gave me any clue as to his specific abilities.

Wired to be logical and analytical, strictly
dealing in facts—rarely assumptions—I was reluctant to guess his
Talent. The problem with blind guessing in a situation like this
was that an incorrect guess could lead to a false assumption. Which
could hurt me later. Reluctantly, I left the Talent column blank in
the mental file I was compiling on the boy at the bar. The
assessment, consideration, determination, and filling out the file,
all had taken place in mere seconds.

“Sure, sounds great,” I
replied to Willa, who was waiting for my answer.

To her, the pause in our conversation was
insignificant. She smiled and turned her attention back to the
steaming food on the flat-top in front of her.

Sometimes it was really weird having a brain
that ran like mine did; it was almost as if the world moved in slow
motion, but I was stuck on fast-forward.

Though I’d answered Willa, my focus was
still on the spikey-haired boy. Since he was no longer observing
social etiquette, not even pretending to be subtle as he took my
measure, I openly stared back. His posture was relaxed. His eyes,
one the same color as his dyed tips and the other just a shade
lighter, were friendly and interested. Not interested in a romantic
sort of way, not exactly. I didn’t have a lot of personal
experience in that department, but I’d studied kinesiology and had
seen enough of the guys at school ogle Alana to know the difference
between a romantic look and a curious one. This was a curious
look.

The boy flashed me a grin before returning
his attention to the match playing on the wallscreen. While I was
fairly confident that he meant me no harm, the unwanted attention
left me feeling jittery. I had to reconsider the potential threat
this boy posed. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I was supposed to
be in hiding. I couldn’t afford random strangers asking questions
about me, or inquiring as to why an American teenager was on her
own so far from home. This was a challenge nearly as large as
evading the UNITED agents.

A collective groan from the bar patrons
temporarily distracted me from my thoughts.

“Fecking O’Banion!” Tug
swore loudly and shook a fist at the wallscreen. “Stop acting the
maggot! Quit gawking and use your eyes for something
useful!”

I caught Willa’s gaze through the order
window and we both smirked. Tug was an avid football fan, and acted
as though his advice and criticisms would actually get through the
screen to the players. Whenever the London Legends, his favorite
team, were in a close match, his eyes remained glued to the screen,
no matter how many customers were in the bar. Tonight was no
exception. Giraffe regulars understood and accepted this.

Without warning, a long,
shrill beeping noise blasted through the speakers mounted
throughout the bar, making me wince. Gray and white static replaced
the legion of sweaty soccer players, running back and forth on the
wallscreen, followed by the words Breaking
News Alert in flashing red letters. The
words faded and a female correspondent in a sleeveless fuchsia
sheath and matching lipstick took center stage.

“I am standing in front of
the Manhattan base for UNITED—the international agency responsible
for those with Talents—where we have just learned that a group of
Created Talents are holding the workers hostage.” The reporter
gestured behind where she was standing, and the camera panned out
until a black glass skyscraper came into view. Military men and
women peppered the street and sidewalks in front of the building.
“We’ve been told that UNITED’s top officials are in contact with
the assailants, who have yet to make any ransom demands. UNITED
spokeswoman, Victoria Walburton, released a statement just minutes
ago.”

The view on the wallscreen changed from the
scene in New York to a blue screen with a picture of Walburton
herself. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen her image, but I’d
never before heard her voice. When the audio recording of her
statement began playing, I immediately recalled everything I was
told about the power-hungry head of UNITED; she sounded every bit
the evil, disaffected woman I’d been warned to avoid. White words
appeared on the screen, captioning her well-planned speech.

“—the appalling situation
in Manhattan. The safe release of the hostages is the
organization’s top priority, but UNITED will not negotiate with
terrorists.”

Terrorists?!
The Created—me included—were now being labeled
as terrorists?
This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t
be happening.

I felt the blood rush out
of my face, knew that if anyone looked my way there would be no
hiding my shock. Nausea rushed over me. Inhaling deep breaths, I
fought the bile threatening to come up my throat.
What have they done? I
thought. I wanted to bury my head in the sand, turn back the clock,
do something, anything that would make this situation go
away.

Shock and dismay gave way to a crashing
realization. As a terrorist, I’d never be able to go home. Never
see my mother again. Or hang out with my friends.

Intense loathing ate at my stomach like a
corrosive acid. UNITED: the malicious organization who’d attacked
D.C., who’d killed so many of my innocent colleagues. UNITED: the
reason I was a fugitive, alone in a foreign land, unable to ever
see my friends and family again, incapable of living a normal life.
UNITED: my worst enemy.

I hated them and everything they
represented. The organization was supposed to protect people like
me, protect all of the Talented. They were supposed to help the
world understand that we were not freaks of nature, that we mean no
harm to those without Talents, that we were not a threat to anyone.
Instead, they were a destructive force. They’d demolished TOXIC,
toppled the American government. And now, they were hunting us.
Hunting their own kind. It was unthinkable.

Not actually their own
kind, a voice inside my head reminded me.
The Created, what Director McDonough had helped me to become with
aid of the Creation Drug, were superior to the Talented in every
conceivable way. The drug had allowed us—the lucky few chosen to
receive the injection—to reach our full potential. To embrace more
power than any one person had possessed in decades. No longer were
we limited to just one or two abilities. Our Talents knew no
bounds. And that scared UNITED. Just as the non-Talented populace
had felt in the years immediately following the Great
Contamination, UNITED feared what they didn’t understand and could
not control. What a bunch of damned hypocrites.

Relax, Kenly. Stop reacting. You can’t let
your emotions show. They’ll see. They’ll know.

Taking in deep breaths, I fought to contain
my fury and outrage.

Tug ambled over with my tea. I swallowed the
pain that burned my throat every time I thought about why I’d come
to London. My eyes stung with unshed tears of anger. Setting the
cup and saucer on the table, Tug squinted in concern. My agitation
must have still been apparent.

Crap.

“Tragic, isn’t?”

“Tragic,” I echoed
hollowly, not quite sure what exactly Tug found tragic about the
situation.

While I’d become friendly with Tug and
Willa, I had no idea how they felt about the Talented, much less
the Created. I’d shared many long conversations with both of them,
but the subject had never come up. I couldn’t risk revealing that
part of me, in case they shared the mindset of most people in
London regarding Talents.

In my short time here, I’d overheard enough
talk to know that most of the populace had a low opinion of Talents
to begin with. But more than that, TOXIC’s implementation of the
Creation Drug—a chemical that had been outlawed by UNITED years
earlier—was causing fear and anxiety among the city’s residents.
I’d debated relocating to a more accepting country, even researched
alternative locations, only to realize the panic was a worldwide
phenomenon. I didn’t understand it. We weren’t dangerous. We
weren’t monsters. And yet, the universal fear suggested most
thought that we were.

Director McDonough had made the
controversial decision to inject TOXIC operatives with the Creation
Drug as a first step towards creating a world in which anyone could
be Talented. He’d wanted to show the world that the drug was safe,
and that the benefits far outweighed the detriments. For some
reason, few, if any, supported TOXIC’s goal of mass dissemination
of the Creation Drug. This baffled me. Why not? What was so wrong
with having special abilities? If everyone could just experience
the thrill, the rush that accompanied using Talents, they would
feel differently.

Tug didn’t linger or comment further; he
returned to his perch behind the bar to watch the rest of the
newscast, leaving me to wonder what he found so tragic. In that
moment, I decided I needed to be more careful around him, until he
revealed his true stance on the Talented.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the front
door swing open and a couple enter the Giraffe. The girl appeared
to be maybe eighteen or nineteen, with pale blonde hair and even
paler skin. I pegged her companion as slightly older, probably only
a year or two. The tight set of his jaw and swirling platinum eyes
gave off a fierce impression. He was a visibly willing combatant,
constantly on the lookout for his next fight. I’d seen that look
before. Nothing good came of it. Platinum Eyes was dangerous—no
further analysis necessary to know that. Had the reporter speaking
on screen not been cut off for another update at that very moment,
I might’ve left right then.

“We’ve just received
breaking information that the chief ringleader of the attack on
UNITED’s Manhattan base has been identified. Sources confirm that
the leader of this group is seventeen-year old Alana Stillwater.
While the purpose behind the attack remains unclear, Mr. and Mrs.
Richard Stillwater have arrived on scene and are said to be
cooperating with UNITED officials to ensure a peaceful resolution
to the standoff in Manhattan.”

My heart stopped. Oxygen fled my lungs.
Nightmare. This had to be a nightmare. I had to wake up.

Alana. Loyal, sassy, Alana. My best friend.
My roommate. Alana had broken into a UNITED facility? She’d never.
Not the girl who’d been at school with me, who, along with Francie
Owens, had been like my sister. Alana was the make-love-not-war
type of girl. She’d hated the required combat classes when we were
children and, despite having stronger telepathy skills than mine,
had chosen a non-physical assignment for after graduation. We were
permitted to select three areas in which to take Placement
Exams—the tests that determined where we’d work after graduation
from the McDonough School. Alana had only registered for one:
Education. It had been a running joke amongst my friends. No one
chose Education. It was a post you settled for after you failed to
either place somewhere better or washed out of pledging the
Hunters. She’d laughed off our teasing and protests, and stuck with
her decision. Alana’s gentle nature and sweet, but tough, demeanor
made her a perfect fit to be an instructor. She would’ve had the
male students eating out of the palm of her hand.

So, why would she have done
this? What was she after? And who had been foolish enough to
follow Alana of
all people on a suicide mission?

At least she’s
alive, I thought optimistically.

That was a relief.

For how long, though? How long would UNITED
wait before they gambled with their own people’s lives and sent in
a team? Or worse, maybe they’d just blow up the entire building and
be done with it. That was more their style. UNITED won the attack
on D.C. with sheer numbers alone. They weren’t better, there were
just more of them. Our people had been stronger, faster, and with
Talents unquestionably more formidable.

Except, having gifts is only an advantage if
you know how to use them. Which many of our side had not. There
hadn’t been time for training with our amped up skills, let alone
time for learning how to use the entirely new ones. The Creation
Drug gave us an advantage when it came to one-on-one combat, but it
hadn’t made up for our limited number of skilled fighters.

A light clicked on inside my head,
illuminating the obvious. The Creation Drug. Alana and her posse
were after the Creation Drug. In the days leading up to the attack,
Director McDonough had given lectures on the importance of
disseminating the drug to the masses. Alana was just trying to
finish what he’d started. Of course, infiltrating a UNITED embassy
at the start of a work day and taking hostages was a horrible way
of fulfilling his legacy. Why there? Why now?

I had no idea what happened
after I left D.C, and no source of intel within the Talented
community. This was a huge challenge while running—the lack of
incoming information. Everything I really wanted to know wouldn’t
be publicized on worldwide news. But, assuming UNITED
had recovered TOXIC’s
supply of the drug at some point, or the formula used to make more,
it wouldn’t be stored at the US embassy. More likely, they had it
under vault and biometric key at their headquarters in Bern,
Switzerland.

Of course, even on the
off-chance that anything was
worth stealing in Manhattan, why didn’t Alana plan
a clandestine operation? I didn’t need to use my super-computing
brain to know that a night raid would’ve been their smartest
choice. Alana and her team could have searched the building at
their leisure, without the complications of taking hostages and
without UNITED forces banging down the door the whole time. Sure,
hostages could be vital bargaining chips or sources of information
when necessary, but, in general, they only muddied up operations.
Especially in this case; they ensured Alana and her team wouldn’t
be leaving Manhattan, unless it was on a UNITED
hovercraft.

For heaven’s sake, how reckless was she?
Didn’t she realize that this was no way to honor the Director and
his goals? No, of course she didn’t. Alana had been far more
interested in parties, and boys, and just about any other
distraction she could find, than really being a part of TOXIC.
She’d been apathetic to the entire organization. Yet, somehow,
Alana, of all people, was the first to attempt a hostile takeover
of the enemy’s lair. It was the very definition of ironic.

“Alana, what have you
done?” I muttered to myself, under my breath.

Not-so-subtle throat clearing from right
beside me tore my attention away from the scene still unfolding on
the wallscreen. I blinked, and found Willa standing next to the
table, a to-go container in her hands. Her smile was pleasant but
strained, and her eyes kept darting to the bar.

The young couple I’d seen
earlier had joined the spikey-haired boy. Shit. I’d lost track of
my surroundings while the watching the newscast. Sloppy, sloppy.
Lapses in vigilance were going to be my undoing. I
had to be more careful.
Especially when everything about the guy with the platinum eyes
told me he was dangerous.

The trio was talking quietly amongst
themselves and didn’t seem to be paying attention to anyone else in
the bar. Including me.

So engrossed in what was happening back
home, my surveillance had failed altogether. I’d even missed that
another guy and girl entered the Giraffe at some point. They were
now occupying a table meant for four near the bar. Failing to
notice their arrival was especially bad form, because they stood
out like two brand-new, shiny pennies in a jar full of tarnished
copper. Unlike the normal clientele—mostly older men with hard
faces and eyes that had seen enough for two lifetimes—these two
were polished upper-class perfection. Even the other young adults
who came in to the Giraffe were rough around the edges: worn-out
jeans, threadbare shirts, and holey sneakers.

“Here’s your
to-go order,” Willa said
pointedly, handing me the Styrofoam box. She emphasized the word
while deliberately tilting her head.

My eyes followed her gesture to the bar.
Spikey-hair guy laughed at something the pale-faced girl said.

“What’s wrong, Willa?” I
asked, pitching my voice for her ears only. Even while carefully
watching her for some clue as to what was happening, I kept the
three at the bar in my periphery.

Willa began to fidget, shifting her weight
from one foot to the other and back again. She tucked a strand of
dark hair behind her ear with one hand, the food container clutched
tightly with the other. Her short, unpainted nails turned dark pink
from the effort.

My eyes swept the bar, searching for the
source of Willa’s agitation. The teens were goofing off, being
stupid even. But most importantly, they weren’t looking in my
direction. Not even an occasional glance. Interestingly, the same
couldn’t be said for the guy whose entrance I’d missed.

Deep golden brown eyes watched me over the
top of his companion’s head. His slacks were black or extremely
dark navy and perfectly pressed. His button-down was crisp, despite
the swampy weather outside. And his shoes were shiny leather
loafers. What was he doing in a dive like the Giraffe?

“Weather’s supposed to get
worse. Wise to head out now,” Willa answered, not matching my
furtive tone. Her reply temporarily distracted me from the
golden-eyes and his expensive clothes.

I focused on Willa, forcing her to meet my
gaze. She chewed her bottom lip nervously, a mental war waging
behind her hazel irises.

“What’s going on, Willa?” I
again spoke quietly enough that no one else could hear, this time
emphasizing each word slowly.

My own threat barometer was quiet; with all
of the surrounding data input, it told me there was no cause for
alarm. So what was up? What was I missing?

“You don’t want to get
mixed up with the wrong sort, Kenly,” Willa finally said, her voice
gentle but firm.

“And those people are the
wrong sort?” I guessed, nodding ever so slightly towards the
bar.

“You’ve no idea how
dangerous they are.”

Didn’t I, though? I was, after all, a human
computer, capable of calculating an exponential number of
possibilities in the blink of an eye. Unless I was sorely mistaken,
I was by far the biggest threat here.

“Best you keep on as you
have,” Willa was saying, her accent thickening the more her stress
increased. “Mind yourself. Stay wide of ‘em, and keep under the
radar.”

Concealing the fact that I
was American had proved impossible; I’d tried, but my fake British
accent left a lot to be desired. Concealing that I was Talented was
a lot easier. Only a tiny percentage of the Talented
population—which made it a miniscule percentage of the general
population—could feel other Talents. With my boring brown hair and equally boring
brown eyes, I bore no overt signs of otherness. And, until now, I’d
honestly thought that concealing the fact I was in hiding was going
pretty well, too.

Apparently not.

I should have known
better, I thought. The people who ask the
fewest questions see the most. Tug and Willa had never questioned
who I was, or why I was here.

“Who are they?” I asked
Willa.

Either she was paranoid, or I was still
missing a key piece of information. Whichever way, I needed to
know. Willa shook her head, the dyed blonde ends smacking her
smooth brown cheeks.

“Bloody hell, Kenly. The
wrong sort. That’s all ye need to know, just hurry on now.” I
reached for my bag, for my diminishing roll of Globes, but Willa
shoved the food container into my hands, and then made a shooing
motion towards the door. “You know Granddad won’t take your money,
just go on. And maybe don’t come round for a couple of
days.”

With those vaguely insulting parting words,
I was dismissed. She hurried off to greet a group of men—I
recognized them as regulars, at least—who entered just then.

Who were the wrong the sort of people
exactly? The Talented? I didn’t recognize them from school, or from
the briefings or lectures at TOXIC, so they weren’t Created. Maybe
they were just what they looked like: poor, possibly homeless,
teenagers.

I remembered Platinum Eyes’ steely gaze.
Willa was partially right about him; he was extremely dangerous.
But not to me. Not because my abilities were better than his—though
they probably were. But because he meant me no harm. Probably.
Maybe. Hopefully.

I glanced over at the threesome again. The
extremely pale female who I’d dubbed Ghost Girl was obsessively
stirring whatever was in her mug. The nervous habit, a tell,
contradicted the easy smile she gave Platinum Eyes. But the real
indicator that she was more than she seemed? Her fingers weren’t
actually touching the spoon. She was moving the spoon, stirring the
liquid, with her mind.

Ghost Girl was a Telekinetic.

What about her companions?

My gaze flicked to Spikey-Hair. Slouched,
muscles relaxed, seemingly not a care in the world. It was the
constant movement of his eyes that gave away his nerves, the way
they darted around the room no matter who he was talking to. I
moved on to Platinum Eyes. His posture was military-straight, his
expression blank. No fidgeting came from him, like the other two—no
leg shaking, foot tapping, or nail chewing. His silver eyes were
fixed on the golden couple. Even though they ignored him, they had
to feel the weight of his stare. The death rays he was shooting
from his pupils would have sent TOXIC’s strongest operatives
running for cover.

Despite a strong desire to uncover the
reason behind Willa’s heart palpitations and what had caused her
to, basically, boot me from her grandfather’s bar, I decided to
heed her warning. Better safe than sorry. Truth be told, her unease
had caught on, and I was no longer feeling confident that I was
safe at the Giraffe.

Climbing to my feet, I pulled on my rain
jacket in a flash.

Literally.

Light Manipulation was one of my new,
Created, powers, and gave me lightning fast reflexes, in addition
to invisibility. In times of stress, I’d found myself using the new
Talent unconsciously. And I’d been a heart attack waiting to happen
since arriving in London.

Alarm bells rang in my mind. The stares were
like icy laser beams, freezing dime-sized patches of my skin as
they zeroed in on their target. Too many eyes to count were
suddenly on me and I knew I’d just made a critical error. Possibly
fatal. My movements had been too fast, too jerky. Most people
would’ve simply assumed that the lights were playing tricks on
them. Even without analyzing the data, I knew that these people—the
ones no longer pretending I didn’t exist—wouldn’t buy that
explanation.

Still, the logical part of my brain told me
that the best course of action was to carry on as if nothing had
happened. To pretend like they weren’t all staring at me.

Don’t meet their eyes. The act will be
perceived as a challenge. Don’t panic. They can smell fear. Slowly,
calmly walk to the door.

The last bit of my brain’s advice was
hardest to follow. I wasn’t running, not exactly. More like
speed-walking. Either way, it was the opposite of sauntering out
without a care in the world. Unease was now full-blown alarm, and
my Created Talents were becoming harder to control. As if my
earlier slip wasn’t bad enough, I began to flicker like an
apparition in one of the old horror movies my friends and I used to
watch.

No, no, no. Calm. Stay
calm, stay alive, I lectured
myself.

Unfortunately, my growing distress wasn’t
helping these efforts whatsoever.

Breathe in, breathe out. Control your
Talents, don’t let them control you.

This voice, from a distant memory I’d been
trying to forget, was not mine. Normally, it would’ve been beyond
unwelcome. Now, though, I clung to her advice and used it to anchor
my thoughts. I was in control.

Still, as I pushed the door open, my fingers
were barely visible against the wooden slab. Once out in the watery
night, I did a cursory check of the street and, seeing no one, went
fully incorporeal. And then, I ran.
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INVISIBILITY IS THE ultimate freedom. There
is no judgment, no condemnation. You hear and see so much more than
you otherwise would. Extremely perceptive people, usually other
Talents, can see a slight disturbance in the air, the faint shimmer
of an outline. But even those people have to know that you’re
nearby, to notice it.

Ordinarily, I savored that freedom; it was
the only time I felt truly safe. Tonight, though, I wasn’t just
using my Created Talent to take a leisurely stroll through the
park, browse some high-end boutique that I had no business
visiting, or eavesdrop on whispered conversations. Tonight I was
using my abilities to ensure I wasn’t followed. As added
precaution, I cut up alleyways, darted between random cabs idling
next to curbs, and took an extremely roundabout route. When I
finally dared to stop, to check out my pursuers, I was under the
cover of a crop of trees across the street from my hostel.

No one was there. No one was following
me.

I breathed a sigh of relief and nearly
laughed at my ridiculously furtive behavior. Willa’s hysteria was
apparently contagious. Seriously, using evasive maneuvers to lose a
tail? Totally unnecessary. Ghost Girl and Spikey-Hair were
Talented, so Platinum eyes probably was, too. But it was obvious
they didn’t work for UNITED. Like TOXIC, UNITED took care of its
own. No agent of theirs would be dressed in worn out jeans or
tread-bare sneakers.

Just because you’re
paranoid, doesn’t mean no one is after you,
a nagging voice reminded me.

It was true. Someone was after me. Just, not
the kids I was currently running from. Hopefully.

When UNITED agents attacked Washington D.C.,
they’d taken half of TOXIC prisoner. Now, they were hunting down
the rest of us. Thoughts of their agents, and the battle that made
me a fugitive, were never far from my mind. These thoughts, I told
myself, were what caused me to overreact tonight. Willa’s vague
warning aside, the teenagers in the bar were no threat to me. I was
just jumpy and tense, and needed a good night’s sleep.

Shaking off the lingering feeling of spying
eyes, I dropped the invisibility shield and strode into the open.
When no previously unseen attackers materialized, I was further
reassured that I was in the clear. For now.

I pushed open a door with peeling blue
paint, and entered the dimly lit lobby of Ernie’s Hideaway. Calling
it a reception area would have been extremely generous; it was
nothing more than an alcove between the front door and the
stairwell. The reception desk—scratched, scraped, and probably
purchased third-hand—sat back in a slight nook. An oriental rug
covered the tile flooring from wall to wall. The edges of the
carpet hinted at its previous beauty, where the red and cream
strands were still vivid and plush. But countless years and feet
traipsing over the material had left the center scuffed and faded
to a muddy tan with just a hint of pink.

As I passed, the night clerk gave a
half-hearted wave without looking up from her tablet comm screen,
engrossed in the latest time-wasting gamelet. I returned the
gesture on my way to the stairs leading to the upper floors. All in
all, the hostel wasn’t much, but it had served me well thus
far.

Few guests stayed more than a night or two
at Ernie’s Hideaway. At first, I’d been kind of freaked out by the
ever-changing guests. It meant exposing my presence to countless
people. Plus, I’d wondered if I should be moving around more, if
staying in one place for so long would raise eyebrows. Still, with
so much change in my life, I liked having a constant. Until
tonight, I’d had two: the Hideaway and the Flying Giraffe. Now that
Willa didn’t want me in her grandfather’s bar anymore, for whatever
reason, I was left with just the Hideaway.

The room I rented held six bunks, two beds
apiece. Each wall had three, lined up end-to-end, against it. Mine
was the bottom bunk on the left, closest to the door. It had been a
tossup between that one and one by the window. All of the data had
come down to one thing: in the event I needed to make a hasty exit,
escaping through the third-story window wasn’t a viable option. I’d
done the math, and calculated the odds of surviving the drop
without broken bones at seven percent. Not good.

When I entered, the room was empty. Only one
other bed was made, meaning that I had one roommate for the night,
but that he or she wasn’t here. Good. I wanted to be alone.

I plopped down on the thin mattress,
bedsprings squeaking faintly, and dug out the bootleg communicator
I’d spent a large portion of my limited money to acquire. At the
time, I’d waffled over the purchase. It wasn’t like I could use it
to send messages to people. Even if the communicator was
untraceable, the same could not be said for anyone I wanted to
comm. But the device had been useful for keeping up-to-date on
world events. For instance: UNITED’s manhunt for the Created.

Switching the communicator on, I waited
while it found a signal. Once it was up and running, the main
screen filled with tickers scrolling news on everything from
fashion to the latest tech devices. I missed having nice clothes
and gadgets, and sometimes scanned these sites, telling myself I
needed to be up-to-date on everything when I finally made it back
home. I knew in both my heart and my mind that returning home was
not in the foreseeable future. That didn’t stop the intense longing
and incurable homesickness that were my constant companions. For
now, I searched for reports about the situation in New York,
desperate for news on Alana’s fate. It wasn’t hard to find. Every
outlet was carrying the story.

In Manhattan it was now
midday. The standoff was going into its fifth hour.
Time is running out, I
thought. UNITED’s patience would likely be wearing thin. It was
only a matter of time before they ceased negotiation attempts and
took the building by force.

Sure enough, the
ticker—still running along the bottom of the screen as I read the
article—flashed red a moment later. My hand was shaking as I used
my thumb to tap the screen and bring up the news alert.
Please let her be okay, I
prayed. Please let her get
away.

UPDATE: UNITED agents have secured the
Embassy in Manhattan. All perpetrators, a group of Created who were
holding the building, have been captured. At this time, several
hostages are being treated for minor injuries. No fatalities have
been reported.

Details on the mechanics of the raid were
sketchy, but the end result was all that mattered. The hostages
were safe. The rebels had been caught, and were now being taken to
an undisclosed location. When the ticker flashed red again, I took
a deep breath and tapped to see the new development.

A press conference was about to start, live
from the scene. The camera’s view was now much tighter, and showed
only the front entrance of the UNITED Embassy and the stairs
leading up to the revolving glass doors. People milled around the
bottom of the steps, speaking quietly. A podium had been dragged
outside, directly in front of the large glass and chrome doors. The
front of the lectern was emblazoned with a seal that the Director
had shown us countless times. UNITED’s crest.

As if on cue, the crowd silenced. The front
door open, and a woman in a tailored black suit strode confidently
across the landing to her place behind the podium. There was no
fidgeting with her hair—the tight chignon had not a strand out of
place—no clearing of her throat, nor a last-second glance through
her notes. Without wasting a single moment, she launched into her
statement. Speaking clearly and concisely, as if reading the
weather, Councilwoman Victoria Walburton decreed the fate of my
best friend.

First she expressed her
sympathy for the families of those held by Alana and the others.
Walburton spoke of the hostages’ bravery and heroics, as if they’d
been dealing with true terrorists and not a bunch of teenagers. I
shook my head in disgust. It wasn’t like Alana or her cohorts had
killed anyone. They’d probably just told them all to stay at their
desks and not move. Still, the Councilwoman droned on and on about
what a terrible ordeal the workers had been put through, how their
lives had been in danger, and how luck had been on the hostages’
side that day, protecting them from the terrorists, intent on destroying the
powerful UNITED. What a bunch of B.S.

Though her words were meant to elicit an
emotional reaction from the viewers, her voice lacked any true
empathy. From everything I knew of Walburton, she was entirely
uncaring, and unfeeling. Her bottom line was keeping governments
happy, not watching out for the Talents she was supposed to be
protecting.

“Thanks to the courage and
hard work of UNITED’s Manhattan Team 2, all of the culprits have
been apprehended. Not a single one is at-large. And this I promise
you: they will be dealt with both swiftly and justly.”

My heart sank. It was political jargon for
executed. My earlier anger over Alana’s stupidity turned to deep
heartache. She was my best friend. Only she and Francie had made my
time at the McDonough School fun. Only the two of them had remained
after my supposed-mentor became a traitor. The three of us had
banded together when the world began falling apart, promising to
stay strong, do the right thing and, above all, watch out for each
other. But I wasn’t there for Alana.

Truth be told, after I’d gotten over my
original reluctance, I’d spent the last weeks obsessively checking
for both her and Francie’s names among the casualties from the
battle in D.C. Neither one had shown up in the long lists online
and in the world newspapers. After the first few days of searching,
I’d allowed myself to hope. I’d hoped they were alive, hoped they
were hiding, like me, and that someday soon we would be reunited.
At this point, it might’ve been better if Alana’s name had been
listed, after all. I couldn’t imagine what was happening to her now
that UNITED had her in their clutches.

As if my thought had spanned the distance,
Walburton finished her sentence—she was still talking about how
great the UNITED agents were, shamelessly self-promoting—and nodded
to someone off-camera. My breath caught in my throat and my eyes
bugged out of my face. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

A line of ten slumped forms
emerged from the double doors of the building. Nice tactical move, I thought
grudgingly. Though my heart was breaking, my brain couldn’t help
but acknowledge Walburton’s genius. Showing the culprits yielding
to the Councilwoman and her UNITED operatives reinforced to the
viewers that the situation was under control. Parading the rebels
for the camera also sent a message to anyone else with similar
ideas. The meaning transcended the ocean that separated our
physical locations: Do not try it. You will not succeed.

Tears sprang to my eyes, and I couldn’t help
myself as they spilled down my cheeks. I gently touched a face on
the screen, of a girl near the center of the line. The Councilwoman
droned on about her plans, but I no longer heard her words. The
girl’s chin rested on her chest, as though her neck could no longer
support the weight of her head. Her lithe body drooped as if it had
wilted entirely. Without the UNITED agents standing on either side
of her, their arms looped through hers, the girl probably would’ve
collapsed completely. But worse than all of that…when she lifted
her head just slightly and opened her eyes, I saw a girl whose
spirit had been crushed. The beautiful strong warrior who’d been my
best friend, she’d been broken. I couldn’t stop the sob rising up
in my throat, and I shook as tears racked my body.

I couldn’t stand seeing her like that. Alana
may have gone about it all wrong, but she’d had the best, truest of
intentions. She’d been trying to honor the Director, the man who’d
given us a home and a purpose, who’d supported us, and defended all
Talents. He’d died trying to fulfill the vision he’d had for the
future. Where everyone who wanted to could be Talented. A world
where we were no longer freaks but embraced and applauded for our
special gifts. And now Alana and the rest of the Created on stage
would be giving their lives for that vision, as well. It was noble,
but I longed to reach through the screen and pull Alana through to
me, to save her. Watching the scene in New York, one thing was
painfully clear: they wouldn’t be saving themselves.

In addition to the two UNITED agents
supporting my best friend, there were two more standing directly
behind her. The same formation was being used for each of the other
culprits. Considering Alana and the rest were obviously heavily
drugged, four agents per person was excessive. This was all for
show, with carefully calculated implications. It conveyed to the
public that the Created—we, I was one of them, this message was
about me as well—were highly dangerous, something to be feared. And
that UNITED was strong, capable, and in control. Even if they
hadn’t been drugged, even with their Created Talents, the prisoners
didn’t have a prayer of overpowering their captors.

I focused on Walburton again—my heart
couldn’t bear watching Alana in that condition for another
moment—in case she passed along potentially useful information. The
Councilwoman was assuring the world that UNITED would continue to
stand guard against Created. The camera view suddenly panned out,
ostensibly to get all of the detainees in the frame. Over to the
side, previously off-screen, a figure caught my eye.

She was dressed in head-to-toe black, in the
same garb I’d worn to train for my Hunters exam. An Adapti-suit.
The other guards on-stage were dressed in similar suits, but theirs
were gray with the UNITED emblem on the chest. The girl’s chestnut
curls were tied back in a high ponytail. Her posture was rigid and
alert. Assessing eyes scanned the area for signs of new threats.
She was poised as if expecting a hovercraft to appear from thin air
and open fire, or a regiment of TOXIC operatives to explode from an
alleyway for a rescue attempt. Anger and betrayal flared through me
in an instant, white hot and ready to explode.

Come on,
Talia, I thought bitterly.
You know better than that. TOXIC would never risk
the lives of that many operatives to save a few. The Director would
never allow such a rescue, we all knew what we’d signed up for.
Unless, of course, it’s you
who needs saving. In that case, to hell with
everyone else. Let’s all parade off to our executions, to save
Talia. Even if it’s from herself and her own asinine
decisions.

In my fury, my mental
diatribe had forgotten—Director McDonough was dead. It was still so
hard to believe. He’d dedicated his entire life to making the lives
of Talented better. And now, he wasn’t calling the shots anymore.
He was— Wait…was anyone
calling the shots? No, I realized. There must not
be anyone in charge anymore. Because no one would’ve authorized
Alana’s ridiculous mission. No one had taken the helm. TOXIC, the
greatest organization on earth, had died with its greatest
Director.

Another realization seared
through my mind, this one leaving me cold and terrified. With no
one in charge, with TOXIC gone…I was truly, genuinely,
absolutely…alone. My heart sank all the way to my feet, stopping
only when it hit the floorboards. I’d felt alone for weeks now, but
I’d thought it was just temporary. I’d thought that I just had to
survive for a while, to stay off of the radar. I’d thought that,
eventually, TOXIC would make it safe for me to come home. Or maybe
they’d even come rescue me, take me back to fight alongside my
brethren. We had to fight for our autonomy, to stand up to UNITED. For the
right to make the world a better place.

Now I knew that all of that was just
hope-filled delusions. This was it. This was reality. Permanent
reality. It was only me, alone. No one else was here, no one else
was coming. No one cared what happened to me. No one had my back.
No one would come to my rescue if I was captured.

I couldn’t even count on my
mom. Sure, she was a strong woman. If she got wind that UNITED had
me, she’d probably sit outside their headquarters with a homemade
sign, demanding my freedom. But that was about the scope of her
ability to help. Obviously, that tactic would get her nowhere.
Alana’s parents were in
Manhattan, and UNITED was still taking
her.

Why was UNITED doing this? Sure, okay,
arresting Alana and the others was necessary. They’d actually done
something wrong. But UNITED would’ve arrested them eventually even
if they hadn’t broken in to the Embassy building. That crew
would’ve been hunted down and brought in, regardless. They were
being arrested because they were Created. And that’s what they’d be
punished for.

This was exactly what Director McDonough had
predicted. UNITED was selfish. They wanted the Talented to remain
an elite class; an exclusive group that not everyone could be a
part of. Allowing everyone to receive the Creation Drug meant that
anyone who wanted to could be Talented. And if anyone could be
Talented, it was no longer special.

Stupid. Selfish and stupid.
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WITH EVERYTHING I’D come to accept in the
past minute, I’d had enough realizations to last a lifetime. And
they would, in fact, be lasting my lifetime. No more shelter and
food and camaraderie, training or purpose. Director McDonough had
given me all of those things. And they’d died along with him.

Seeing all of those faces—Talia’s smug,
Alana’s bleak, and the Councilwoman’s radiating confidence as she
assured the world she had everything under control—it made me want
to snap somebody’s neck. Talia should be the one arrested,
controlled by guards. She was the traitor. I couldn’t bear to think
of Alana’s impending future. How Talia and the Councilwoman, and
everyone who worked for UNITED, could sleep at night was beyond
me.

Not wanting to see anymore, I threw the
communicator aside and laid back on the bed, one arm flung over my
eyes. I was too agitated to lay there, too angry. I needed to move.
To do something. Anything. To let off steam before I burst into
flames.

Scooping up my bag again, I stormed through
the doorway and down the stairs once more. Another cursory wave at
the girl sitting behind the desk, and I was back out in to the
London night. The streets were busier now, people hustling to bars
and restaurants, all looking to have a good time. Pulling my hood
over my head, I let myself be swept up in the crowds.

A century ago, this area—now commonly
referred to as the Slums—had been prosperous: a thriving metropolis
of high-end fashion, cutting-edge musicians, and the greatest
theatrical performances the world over. But like most cities near a
major waterway, London had fallen into decay and poverty after the
Great Contamination. After all but the poorest residents fled to
the country, businesses closed down. Pubs boarded up. The seat of
British power was transferred to Coventry. Those who remained in
the city by the Thames struggled to survive. Many did not.

Not from drinking tainted water or eating
contaminated food, as had been the fear of those who left the city,
but from dehydration and starvation. With the merchants gone, and
trade nonexistent, the people who remained in London were left with
few options for sustenance. Supposedly, the people who lived
through those years survived by eating city rats, stray pets, and
anything questionably edible that they fished out of the
Thames.

Whether the harrowing tales of survival are
actually true, or just folklore, no one seems to know. But,
unquestionably, those who remained in the city post-contamination
and lived through it were…rewarded. Well, some considered it a
blessing. Others a curse worse than dying. Good or bad, their
resilience paid off. Not only did they live, but there was a marked
increase in fertility rates. Almost all resulted in a healthy
child. And every child born in the city at that time was special.
Talented. While the global Talent population has severely declined
over the decades, London’s has remained steady. It was now home to
the largest concentration of Talents in the world, outside of
TOXIC. Actually, now that TOXIC was gone, London was it. Talented
City.

While the Slums were still considered
off-limits to most, the young and privileged liked to walk on the
wild side. They trekked down from Northampton, Birmingham, and
Manchester for long nights of drinking and debauchery at the
nightclubs and live sex shows. They thought themselves daring for
braving the dangerous streets littered with pickpockets,
prostitutes, and drug pushers. And the Talented. Tonight, I was
tempting fate by walking among them, as well.

Sporting a pair of ripped jeans that were
five wears past needing washing, a black sweatshirt with the hood
obscuring my dirty brown hair, and an overwhelming urge to take out
my anger with UNITED and Talia on the first person who glanced in
my direction, I fit right in. The outsiders barely glanced at me as
I entered the flow of foot traffic on Fleet Street.

Picturing Alana standing behind the
Councilwoman, flanked by guards eager to take her to her death, the
hollow feeling in my gut turned to a knot of rage. It burned my
insides, driving away the hunger and exhaustion and breathing life
into my senses. I increased my pace as I wove between groups of
teenagers and twenty-somethings. Their drunken laughter was grating
on my nerves. Someone bumped into me, a pointy elbow poking my
ribs.

“Watch it,” a girl’s voice
snapped in my ear.

The old me, the girl who’d been known as the
“awkward one” amongst my group of friends at the McDonough
School—Alana was the pretty one, Francie the smart one—would have
been quick to apologize. The new me, the chemically enhanced,
genetically altered girl who’d fought in a battle for the history
books and was currently filled with rage, thought it was the pointy
elbower who should do the apologizing.

“You watch it,” I hissed back.

At 5’7”, I am taller than most of my girl
friends back home. Even before my involuntary diet, I’d been thin.
But the training regimen Donavon had designed for me in preparation
for my Hunters’ tryout, had given me a fair amount of muscle. Not
to mention all the cool moves he’d taught me and the weapons I’d
learned to use. I wasn’t someone to mess with.

The girl who’d run into me was my height
with impossibly large, patterned blue-green eyes that looked like
stained glass. Her golden hair was in barrel curls that rested
perfectly on slim shoulders and somehow managed to appear sleek,
despite the light drizzle. She wore a slip of a dress in lilac that
hugged her slim frame in all the right places, giving the illusion
of curves.

She glared at me, wrinkling her button of a
nose as her gaze traveled from where my big toe was poking through
the top of my right sneaker to the fist-sized holes in both knees
of my jeans to the grimy sweatshirt I’d been living in for weeks.
Disgust might as well have been tattooed on her forehead. The old
me would’ve shrunk under her appraisal, self-consciously stared at
the ground and tried to blend into my surroundings. But I didn’t
feel self-conscious at all. In fact, I felt the urge to punch her
right in her flared nostrils.

“What are you, homeless or
something?” she asked. “You sure smell like you are.” Her cackling
laughter was echoed by her friends. When she blew a mouthful of
wine breath in my face, it had the same effect as throwing
high-proof alcohol on a fire. My temper flared up, high and
hot.

Walk
away.

That same voice that had
urged me to be calm at the pub was back. And just like before, the advice was
sound. Getting in a fight over something so stupid was just…stupid.
If we did get into a fight, I’d beat the crap out of her, and then
someone might call the cops. And I couldn’t have that. Even if I
got away, the story of my abilities would be enough. As soon as the
authorities realized I was Created, UNITED would come scoop me up
and take me away, never to be heard from or seen again.

The gaggle of five girls standing around the
drunk blonde still laughed right along with their queen, all of
them reeking of expensive alcohol and sweet tobacco smoke. I balled
my fists at my sides and turned away, counting to ten very slowly
to calm myself, just the way I’d seen Talia do when she got worked
up.

Talia Lyons. Not just
Alana’s jailor. But also the reason I’d been forced to flee the
States at all, leaving behind everyone and everything I have ever
known. Her name
flashing through my mind had the opposite effect of what I’d been
going for. Instead of becoming calmer, my muscles tensed and air no
longer seemed to reach my lungs. The London slums disappeared as I
was suddenly transported back to the last time I’d seen Talia Lyons
in the flesh.

I was standing guard outside the Director’s
penthouse hotel room when Talia and her boyfriend, Erik Kelley,
appeared in the hallway. Hatred for my former mentor ran impossibly
deep, rooted in my very core. And I hadn’t hesitated to attack
her.

Traitor. Betrayer.
Liar.

The words blinked in my head now just as
they had then.

Talia didn’t once try to defend herself, not
even when I finally had the blade directly over her heart. She’d
remained calm. And I was unable to make the kill, despite the voice
in my head screaming that she was my enemy. I remember being
confused; knowing in my brain that I hated Talia, but feeling as
though we were still friends.

Erik Kelley had not been as merciful as his
girlfriend. He killed the other guard I stood watch with, barely
breaking a sweat. Then, he turned his rage on me. He’d snatched me
up as if I were nothing more than a ragdoll. Held by the throat
against the wall, my dangling feet were unable to find the ground.
I saw my death in his turquoise irises—so beautiful, so lethal.

But once Talia disappeared
inside the Director’s hotel room, Erik told me to run. He’d been
convincing, implanting the idea in my head and making it my own
before I had a chance to decide how I wanted to handle the
situation. His decision to let me live wasn’t generosity or pity.
He’d stopped short of taking my life for her. Because she didn’t wish me dead.
In that brief moment before Erik released me, I saw the loathing,
felt how badly he wanted my blood on his hands. All because I had
tried to hurt her. That knowledge made me despise Talia even
more.

Fingers snapped in front of my face, pulling
me back to the present. I blinked up at the blonde girl.

“This one’s not right in
the head,” she said to her friends and laughed harder. Facing me
again, she continued, “Is that it, are you daft?”

I sucked in a deep breath and turned to
leave. No matter how I felt about Talia, Erik had spared my life
and my freedom that night. At the very least, he should have taken
me prisoner. But he had not. No way was I throwing away that
freedom over a stupid, drunk, girl with too much attitude and too
few clothes.

“Go back to the rubbish
pile you crawled out of,” the girl called to my back.

“Shove off, you mongrel,” a
second female voice added. “Nighttime is for us round
here.”

My nails bit into my palms, the pain helping
to fight the mounting rage. Still, I really wanted to hit
something.

Pleasant thoughts, Kenly.
Think pleasant thoughts.

Digging deep, I conjured an image of my
mother at the holidays. It had been just the two of us since my
father died on a mission with the Hunters. We always spent the
first days of my school vacations eating all of my favorite foods
and shopping at my favorite D.C. stores. We’d watch old movies on
the wallscreen and I’d tell her about my classes. Mom wasn’t
Talented, but dad had been, and mom loved hearing about my training
and lessons. She was proud of me. She’d been the one to suggest I
try out for the Hunters even though my telekinetic powers were
weak.

Not anymore, I thought wryly. My telekinetic
powers were now Elite level. Maybe even higher, if that was
possible.

“Heya, wait! Don’t I know
you?” The boy’s voice was deep and barely carried over the loud
conversations of the others on the street. Somehow, I felt certain
he was talking to me.

Keep
moving. But do not
run. He’s probably mistaken. Not a UNITED agent.

That last part I repeated over and over
again, as if the repetition would make the words true. Curiosity
got the better of me and, ignoring my own advice, I glanced
discreetly over my shoulder. Being taller than the average girl, I
was able to see over the crowd without straining. His eyes were
more caramel than the bright gold they’d appeared earlier in the
night.

Recognition sparked in them when our gazes
locked, undoubtedly mirrored in my own eyes. I made a quick
assessment. No overt signs of power. Muscular but too slim for a
trained fighter. His wool coat was too heavy for the weather—was it
hiding a weapon? No bulges or mysterious lumps. Unlikely he was
armed. Posture relaxed. No scrutiny in his stare. Communicator on
his belt, but he made no move to reach for it. I scanned a ten foot
perimeter surrounding him. No other eyes watching me. Rooftops?
Empty. Definitely not a UNITED agent.

The knowledge that he was not there to haul
me off to some government facility for containment dimmed my
unease. Still, I was in no mood for a friendly chat. I was angry,
cold, and starving. I kept walking, picking up the pace with the
hope that he would take the hint and leave me alone.

Luck and fate and whatever else seemed to be
conspiring against me tonight. The boy followed me. Shouts of,
“Excuse me”, “Pardon me”, and “That’s my girlfriend you just hit!”
rang out from the crowded sidewalk. I glanced back once again and
saw the boy shoving his way through the mass of people.

Leave me alone,
I thought and darted between a young couple
holding hands, forcing the lovebirds to break contact.

“Wait!” I heard the boy
call after me.

“’Ey, watch it!” the female
half of the couple snapped.

“Sorry,” I called over my
shoulder, but didn’t pause. Keep moving.
Keep moving. My eyes nervously searched for
an escape route, outlets from Fleet Street or breaks in the
buildings. My mind processed all the possible exit
strategies. Invisibility? No, too weak,
don’t have the energy to expend. Too many witnesses to see me
blinking in and out. Hovercab? Can’t afford to waste the money.
Alleyways? There’s one just ahead. Bingo.

Most of the alleys led all the way through
to the parallel streets. That was my best option. The boy pursuing
me was wealthy. Clearly looking for a thrill by going out in this
seedy neighborhood. He wouldn’t dare follow me once I was off the
beaten path.

Tiber Street loomed ahead, another main
thoroughfare. I made a quick left and spotted a black space between
short, squat buildings, halfway down on the other side of the road.
If I was correct, the passage would put me out on Hereford Ave.
Only the four lanes of Tiber stood between me and the possible
refuge.

“Yes, yes, yes,” I muttered
under my breath.

Four wide, frenzied, and very busy lanes.
Road buses were heading in both directions. Hovercabs dipped down
between the buildings to drop off their charges and collect new
fares. Ground taxis offering cheaper transport veered through the
lanes, screeching to a halt alongside the curb without warning.
Road cars sped and swerved among the other vehicles, primarily
driven by kids who couldn’t afford hovercars. With few exceptions,
all of the vehicles seemed to be driving imprudently fast on the
crowded road, slick with rain. The incessant beeping of horns
filled the air, a cacophony of different pitches and lengths adding
to the noise and chaos.

Before entering the pandemonium, I peeked
over my shoulder to see whether my mystery boy was still in
pursuit. The misty sprinkle from earlier was now actual rain. His
golden hair was darker now that it was wet, but he was still easy
to spot in the crowd. He was also still following. Inexplicably
relentless, that one.

“I just want to talk!” he
called when he noticed me looking.

The boy was closing the gap between us. I
swore, and considered turning on full-speed to lose the tail. Even
before I’d received the latest injection of the Creation drug, I
was faster than the average person. All of the running that I’d
done with Talia, and then with Donavon, in preparation for my
Hunters’ tryout had contributed to my superior endurance. But with
the Creation drug…I was now faster than Olympic gold medalists.
Unfortunately, a teenage girl moving so fast that people would only
see a blur might draw unwanted attention. Especially tearing down
one of the busiest streets in the Slums.

Breathing deeply, I kicked my pace up a
notch, consciously keeping it below an unnatural speed. I wove
between the racing vehicles in the first two lanes. Though it meant
traversing through more traffic, I ran diagonally across the road,
heading towards the alleyway. Hopefully he wouldn’t have the guts
to follow my path, and I’d lose my tail.

Just before I reached the median, horns
blared and cabbies shouted out the car windows. I spared the
quickest of glances behind me, confused because they seemed delayed
from my trek. I was right. The honking wasn’t at me. The damned kid
had followed me into traffic. Except, he wasn’t as adept at dodging
vehicles. Tires screeched and the smell of burnt rubber filled the
air. My new friend might not have been UNITED, but he wanted to
talk to me pretty badly if he was risking his life to do so.

I couldn’t help myself.
Pausing on the narrow concrete barrier dividing the rushing
traffic, I looked back again to make sure he was okay.
Shit. He was more than
okay. The cab had stopped short of actually hitting him. In fact,
it’d barely broken his stride. Even with my extra speed, he was
still on my heels and closing the gap. Time to head into the other
side of traffic.

This isn’t working, Kenly!
New strategy, you need to come up with a new strategy!
I mentally coached myself.

Without slowing, I
instantly analyzed the situation. Unlike me, Golden Hair Guy was
panting and sweating, but it wasn’t yet affecting his pace.
Attempts at losing him weren’t working, either. Maybe if I just
kept running, he would ultimately wear himself out. My cardio
trainer at school liked to remind us that until just a few hundred
years ago, people used to run extreme distances—over 25
miles—for fun. It
sounded like the opposite of fun at the time, and it still did now.
But remaining alive and free was worth any distance I had to
cover.

I’ll slow down as he does,
and then just keep going. He’s probably not Talented, or he’d
almost certainly have shown it by now. Eventually, he’ll have to
give up, I decided.

A road bus barreled down the center of
Tiber, swerving to avoid slower moving vehicles. Jolting out of my
mental analysis, I again focused on the physical pursuit aversion.
When the bus was mere feet away, I leapt forward, directly in front
of its path.

The driver didn’t even have a chance to honk
his alert horn. The warmth radiating from the front of the bus
encompassed me instantaneously. The hairs on my arm stood up in the
whoosh of air, and I swear I felt them brush along the heated
metal. The bus passed behind me, just barely avoiding a fatal
wreck. But the tactic worked. My purser wasn’t fast enough this
time. Using the bus as a shield, I darted onto the sidewalk and
into the alley. He didn’t have a prayer of seeing where I’d
disappeared to.

The darkness welcomed me
like an old friend. I wasn’t winded exactly, but felt the need to
take a minute and regroup. That had been a close call. The second
of the day, after what happened at the Giraffe. The third, if you
counted the run-in with the bitchy blonde and her snotty friends.
That was too frequent for a week or a month. Having that many in a
single day….

I wasn’t focused enough. I
wasn’t thinking enough. Using my powers in
public earlier had been so asinine. Despite all of my earlier
efforts, I’d been noticed. Noticed enough to be chased. If the
golden-haired boy had been an agent with UNITED, there was no
question he would have caught me.

I pressed my back to the cold, wet stone of
one of the buildings in the alley and blew out a long, frustrated
breath. Tonight I’d gotten lucky. But depending on luck was no way
to survive. I needed to be smart. Years of training on how to use
my Higher Reasoning had taught me better than this. Slipping up,
losing control, and flickering in front of a roomful of people?
Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

Allowing my head to fall back, I rested it
against the wall. The hood of my sweatshirt slid down and exposed
my upturned face to the rain. The cold water felt refreshing,
cleansing even. The girl’s comments about smelling homeless came
back to me. I hated to admit it, but she was probably right. The
clothes I was wearing weren’t even fit for fire kindling. The
Hideaway had showers, but no laundry machines. In a feeble attempt
to be hygienic, I’d been washing my clothes in the sink with hand
soap. Regrettably, my efforts did little more than mask unpleasant
smells with an intensely pungent floral scent.

Opening my mouth, cold water wash over my
tongue. People said the rainwater was contaminated, just like the
oceans and rivers, but I didn’t believe that. It tasted crisp and
clean and amazing. Besides, what did it matter if the water was
contaminated? I was a byproduct of contamination. If the water was
contaminated, in theory, drinking it would only make me stronger.
As far as I was concerned, it was a win-win scenario.

With my eyes closed, I
rested my head against the wall again and tilted it up. The cool
drops swam down my cheeks. In that moment, I felt peace. Like the
world was good, worth fighting for. And I felt strong. Like I could
conquer anything. Everything. You get one
more minute of enjoying this, and then you have to take off.
At least my mind was giving me a slight
reprieve.

I inhaled deeply, concentrating to amplify
and isolate my favorite smell in the world—the fresh scent of
purifying rain. Without warning, another aroma breezed by. This one
was impossible to ignore. Above the stench of moldy cheese,
spoiling- fish, emptied ashtrays, and flat beer, there was the
faint scent of trees and grass and wet leaves. The best top note
possible, right along with the worst odor imaginable. My stomach
clenched. The scent grew stronger. His smell reminded me of the
guys at school, just after they’d come in from a run in the
woods.

After I seemingly disappeared from the
middle of the road, I was clueless as to how he possibly found me.
And yet he had.

I was so screwed.

“You’re bloody fast, aren’t
you? A proper athlete,” he panted.

With my eyes still closed, face still
upturned to the water falling from the sky, I pictured him. He’d be
standing in the entrance to the alley, hands on the knees of his
dark wool pants as he worked to regain his breath. The scarf around
his neck would have come loose in the chase.

“You’re impossibly fast, do you know that?”
he appended his question in my silence.

I should have been afraid. But I wasn’t. I
should have run. But I didn’t.

Instead, I smiled and said, “And you give
good chase.”

I was ten feet from where he stood, the
shadows swallowing me so I appeared as little more than a
silhouette to his untrained eyes. At least that was how I imagined
I looked to him. Debating turning invisible, I wondered if he’d
convince himself that it was just a trick of light or his eyes
deceiving him. Unfortunately, he’d already seen me do that once at
the Giraffe. If he’d dismissed it then, he wasn’t likely to
again.

“Who are you? What do you
want?” I demanded, trying to sound fierce.

“Wait, you’re American?”
the boy guessed, ignoring my question completely.

“What do you care?” I asked
tiredly. That seemed to be the only thing anyone noticed when I
spoke.

He straightened and took several more steps
towards me, into the darkness. I had to give him credit; he was
braver than I’d have expected.

“I wanted to apologize for
my sister. Libby is…well, Libby is Libby. She lives in a bubble. A
bubble that is quite small, where she rules over most everyone
around her. I don’t imagine she even realizes anymore how ghastly
she behaves.”

Invisible links snapped into place in my
head. Libby. The girl I’d wanted to punch. She was his sister. Hers
was the back I’d seen at the Giraffe.

Two encounters with both of them in a single
day. Coincidence? Maybe. A risk I was willing to take? Absolutely
not. I started to back away, deeper into the alleyway.

“Wait! I apologize, I
certainly didn’t mean to offend you. We were just with our mates,
going to have a nosh, when I saw you. I thought maybe you’d fancy
joining us?” He sounded truly sorry, like he was really concerned
that he’d offended me.

“Not hungry. But thank
you,” I added, attempting to be polite. My stomach growled again.
It sounded deafening in the confined space, if only to my
ears.

“You’re quite a ways from
Andrew’s Rock, aren’t you now, Monroe?”

The new voice stopped me in my tracks. My
eyes darted to the mouth of the alley. Four figures blocked the
exit, arranged in a diamond formation with a slim boy at the point
closest to me. I instantly tensed, readying for a fight. People
didn’t box you in if they were just looking for some friends to
have a picnic with. It was a menacing act. This group meant to do
harm to the guy I was talking with—Monroe, I guessed. The question
was, would they consider me an enemy by proxy?

“It’s a free country,”
Monroe replied, mildly.

I quickly scanned him and analyzed his body
language. He seemed almost relaxed. That would be odd for a novice
fighter, but not for someone used to handling himself. It was a
good sign, should things become physical. It meant he thought
things through, didn’t let emotion rule his actions. The question
remained—if they didn’t pursue me, would I abandon this guy I
didn’t know to four combatants? Or would I stay? Truth be told,
after everything I’d seen today, hitting something would probably
be pretty satisfying.

Don’t make enemies, stay
under the radar, the logical part of my
brain reminded me.

“No thanks to you,” the
newcomer snapped.

I squinted to see him better, the mouthpiece
for the hostile group. In the dim light, I could just make out his
spikey hair, the tips dyed bright red. His eyes twisted orange
flames that illuminated his face with an eerie glow. Despite his
change in appearance, there was no doubt in my mind that he was the
guy who’d been sitting at Tug’s bar a few hours ago. The one who’d
been openly appraising me. Who Willa had been skittish around,
causing her to throw me out of the bar. This situation I’d somehow
fallen into was no accident.

Get out. Don’t worry about Monroe. His
safety is the least of your concerns. Run. Don’t look back.

I tried to slow down my frantic thoughts
long enough to assess the situation logically. Before I even had a
chance, a girl stepped out of her place in the formation. Her hazel
eyes were fierce and determined, radiating hostility.

“Where are your mates,
Monroe?” the girl called out. It was the last voice I’d expected to
hear coming from a gang of agitators. “Where there’s one dodgy
bloke, there’s more, aren’t there?” She quickly scanned the alley,
as though expecting Monroe’s friends to slink out of the shadows.
“You’d best shove off. Go back to your Rock and your bloody
sister.”

“Or what?” Monroe asked,
his tone still conversational. As if the odds were not stacked
heavily against him. I sincerely hoped he wasn’t banking on me
fighting alongside him. I was two seconds away from bolting.
“Wilhelmina Tuggard, I presume. That is your name, isn’t it?”

An unmistakable flicker of surprise flashed
in Willa’s eyes. Though she obviously knew Monroe, she hadn’t
expected him to know her, too.

“You might have a flat here
in London, Ms. Tuggard, but make no mistake. You do not own this
city. We do. You would do well to remember that.” The threat was
delivered in that same easygoing tone that Monroe used with me. It
made the words all the more ominous.

I glanced from Willa to Spikey-Hair to
Monroe, unsure who to trust.

“Willa,” I said, drawing
her attention away from Monroe. “What are you doing here? What’s
going on?”

“Get over here, Kenly.”
Willa extended her hand and wiggled her fingers, beckoning me
towards their group and away from Monroe. I hesitated. Did I want
to go with them? The last time I’d seen Willa she had booted me
from her grandfather’s bar without an explanation. And now…well,
now I had no idea what was happening, exactly. Was it possible she
was here to rescue me? I almost laughed at the absurdity of
that.

“Lord Monroe won’t stop you or try anything, just come over here,”
Willa added when I stayed put. The venom in her voice startled me.
She was always so pleasant at the pub, even when she’d told me to
leave. Now there was no trace of her friendly smile.

“Don’t be daft, I’ve no
intention of hurting her. I just wanted a chat. That’s all,” Monroe
answered. He paused for a moment, looking me over. “Americans are
just so…interesting.”

The way he said ‘interesting’ sent chills
down my spine. Suddenly, I felt less sure of myself. Slight changes
in his tone and demeanor had dropped some of the pretense. This
might not be an entirely friendly guy.

Willa’s jaw tightened and the spikey-haired
boy started forward, followed by the two others. Now that they were
out of the shadows, I recognized them as Ghost Girl and Platinum
eyes.

Shit.

I didn’t move. My brain was on overdrive,
computing all of the variables and possibilities with only half of
the data needed.

Willa and her friends were
dangerous but meant me no harm. At least, they certainly didn’t
seem to. Monroe—Lord Monroe?—didn’t appear dangerous, though I was beginning to
think he wasn’t entirely safe either. There was something about him
that I was missing; something Willa and the others obviously knew
but weren’t saying outright. She and the spikey-haired kid had
called Monroe by name, which implied familiarity. Yet they were
clearly not friends. The blatant hostility suggested enemies or, at
the least, adversaries. But the most important questions were
coming up as complete blanks.

Who was my friend? Who was
my enemy?

Too many variables. No obvious or computable
solutions.

“Alright. Alright.” Monroe
held up his hands in surrender. “I’m not looking for a row. I’ll
go.” He turned to me, leaving his back to the foursome. It was a
bold move, in my opinion, and spoke volumes.

“My sincere apologies that
you’ve been mixed up in our affairs this evening. I regret that we
weren’t able to better make one another’s acquaintance. I do hope
another opportunity will present itself, so we can rectify the
error. Another time, then,” Monroe said with a friendly smile. The
flash of menace that he’d revealed earlier was gone, replaced by
his former gentlemanly countenance. If he’d been wearing a hat, I
swear he would have tipped it to me.

Confidently, like the royalty he apparently
was, Monroe sauntered towards the mouth of the alleyway. Platinum
Eyes shoved Monroe as the golden-haired boy passed, evidently
unable to contain his apparent anger. Monroe stumbled, shook it
off, and kept walking. “I reckon I’ll remember that, Wellington,”
he called as he disappeared around the corner.
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“SOMEONE HAD BETTER start
explaining. Right. Now,” I demanded, whirling on Willa and her
friends.

Willa, who had been so confident, so
forceful with Monroe, now looked sheepish. She averted her gaze,
deferring to Spikey-Hair, thus confirming the odd boy as the
group’s de facto leader. Unable to stand being the only one out of
the loop, I turned my frustration on him.

“Talk,” I
growled.

“Riley,” he said, jerking a
thumb towards his chest. “This here’s Honora.” He nodded to Ghost
Girl. Her round face and soft features reminded me of a full moon.
She gave a tiny wave in greeting. “James,” Riley said next,
indicating Platinum Eyes. “And you know Willa.”

“I thought I did,” I
muttered.

Willa frowned. “Kenly, I am sorry. You’ve
every right to be cross with me. And I know you’re frightened,
but–”

I cut her off with a wave of my hand. “I’m
not scared. I can handle myself.”

“Okay, just angry then.
Let’s get inside, out of the rain, and we can talk.” Her next words
were for Riley. “The Giraffe, you think?”

“They’ll come looking for
her there,” James said, his voice gravely like it didn’t get a lot
of use.

“Perhaps.” Riley shrugged,
unconcerned. “The little prat won’t try something there. Not with
the four of us and ol’ Tug ‘round.”

“The twins
did come in the other
night,” Honora pointed out.

“Yeah, what of it? They
didn’t chase her out of there. Even after she turned invisible
right in front of them,” Riley said, both amused and
exasperated.

I felt my cheeks redden. That brief slip of
control had created a shit storm, and I was standing in the center
of it.

Great, I thought. Way to go,
Kenly.

“The Giraffe it is then,”
Willa said decisively. “Come along, Kenly. Granddad will feed you,
we’ll answer your questions, and you can tell us how you ended up
in a dark alley with Jaylen Monroe.”

If I declined to go with Willa and the
others, would they try to stop me? I quickly calculated the odds:
there was an eighty percent chance they’d just let me go. I liked
those odds, and would have, should have, turned and marched in the
opposite direction. Except, they had information that I didn’t,
information that I might need. Plus, I was confused, extremely
hungry, and just simply curious about what was going on. The latter
may’ve driven me more than it should’ve, but I agreed to accompany
the band of wannabe vigilantes to Tug’s pub.

No one spoke much on the ten minute walk.
The rain was falling faster, leaving large puddles on the cracked
sidewalks. When I’d hurried out of the hostel, I’d chosen sneakers
over rain boots, for comfort since I’d set out for a long walk.
It’d obviously been a wise decision, but I was beginning to regret
it now. Water had soaked through completely, creating small pools
between my feet and the soles of my shoes. Every step was
punctuated with a sloshing exclamation point, followed by a long
suctioning groan. I half expected someone to make an inane comment,
probably Riley, but no one did.

It was weird to be walking
with a group of people again. Not alongside a group, but
actually with them. Well over a month had passed—before Talia had become a
double agent—since I’d last been among friends. In London a lot
people tended to shy away from me. It’s not that they’d shun me, or
purposely cross the street to avoid me, or anything so drastic. The
evasion was less overt, almost more instinctive, than that.
Cashiers never allowed their fingers to brush mine when handing me
change. Children averted their eyes when they passed me on the
sidewalk. Others would lean away from me when I was near them in a
line.

I’d obviously noticed the weird behavior,
but simply dismissed it as some strange quirk of the British. Now,
walking with Willa and Honora on either side of me, I began to
appreciate just how odd the behavior really was. Because both girls
were walking so close to me that our arms brushed with every step.
And they didn’t seem at all put off by the nearness.

Before I could even begin processing what
all of this meant, another realization hit me. Dammit. The foursome
had me surrounded. The girls were on either side, Riley directly
ahead and James directly behind. I tried to remain calm. But where
I was from, being encircled meant only bad things.

Even if they’re trying to
lull you into a false sense of security, you have the upper hand.
No big deal. You can take them. They’re only Talented. You’re
Created, I told myself.

We were now getting away from the heart of
London nightlife, only a block or two from Tug’s pub. It was well
past midnight and the sidewalks were nearly empty. Few vehicles
traveled the darkened streets. My anxiety ratcheted up a notch. In
a practically deserted area, in the middle of the night, I was
alone with—and surrounded by, no less—four total strangers. At
least three of whom were Talented, and all of whom seemed primed
for a fight.

Really, Kenly? Is there no end to your
stupidity tonight?

“Riley.” James said the
other boy’s name sharply, like a warning.

“I see them,” Riley said
quietly. The circle of bodies around me inexplicably tightened. My
earlier concern quickly turned to irritation.

“What’s going on?” I
demanded. “I can barely breathe with you guys on top of me like
this.”

“Quiet,” James
snapped.

Furious at being shushed like a child, I
whirled around to face James. Well, I tried to, at least. Willa’s
hand on my arm stopped me.

“Look, over there,” she
whispered, discreetly motioning with her chin towards a spot
several yards ahead on the right.

Oh.

Three figures leaned against a boarded up
storefront. In the darkness, it was hard to determine age or
gender. But the long cylindrical objects they held were
unmistakably weapons. Adrenaline began to pump in my veins as my
body readied for an attack.

“Let’s turn back and take
Prince Street,” Honora softly suggested.

“I reckon that’s not
necessary. We outnumber them,” Riley said, shaking his head
dismissively. “But let’s cross over the road. Monroe satisfied my
daily arsehole quota, no need for a run-in with these wankers.” He
veered off of the sidewalk and into the street, the rest of us
following close on his heels.

“Do you know them?” I asked
the group, shooting furtive glances over my shoulder at the street
thugs. I felt them watching us from beneath their dark hooded
sweatshirts.

“We know their sort,” James
said evasively.

“What sort is
that?”

“The dodgy sort, that’s
better to avoid,” Willa said and looped her arm through mine to
keep me moving forward.

I inwardly groaned. It had been work the
past couple weeks to deduced meaning from the nonsensical British
slang. At least dodgy was an easy one; I’d figured it out in my
first days here.

As we approached Tug’s bar, I thought about
the language barriers I hadn’t considered before coming here. I’d
thought English was English. Silly me. The last thing I wanted to
do over here was ask for meanings. Derisive snickering wouldn’t be
so bad. It was broadcasting that I hadn’t been there very long that
I was worried about. The timeline couldn’t be avoided; I’d been
here the same number of weeks that it’d been since the battle in
DC. To anyone with an ounce of deductive reasoning, that fact,
combined with my Talented status would lead to the obvious
conclusion: I was TOXIC; I was Created; I was wanted by UNITED. I
shuddered, envisioning the number of people who would line up at
UNITED’s doors to provide information regarding my whereabouts in
exchange for the outrageous reward the organization was offering
for the same.

The Flying Giraffe was crowded with
late-night patrons. The effect of so many damp people in a small
space made the air inside soupy and smell like wet dog. Tug was
behind the bar pouring drinks, while a man I’d seen once or
twice—maybe Willa’s cousin?—waited tables. Since Willa was with us,
I had no idea who was cooking the food.

Riley chose a four-top table in the corner,
the same one I’d been sitting at earlier. He took a chair next to
the wall and James sat opposite him. Willa snagged the seat next to
Riley, while Honora grabbed a chair from a neighboring table and
placed it at the end of ours. This left me sitting next to the
perpetually pissed off James.

Awesome. Lucky me.

Willa set her raincoat on the back of her
chair to dry and muttered something about hot drinks. Since the
drying racks had been put away to make room for more patrons, I
followed her lead. After removing my dripping sweatshirt, I
carefully spread it across the seat back. Underneath, I wore a
tight black tank top. It was baggy when I’d put it on, but was now
soaking wet and clung like a second skin. James stared straight
ahead at Riley, pointedly avoiding the sight of my bare, pale
arms.

Alone with the strangers, I performed yet
another threat assessment. I’d analyzed the situation at least four
times on the walk over, but data kept streaming in. Plus, I was
anxious and out of my element, and the mental distraction kept me
from freaking out.

“So, Miss America, I reckon
you have the gift of invisibility,” Riley said, grinning like a
fool. Somehow, despite the downpour, his spikes were still intact.
I wondered whether they were related to his Talent. Maybe he was a
Morpher who preferred changing into a porcupine, and was always in
a state of partial morph.

“Miss America?” I
asked.

“Don’t like the nickname?
Tell us your real one then,” Riley said.

“Her name’s Kenly. You know
that,” James grunted.

James was the dark to Riley’s light. Where
Riley’s skin was smooth and pale and clearly unacquainted with the
sun, James was tanned and weathered like he spent a lot of time
outdoors. Riley radiated warmth, and was comfortably engaging.
James was cold and uninviting. They were an odd pair. I wondered
how Honora and Willa fit into the mix.

“I like Miss America
better,” Honora said. She seemed to be in a constant state of
serenity, so it was hard to tell if she was serious.

Willa returned with a tray of steaming mugs.
Her waitressing behaviors were evidently engrained, as she placed
one in front of each of us before taking her seat. “Granddad’s
bringing out the stew when he gets a chance. What’d I miss?”

“Miss America was just
telling us about her Chrome,” Riley told her, sipping his
tea.

“Kenly,” I said firmly. “My
name is Kenly.” I paused, frowning. After seconds of whirring brain
activity, I hit a brick wall at the word ‘Chrome.’ A quick search
of my memory bank and I was still confused as to the term’s
meaning. Sighing, I decided a straight forward approach was best,
even if it meant exposing my ignorance. “What’s a
Chrome?”

“Talent,” Willa said
softly. “You call them Talents. So do most people. But here in the
Slums, we say Chrome. Yours is invisibility, is it? Mine’s viewing.
Which is–”

“I know what viewing is,” I
said cutting her off. We were getting off topic. As surprising as
it was that Willa was Talented, I didn’t much care about her
specific gifts at the moment. I wanted to know about Lord Monroe
and why this group loathed and feared him. Because they did fear
him. None of them would have admitted it, but I’d seen it in their
eyes in the alleyway. Even hard-ass James.

“We call it viewing, too,”
I added, noting Willa’s hurt expression. “Is that how you found me
tonight?”

Willa sipped her tea and nodded. I wrapped
my hands around my own mug for warmth, but didn’t drink.

“How long have you been
following me?” I asked, positive that I wouldn’t like the
answer.

A flush crept up Willa’s cheeks, just barely
noticeable beneath her dark skin.

“Oh, well, you know, since
that first night you stopped in,” she admitted.

“Seriously?” I exclaimed loudly. At
the next table over, an older man turned his head in our direction
and cocked an inquisitive brow. I shot him a mind-your-own-business
glare.

“Why?” I demanded. Though careful to keep my volume low this time,
there was still venom in that word. I was infuriated. So much for
keeping under the radar.

“Granddad was worried about
you. Chromes—sorry, I mean Talents—on their own in these parts
don’t last long. And you being…” Willa paused as if searching for
the right word, “…foreign. Well, you can’t possibly fathom the
danger you’re in.”

I laughed bitterly.
I didn’t understand the
danger I was in? Seriously? I was well aware just how precarious my
hold on freedom was. That danger was why I spent ninety-nine
percent of my day looking over my shoulder. It was why I slept with
one eye open. It was the reason I’d come to London in the first
place.

“I may be young, but I’m
not naïve,” I said calmly.

“You saying that only
proves how naïve you really are,” James grunted.

I stared at him slack jawed.

“Life’s different over
here, Kenly. Our government doesn’t protect us the way yours…did.
We aren’t treated like heroes. We’re second-class citizens,” James
continued.

The way yours
did. His use of the past
tense wasn’t lost on me. The reminder that TOXIC was gone, that I
was truly alone in the world, stung. One look at James’s hard
platinum gaze, and I understood. That had been his
intention.

What a
jackass, I thought.

Several seconds of tense silence followed.
Honora was staring into her mug, watching as the steaming liquid
swirled around and around like a tiny whirlpool. Riley and Willa
seemed to be having a private conversation with their eyes, which I
found particularly annoying. And James stared off into space as if
a million miles away. Right then, I longed to be a million miles
away, too.

Finally, Riley announced, “I’m an
Electrician,” even though no one had asked. “And a shifter.”

That caught me off guard
and I temporarily forgot my frustration with James. “You’re
a dual Talent?
Err, Chrome?” I asked, surprised. “That’s rare.”

“Not on our island,” he
replied. “Lots of us double threats walking around the
Slums.”

Now I was curious about their Talents. At
school I’d been something of an oddity for having two gifts. Only
one or two other dual Talents were in my year. Both of them, like
me, had been considerably stronger in one area, with the other just
barely usable.

“And Honora, you’re a
telekinetic?” I asked.

“Guilty.” She smiled.
“How’d you know?”

“You were stirring your tea
earlier without any hands. Same as you’re doing now. Are you dual
as well?”

“Nah. Just Telekinesis. I’m
a bit boring, I suppose.” Honora shrugged
self-consciously.

“You’re right perceptive,
it would take a keen eye to notice something so small,” Riley said
to me, admiringly.

Both Willa and Honora also looked impressed
by my powers of observation. James was the only one who wasn’t. He
appeared bored, as if this conversation was beneath him. He
confirmed as much after looking at the rest of them with
disgust.

“Enough of this bollocks.
Kenly, tell us what you were doing with Jaylen Monroe,” he snapped.
The words came out clipped, and angry. Surprised, I found myself
leaning away from him.

Riley shot James a warning glance.

“I wasn’t doing anything
with him,” I said, defensive. I straightened my spine, refusing to
let James intimidate me. “I ran into him and I guess some of his
friends—”

“His mates? Which ones?”
Riley demanded.

“I don’t know. Some girls,”
I answered. “His sister and her friends, maybe?”

“Gah, Libby,” Honora and
Willa groaned in unison.

“Yeah, that’s her name.
Libby,” I agreed, recalling that Monroe had called her that.
“Anyway, I ran into them. Well, not so much them. I bumped into
her. Libby was a royal bitch, and I took off so I wouldn’t hit her.
Monroe followed me. I noticed the tail and tried to lose him, but
couldn’t. He’s really fast. I ducked into that alley, hoping he
wouldn’t see me. Of course, he did. And that’s when you guys showed
up.” I paused and took a deep breath. “Wait. Shouldn’t you know
this already, Willa? Weren’t you viewing me?”

All eyes turned on Willa.

“My Chrome doesn’t work
quite like that. I can track people, but I can’t always see them.
Just sort of feel them, you know? I felt your heartbeat pickup when
you became scared. That’s when we came looking for you.”

Interesting. So viewing wasn’t exactly the
same on this side of the pond. And yet, I’d snapped at her and told
her I knew what it was. Great.

“What did Libby do when
Jaylen pursued you?” Riley asked.

I shrugged. “No clue.”

A look passed between Riley and James.

“What?” I demanded. It was
annoying that I was answering all of their questions, but had yet
to get any information out of them. My patience was wearing
thin.

“The twins, Libby and
Jaylen Monroe, they usually work cooperatively, is all,” Willa said
uneasily.

“Work? Are they like con
artists or something? Thieves?” I asked.

James’s laugh was brittle. “You could right
well call them that.” He paused, lips twisting into an ugly sneer.
“We call them Poachers.”

The temperature in our small corner seemed
to drop with that one word. Willa paled, her mocha skin going
ashen. Riley’s irises ignited and tiny sparks of electricity
crackled on his skin. Honora shuddered and hugged herself. James’s
expression was blank, unreadable, but his hands were clenched in
tight fists at his sides.

I was almost afraid to ask after the
reaction from the group, but I did anyway. “What’s a Poacher?”

Riley blew out a long breath, giving him
time to choose his next words carefully.

“Poaching has been around
since I can recall. Longer, I reckon. Like James said, over here we
don’t have laws protecting our kind, unalike you Yanks do. Well,
um…did, I
suppose,” he quickly corrected.

I didn’t comment on that, having no clue if
any laws were still in place back home. Without TOXIC, who knew
what would happen to the Talented in America.

“Anyway, Poachers hunt
Chromes—Talents if you fancy instead—and sell them to anyone
willing to pay their absurd quotes. There is quite a large black
economy for our sort.”

“Wait, hang on. What the
hell did you just say? Sell
them? Like livestock?” I asked, praying my ears
were deceiving me. There was no way this was happening in London.
“Who buys them? What kind of messed up person buys someone?”

Beside me, James was flexing and unflexing
his fingers, as if needing to keep them busy so he wouldn’t hit
someone. I could relate. We were clearly entering turbulent waters,
and I was unprepared for what dangers lay beneath the surface.

“Mostly chaps from the
corporate world, looking for an advantage. They use mind readers
during negotiations, and viewers to keep eyes on the competition.
It’s gotten to the point that some of these blokes won’t make nary
a decision without a seer’s guidance. Rich prigs who want right
tough bodyguards will buy shifters, for protection,” Willa
explained. Silence followed, while I tried to comprehend how this
was possible, and the others stewed over a reality they’d always
known.

“And then you have the
collectors,” Honora added softly.

“Collectors?” I repeated weakly. My
disgust was quickly giving way to nausea, and I wasn’t sure how
much more I could take.

“You know, the ones who can
afford to wipe their arse with Globes. When you have more money
than you know what to do with, I suppose it’s time to start
collecting rare things. Nothing in the world as scarce as an
extremely powerful Chrome,” Riley said.

“I see,” I said. But I
really didn’t. “How can they just snatch people off the streets
without the police intervening?”

This was unfathomable, and I couldn’t seem
to wrap my mind around it. Back home no one would even consider
trying to enslave a Talent. Even if they did, how would they
control them? The Talented were too strong. We were superior to the
average human in so many different ways, it would be
impossible.

“Poaching is illegal. But
the Poachers are some of the wealthiest, most powerful gents in all
of Britain. Most of the authorities are on the take, whether
through bribes, or funding campaigns. Even if someone’s caught
nicking a Chrome, the penalties aren’t as harsh as they should be.
Usually just some fines, sometimes an occasional stint in the pokey
for repeated offenders. None of it’s much of a deterrent, when
blokes are making anywhere from a couple thousand to a couple
million Globes per Chrome,” Honora said, shaking her
head.

Whoa. That was a lot of money. Realization
suddenly came crashing down, making my heart sink. If a powerful
Talent went for that much…what about a Created? Had one ever been
captured?

“So…Jaylen Monroe…he’s a
Poacher?” I asked, certain that I already knew the
answer.

Comprehension slammed me in
the gut. I’d been alone with a Poacher. A repulsive, vile Poacher.
Who was probably scouting me out. Wondering how much he could sell
me for. Sell me. To another
person.

I shoved my chair back so hard it toppled to
the floor, and ran for the small hallway next to the bar. Elbowing
open the door to the ladies’ room, I barely made it to the toilet
before getting sick. Heave after aching heave wracked my body.
Since I hadn’t eaten all day, only acid seared my throat. Even
after I’d expelled the bile, my body continued to lurch. My head
spun like an out of control top.

Death. Containment. These
were what I’d been terrified of, should UNITED find me. I’d thought
those were the most horrifying fates that might befall me. But
being sold, actually sold
to another human being? Being owned? Made to do
God only knew what? That was immeasurably worse.

Breathe, Kenly. Breathe. You’re going to be
okay.

Realizing how stupid I’d been was a serious
reality check. I’d been so sure I’d lost him, so sure he wouldn’t
find me. So sure I could take him that I’d actually allowed Jaylen
Monroe to get close, and chat, and…I’d been so cocky that I didn’t
even consider the guy a threat. I hadn’t doubted for a moment that
my Created powers made me superior to everyone.

After a minute of deep breathing, I walked
over to the sink and rinsed my mouth out. Out of the corner of my
eye, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the framed mirror above
the countertop. Faint patches of darkness obscured the glass, the
effects of being hung there for decades. Through the spots, I saw
an exceedingly thin girl with wide, fearful eyes and a pale face
tinged with gray undertones.

Good, I thought. You should be scared,
Kenly. You’re not invincible, you’re not invulnerable. Keep it up,
and your ego will be your downfall.

As my mind ran through thoughts reminiscent
of fortune cookie fortunes, I emerged back out into the bar area.
When I got to our table, my chair had been righted and pushed back
in. Gratefully, I slid back into it and took a sip from a glass of
water that someone had also placed there.

“Are you okay?” Willa
asked. Concern was apparent in her eyes, yet I couldn’t help but
feel slightly annoyed with her. She’s known I was Talented for
weeks now. Had even been worried enough to keep tabs on me since
we’d met. Yet she hadn’t bothered warning me about the Poachers.
Not even when she’d thrown me out earlier—was it really possible
that had happened earlier today?—apparently because of the
Monroe twins.

“Yeah, fine,” I muttered.
Turning to Honora, I asked, “So, you were saying?”

The group traded glances. I wasn’t sure what
they were trying to gauge, but I needed to know everything.

“Seriously guys, I’m okay.
I just want to know what you do about these Poachers.”

Riley gave a barely perceptible nod to
Honora, who took a deep breath before continuing.

“The Monroes are the worst
sort, even of the Poachers,” she said. “Half the family and most of
the people in their employ are Chromes. The whole lot of them,
they’re traitors to our kind. Instead of banding together with the
rest of the Chromes to fight for independence, they use their gifts
against us. It’s…it’s….” Honora trailed off, at loss for
words.

“Fecking revolting?
Barbaric? Vicious and cruel and bloody unimaginable?” James
supplied. “They ought to be drawn and quartered for their
crimes.”

“Dude, it’s been like three
or four centuries since that last happened,” Riley
muttered.

James shot him an icy glare. “Maybe we
should bring it back.”

Tug sidled up to the table, followed by the
waiter. They set bowls of steaming stew in front of each of us.

“Mighty glad you’re safe,
my girl,” Tug said, voice thick with emotion. He laid a gnarled
hand on my shoulders and bent to place a kiss on my wet hair. The
gesture was so fatherly that it nearly brought tears to my eyes.
“You’ll come stay with me and Willa. Too dodgy for you to be on
your own now, they’ve got you on their radar.”

I was about to protest, but Honora spoke up
before I could.

“I reckon it’d be better if
she stays with us.” She turned her attention from Tug to me.
“Riley, James, and I have a flat nearby. It’s not much, but there’s
a spare bed, and we keep an eye for each other’s backs. We protect
our own, we do.” She smiled up at Tug. “It’ll be safer for everyone
this way. Should they get any funny ideas, there’ll be the three of
us there with her.”

Tug nodded. “That’s very generous of you,
dear. That arrangement should work right nicely.”

“Um, hold up. Don’t I have
a say in this?” I asked, annoyed they were making plans for me
without consulting me.

“No,” Willa and James, of
all people, said in unison.

After a final pat on my shoulder, Tug headed
back for the bar. And with that, they’d decided the matter was
settled.

Everyone picked up their spoons as if to
tuck in to their stew, but no one seemed to have much of an
appetite. I barely touched mine, merely pushed the carrots from one
side of the gravy pond to the other. Only James made a dent in his
dinner, yet I suspected that he barely tasted the food. He stared
out the window as he ate, platinum eyes unfocused. Willa and Riley
were quietly chatting, but the rest of us were silent, each lost in
our own thoughts.

Mine were on overdrive, trying to process
all of this new information. It was obvious that I should make
excuses and leave. I needed to get my meager belongings from the
Hideaway, and find a new place to lay low. Somewhere I could
regroup and figure out how best to move forward. The knowledge that
Tug had pegged me as Talented from our first meeting was beyond
disconcerting. I’d thought I was being so discreet, blending in.
How did he know? And having Willa keep tabs on me? That didn’t sit
well with me.

But worse than all of that,
I felt stupid for not realizing that someone was watching me, even
by Viewing. I was better than that. I’d been trained better than
that. How would I keep eluding UNITED if some girl, without any
formal training, had been following me for three weeks? Especially
since I hadn’t had a clue. I thought I was being
so stealthy. It was
almost laughable, except nothing about the situation was
funny.

Talia wouldn’t have been
so blind, the thought popped into my head
unbidden. I quickly dismissed the idea. Don’t think about her. She isn’t important.
Then another thought occurred to me, something I’d
forgotten about.

“What about the people we
saw on our way here?” I asked. “Are they Poachers, too?”

Riley looked up from his conversation with
Willa. Their heads were conspicuously close, so their words
couldn’t be overheard. I wondered what they were discussing.

“No, just bloody gang
thugs. Out looking for a fight, most likely. Pinching Chromes is a
common initiation ritual,” Riley answered. Though I knew he meant
taking them, I couldn’t help but picture the thugs chasing after
Talents, their fingers poised to pinch a patch of skin. I almost
smiled, until I realized this meant I had another threat to worry
about.

“That’s why we travel
together, always. Most aren’t brave enough to take a group of us
on,” Honora added.

“We don’t have to worry
about them, as long as we stay together,” Willa assured me. “Now,
how bout I get some carryout boxes and we get out of here?” It’d
become obvious that no one was really interested in
eating.

“Sounds good. I just need
to go get my things from the hostel,” I said to no one in
particular.

This was my chance to get away from them.
Where I would go from there, well, that I didn’t know. But I didn’t
know these people well enough to know their intentions. For all I
knew, they themselves could be Poachers or gang members, or a cult,
or…. It didn’t really matter. Sure, they’d seemed genuinely upset
when talking about the Poachers, and genuinely angry, but I had
other problems to deal with, too.

An image of Alana being
dragged away by UNITED agents filled my mind. That will never be you, I vowed. All
that mattered was remaining free. For all I knew, UNITED was
already watching this group. Joining them might be the same as
serving myself up to my worst enemy on a silver platter.

I stood, a plethora of excuses for going to
the hostel alone on the tip of my tongue.

“Willa and James can do
that,” Riley replied. “Honora, and I will take you to the
Barracks.”

“Why don’t I go get my
things, and then I’ll meet you? Just give me the address,” I said.
By the time they realized I wasn’t coming, I’d be long gone. Willa
probably wouldn’t be able to track me if I kept my emotions
neutral. Possibly. Hopefully.

A small hand gently wrap around my
fingers.

“Kenly,” Willa said softly.
“Please. Let us help you. We rally round to keep everyone safe.
Just like Honora said, we protect our own. You’re one of our own,
aren’t you?”

We protect our
own.

It was similar to TOXIC’s manifesto. TOXIC
and The McDonough School had been formed to give Talents a place
where they belonged. A place to call home. A place to feel normal
at a time when being different meant being shunned. A place to not
only feel safe, but to be safe. Even as the feelings in the U.S.
changed, and Talents were no longer ostracized, those original
ideals had remained. From the founding of TOXIC and the School,
through the years when the objective was keeping the Coalition at
bay, right up until the day TOXIC fell. Those principles had bonded
operatives together for decades, right up until the end. I longed
to feel that bond again.

I still wasn’t convinced that going with
them was a good idea. And I wasn’t overly pleased with Willa. But I
was tired of being alone. I missed my friends from school. I missed
being around other Talents. I missed belonging.

With all eight eyes on me, I finally agreed,
albeit reluctantly. “Okay,” I said. “I guess you know where my
hostel is?”

“That I do.” Willa’s wide
grin at my acquiescence turned sheepish. But she was still
obviously delighted I’d agreed.
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OUTSIDE THE GIRAFFE, our group parted ways.
Despite the arrangement being Riley’s idea, he was apprehensive
about Willa and James going off alone. Reminding them of the
dangers we’d already encountered that night, he made them promise
to hurry.

It seemed a tad dramatic, considering both
the run-in with Jaylen Monroe and the thugs on the street had
turned out just fine. Then again, who was I to lecture people about
being paranoid? If Talents really were being hunted here in London,
by both Poachers and street gangs, then being paranoid might be all
that had kept my new friends alive so far.

The Barracks turned out to be the name of
the apartment building where Riley, James, and Honora lived. On the
walk over, Honora explained that the apartment building had housed
the troops brought to keep order in the city after The Great
Contamination. When the soldiers left, a slumlord bought the place.
After a minimal facelift, he’d rented out the flats to people that
other landlords wouldn’t rent to. It wasn’t cheap, but between the
three of them they were able to make ends meet by working odd jobs.
I wondered where their families were in all of this, but asking
when we’d only just met felt intrusive.

The Barracks weren’t far from the Giraffe,
but we took a long, roundabout way just in case we were being
watched. By the time we finally arrived, Willa and James were
already back. James had my duffle bag slung over one shoulder, my
meager wardrobe, bootleg communicator, and rain boots stuffed
inside. Seeing the large, angry guy carrying the paisley bag almost
made me laugh.

My humor was tempered by the visible relief
that filled Riley’s face when he saw them both. He’d clearly been
even more worried than he let on. If he was that scared for the two
of them to be out, even together and covering such a short
distance…I’d been in grave danger every single night I ventured out
alone. The thought was sobering.

The flat was, as promised, not much. The
sole bathroom was immediately to the right of the front door. A
quick peek as we passed by revealed a toilet and sink in an outer
room, and a shower stall tucked behind a second, partially open,
door.

Beyond the bathroom was a galley-style
kitchen with a two-burner hot plate instead of a real stove. The
refrigerator was the same size we’d had in our dorm room at
school—tiny. It sat atop a cracked marble countertop that had
probably once been beautiful.

Next to the kitchen was a small space that
served as the trio’s main living area, dominated by a lumpy futon.
Against the opposite wall sat two chairs, which looked suspiciously
like car seats from the front of a road vehicle. Two thin windows
broke up the far left wall. Both were covered with dark blue
curtains that seemed too heavy next to the flimsy furniture.

“Welcome to our humble
home,” Riley said, sweeping into a ridiculous bow in front of
me.

“It’s, um…homey,” I
muttered.

“Homey? Is that American
for blindingly brilliant?” asked Riley.

“It means homely,” supplied
James.

“Well yes, it’s right
homely. Plus, the other tenants in the block of flats don’t ask
questions, making it right perfect for laying low,” Riley
continued, undeterred by my underwhelmed response. “You’ll be
sharing Honora’s room.” He pointed to one of two doors off the
living room. “James and I are in the other.” His next question was
directed towards Willa. “Staying the night, love?”

“I was planning on it.”
Willa gave Riley a dazzling smile and it occurred to me that ‘love’
wasn’t just a term of endearment that he threw around lightly. I
nearly kicked myself for being so blind. How did I missed it
before? I tried to think back on the events of the evening. The two
hadn’t been affectionate, no touching, no PDA. Now, though, Riley
brushed the backs of his fingers down Willa’s cheeks and she kissed
his knuckles. Did they purposely hide their relationship in public?
Regardless, my powers of observation were clearly not as keen as
I’d thought. I should’ve noticed something….

Honora’s hand on my arm startled me. She’d
just been five feet away, then suddenly she was right next to me.
Either I was distracted, or Honora was stealthier than I gave her
credit for. Of the four, I’d assessed her as the weakest link.
Though I still believed that, it spoke more to the strength of the
other four than her being weak at all.

“You’re soaked, Kenly. Why
don’t I show you our room and you can change clothes?” she
offered.

“That would be great.
Thanks, Honora,” I said, genuinely meaning my words.

I turned to James and held out my hand.
“Thank you for getting my things, I appreciate it.”

He grunted a reply and handed over the bag.
I was about to say goodnight to Willa, and thank her as well, but
she was already heading to the door Riley had indicated as my new
room.

The bedroom was barely large enough for the
three of us. Bunk beds were pushed against the left wall. Four
shelves jutted from the right one, all holding sloppily folded
pants and shirts. The space between the edges of the shelves and
the beds couldn’t have been more than three feet. There was no
closet and no window.

Thank goodness I’m not
claustrophobic, I thought.

“The bottom bunk is mine,”
Honora said. “Top is all yours, unless you’d prefer the other. The
sheets are freshly washed. We haven’t had a guest in a
while.”

Willa ducked her head and took a seat on
Honora’s bed.

At school, I’d shared a room with Alana, so
changing in front of others was nothing new for me. Hoping they
were as comfortable with my lack of modesty, I shed my wet jeans,
dripping sweatshirt, and smelly tank. Taking care to spread out the
items the best I could, I laid them on the small patch of worn
carpet. While rifling in my bag for dry clothes, I discreetly
checked the pockets of the jeans tucked in the bottom of the bag. I
had to make sure the dwindling wad of Globes—the paltry sum was all
I had left to my name—was still there. Thankfully, it was. Not that
I didn’t trust Willa and James, but…I sort of didn’t. It wasn’t
personal; it had nothing to do with them, even after learning that
Willa had been less than forthcoming these last few weeks. Simply
put: I didn’t trust anyone.

My Globes secure, I faced the wall and
stripped the rest of the way down. I pulled on green and white
polka-dot pajama bottoms and a matching tee, both purchased from a
goodwill here in London. Though, initially, the thought of wearing
someone else’s castoffs had grossed me out, I’d quickly come to
realize that used clothing was much better than no clothing.

“Willa, why didn’t you tell
me about the Monroes earlier today, when they came into the
Giraffe?” I asked, trying to keep accusation out of my question.
Slowly, I turned to face her.

Willa’s hazel eyes didn’t meet mine. They
darted to find Honora, who was midway through exchanging her wet
jeans for dry sleep shorts. Honora froze, dark eyes flashing from
me to Willa. The two girls exchanged a look that I’d seen several
times tonight. A look I was starting to despise.

“I didn’t want to give you
a fright, is all.” Willa sighed. “I reckon they came by just to
rile us up a bit. They do that sometimes, you know. Come into the
Giraffe to remind Granddad and me that they’re out there. It’s not
just them, either. Members of the other Poacher groups do it, too.
Was right bad luck they came in when Riley, James, and Honora were
there, too. James hates the twins more than any of the other
Poachers.”

“Don’t you think warning me
about who and what they were would have been better than, you
know…not? Either when we met, or, I don’t know, maybe any time I’d
been in the Giraffe between then and today? Hell, even earlier when
they were there. I don’t scare easily,” I snapped.

The news about the Poachers had mostly
numbed me, only disgust had crept its way into my thoughts. Since
my new roommates had dropped the bombshell about the Poachers, the
new threat had completely occupied my mind, leaving little room for
emotion. Until now. Now, I was pissed. Extremely pissed. At
Willa.

“No, I imagine you don’t,”
Willa said softly. “I’m sorry, Kenly. I truly am.”

Some of my anger faded. It was hard to be
upset with her when she looked so contrite.

“It’s all so very
complicated right now. More so than usual, and…” Willa trailed off
and looked to Honora for help.

“And it doesn’t matter now.
You’re safe. The Monroe’s won’t come after you now that Jaylen’s
seen you with us,” Honora assured me with a smile that didn’t reach
her dark eyes.

There was something that she, and the rest
of them, weren’t telling me. I could have pressed the issue. But I
had secrets of my own that I wasn’t ready to share. The Poachers
weren’t my biggest worry right now. Yeah, if they captured me, I’d
be in a world of trouble. It also wasn’t going to happen. I was
strong, fast, Talented, Created. A group comprised mostly of
ordinary humans was no match for me. UNITED was still my principle
threat, with their advance weaponry and super agents, like Talia
and her boyfriend. Untrained Talents like Willa and the others were
no match for such a powerful organization. They couldn’t protect me
from UNITED.

No matter what Honora and the others said, I
wasn’t safe here. And now, neither were they.
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AS EXHAUSTED AS I was, I still had trouble
finding sleep. The apartment was dark, and everyone had grown
quiet. Still, the sandman evaded me. So much had happened today, so
many things that changed my world. From Alana’s foolish mission
this morning, to her capture and the Councilwoman’s victory speech.
From Talia’s smug expression as she looked on, to Alana and her
group on stage, broken. From being chased by a mystery boy, to his
appearance in the alleyway. From the arrival of Riley and his
group, come to save me, to learning that people here in London
bought and sold Talents like cattle. From learning of Willa’s
lying, and her deceit, and the street gangs…. It was all too
much.

As my anger grew, so did my anxiety. Without
warning, a tingling feeling began in my fingers and toes. The
familiar sensation grew, crawling up to encompass my arms and legs,
and moving steadily towards my torso. It swept over my skin,
encircling my entire body like a cloak. I knew I was no longer
visible to the naked eye. Thinking of everything that’d happened
today was causing my pulse to spike and my control to slip. I lost
myself in the swelling tide, allowing it to carry me away.

Light Manipulation wasn’t the only gift
Director McDonough had given me. In addition to invisibility—and
immensely boosting the analytical and telekinetic Talents I was
born with—I was one of an exceptionally lucky few who’d received a
rare and extraordinary Talent: A Visionary’s. I was honored that
he’d chosen me for such a remarkable power. I now possessed the
ability to see the future.

Well, theoretically, anyway. Unlike
invisibility, which I could summon on command, future-gazing was
unpredictable. In fact, I had yet to have a true Vision.

The day after my injection, I caught the
barest of glimpses into the future. It was like looking through a
dirty window, covered by a gauzy curtain, on a foggy morning when
the sun had yet to rise. Ghostly silhouettes floated across a
canvas that had been washed way too many times.

Dr. Thistler, the head of TOXIC’s Medical
Division, later told me that the Vision had lasted for sixty
seconds. It felt much shorter. The whole experience was nothing
like I’d expected; it felt like an obscured image that I was given
three seconds to view and memorize. After it was over, with the
Director and his wife watching in anticipation, Thistler asked me
to describe the Vision for a sketch artist. When I finished, the
white screen of the artist’s electronic pad had only a handful of
faint black scratches. They were twisted into creature-like shapes
from the dark fairytales my mom had read to me when I was
little.

That was the first time the Director let his
iron mask slip in front of me. Though not the last. I’d
disappointed him. That realization had left me empty inside, as if
his approval gave me life. Even now, weeks after his death, I
yearned to make him proud. He’d given me everything—a home
surrounded by my peers, a place my Talents were not only accepted,
but embraced and nurtured. A life where I wanted for nothing. And
then he’d given me even more—abilities and power that most people
didn’t even dare to dream of. I wanted to prove that I was worthy
of the extraordinary gifts that he’d bestowed upon me.

As I laid in my new bed in the London flat,
an ocean away from the clinical room with its sterile white walls,
beeping monitors, and acrid odors, with Dr. Thistler and her
lackeys, Director McDonough and his formidable wife…the Vision
seized hold of me. Anger, resentment, despondency, heartache, all
fell away like layers of peeling paint, exposing the images hidden
underneath. It was like flying down a spiral stairway in my mind,
my feet barely skimming the boards of the winding steps. I
considered grabbing the handrail, slowing my descent, and pulling
myself back to the present. Instead, I did the mental equivalent of
throwing myself over the railing, into the bottomless black chasm
in the center. I let go, allowing the darkness to swallow me
whole.

 


I was a third-party observer to my own
future. Weird was an understatement. As if I was standing off to
the side of the room, I could see both the other version of me—my
Vision-self—and her surroundings through my own eyes. But only my
mind was there; I couldn’t see my body at all. As if I’d left it
behind. Which, I guess, made perfect sense. My physical body was
lying on a bed, in a flat in the Slums. Only my consciousness had
journeyed into the future.

Vision-Kenly sat on a green and gold floral
print couch. A round coffee table, with three brass feet shaped
like eagle talons, was in front of her. Matching armchairs sat on
either side of the couch, both unoccupied. Cathedral ceilings
created a draft, but the electric fire burning in the fireplace was
meant to chase away the chill in the air. Over the mantel hung a
larger-than-life painting of a man who seemed to belong in a
different era. He looked like a king with his dark green sash, and
the bands of gold and jewels hanging round his neck. There was even
a thin crown of gold leaves resting atop his head. Something about
his eyes, so alive in the oil painting, stirred a memory that I
couldn’t quite place.

Despite the fire, Vision-Kenly was hugging
herself, teeth chattering violently. She wore a thin, smock-style
garment, like the gowns worn by medical patients. The orange flames
illuminated her ashen face, accentuating her dry, cracked lips and
the dark shadows beneath her somber eyes.

“Have you reconsidered my
proposal?” a booming voice called from the shadows.

The voice was male with a distinctive
British accent. Not like the brogue of my new friends, or people I
heard around the Giraffe and the hostel. More eloquent and melodic.
I could have listened to him speak all day.

Vision-Kenly stared straight ahead, feverish
brown eyes fixed on the fire. I, however, searched for the speaker.
His silhouette was all I could make out. He stood in a doorway to
the right of the girl on the couch, his arms crossed, shoulder
rested against the doorframe. The room abounded with puddles of
darkness. He lingered in one of the deepest.

“It really in your best
interests. You seemed to be of the same mind when you first agreed.
Pardon my asking, but what has changed? I have satisfied my end of
the arrangement, have I not?”

“By treating me like a
prisoner?” Vision-Kenly replied, her voice painfully flat and
apathetic. The laugh that followed was brittle and devoid of all
humor. “This life—,” she waved one painfully thin arm in a gesture
meant to encompass the vast room “—this life is no life at all. I’d
be better off with them.”

The speaker took several steps into the
parlor, just far enough for me to see a flash of golden hair but
nothing more.

“You think so, do you?
Your room—”

“Cell,” she corrected
him.

“Your room has a telescreen. Surely you
have seen the news.” He paused, but it was obvious she wasn’t going
to answer. “No? Allow me to enlighten you, Miss Baker. The Created,
your kind, are being massacred in the streets. The lucky ones who
aren’t killed are being arrested and incarcerated. Have you ever
seen a London prison? Heard what it’s like there? Even the rats
here at Andrew’s Rock live under better conditions than those
locked up in our fine city’s prisons.”

She shrugged as if this information did not
concern her. I had a hard time believing her disinterest was
genuine; the man’s words terrified me.

“I offered you a way to
help your people, Miss Baker. I was under the impression you
understood.”

At this, Vision-Kenly leapt to her feet in
outrage. When she spoke, her voice had lost the air of detachment
from just a moment before.

“Help? You honestly think that you’re helping people? You’re inhuman. Or
maybe delusional. Either way, what you’re doing, it’s degrading,
humiliating, heartless.” Vision-Kenly was now shouting, her angry
words bouncing off the walls and reverberating around the room. She
laughed bitterly. “I’m so stupid. Why is it that I always pick the
wrong people to trust? First the Director. Now you. You lied to me.
You lied to
me.”

“No, Miss Baker,” the man
said calmly. “You lied to yourself. I was quite upfront regarding
the terms. You heard what you wanted to hear.”

“Whatever.” It wasn’t the
most eloquent reply, but my future-self seemed too tired to
continue the verbal spat.

“Your time and my patience
are running out. Either you will honor our agreement, or I will
drop you in the center of London and watch as the mongrels rip you
to shreds.”

The speaker finally emerged from the
shadows. He was a dead-ringer for the man in the oil painting above
the hearth. But his immaculately tailored navy suit and glittering
golden eyes also reminded me of someone else.

As if on cue, his emergence caused the scene
to fade to black. Darkness swept in from every corner of the room,
settling over the two occupants and the parlor’s furnishings, until
nothing but a pinprick of light remained. The audio switched off as
I rose back up the spiral staircase at a dizzying speed. Nausea had
my stomach roiling and I fought to keep the sickness down. And
then, my eyes popped open with a jolt that left me breathless and
frightened.

For a moment, disorientation and confusion
were all I knew. I blinked rapidly and tried to slow my racing
pulse. Several hurried heartbeats passed before the unfamiliar
surroundings came into focus and I remembered that I was in my new
bed, in my new apartment.

Below me, Honora’s even breathing told me
she was either a heavy sleeper or I hadn’t cried out during my
Vision as I’d feared. Good. Instead of trying to figure out what it
all meant—the room, my appearance, the man—I just wanted to sleep.
I was beyond exhausted, and my brain was starting to hurt from the
constant incoming data. Focused on matching Honora’s slow inhales
and exhales, I attempted to calm my pulse and turn off my mind. I
tossed and turned, trying to think pleasant thoughts.

But everything that used to
bring a smile to my face—thoughts of my mother, Alana, Francie,
Donavon—now only brought pain. There was a good chance I’d never
see my mom again. Alana was locked away, contained in some UNITED
facility. Francie…well, I had no idea where she was. Her name
hadn’t been among the list of casualties from D.C. I hoped that
meant she was alive. Which was more than could be said for Donavon
McDonough, who’d died defending her.

The familiar hatred began to bubble in my
gut. Only, it didn’t feel as strong as usual. The all-consuming
want to make Talia suffer wasn’t there. More than anything, I
wanted to ask her why? Why did she help our enemies? Why was she
working for them now? And why had she kept Erik from killing
me?

Agitated and antsy, I decided sleep wasn’t
coming any time soon. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I
eased my body soundlessly to the floor. Honora sighed in her sleep
but didn’t wake. On tip-toes, I crept to the door and gently pushed
it open. The hinges were in need of oil and groaned as I slipped
through the opening. I held my breath, ready to apologize to Honora
if she woke up.

Definitely a heavy
sleeper, I decided as she continued her
even breathing.

Moving out into the main space was like
entering a sensory deprivation chamber. The flat was pitch black,
the heavy curtains blocking the street lights outside the windows.
Deafening silence met my sensitive ears. Even my fingers tingled as
I blindly felt along the wall for a switch.

“Difficulty sleeping,
Chief?”

His voice scared the crap out of me. I
whirled, unable to pinpoint the speaker’s location, and smacked my
elbow against the wall. I swore loudly as the pain shot up my
arm.

“I imagine it’s quite
difficult after what you’ve seen. What you’ve been through.” The
speaker continued, not waiting for my reply or bothering to ask if
I was okay. His tone wasn’t sympathetic or gentle or even
intrigued. It was flat, expressionless like he was reading the time
from his communicator.

James, I thought bitterly. The speaker must
be James.

“Excuse me?” I said,
straightening and glaring in what I thought was his general
direction based on the faint lines that had begun to materialize in
the darkness.

“War. Death. The
destruction of a once powerful city. People don’t forget those
things.”

“You don’t know me, James.
You don’t know what I have or haven’t seen.”

Wooden slats creaked as he shifted on the
futon, then a lamp in the corner of the room came to life. I
blinked as spots danced before my eyes. James, wearing only a pair
of black gym shorts, was sitting on the futon, hands clasped
between his knees. His hair appeared darker blond at the moment
instead of the light brown of earlier; obviously the shade depended
on the light. It was disheveled, giving him a more youthful
appearance and softening his hard edges. His platinum eyes were
alert, accessing, and I felt him studying me.

“No,” he said at last. “I
don’t know you. But I do know what you are, Chief.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, a shield
against his accusations.

“And what am I?” I
demanded.

James gave me a smug smile. “Created.”

I swallowed hard and tried not to show my
discomfort.

“We all know it already,
Chief. No point denying it,” he continued. “Old Tug knew you were
Talented from the moment you stepped into the Giraffe. Only after
you opened your mouth did he suspect there was more to
it.”

“Just because I’m
American—” I started.

“Save it,” James said
sharply. “Riley’s a Sensitive. A strong one. He estimates you have
three, maybe four, skills.”

I stared long and hard at James across the
small living room, debating whether to admit the truth. He was so
confident, so satisfied with himself for knowing my secret that I
wanted to lie just to take him down a notch, to tell him he was
wrong.

Don’t be stupid. He’s baiting you. He knows
nothing.

“What’s a Sensitive?” I
asked, stalling for time.

“Someone who feels other
Chromes, Talents, whatever. You don’t have them in the States?” It
was less a question and more an accusation.

“We do,” I shot back
defensively. “We just don’t have a name for them,” I added lamely.
“I know a girl who can pinpoint our kind a mile away, and she can
tell exactly what type of Talent the person is, too.”

It was true. Talia could do
that. Why I brought her
into the conversation, I’ll never know.

“Impressive,” James said
drolly.

Our eyes locked, and I saw the tiniest spark
of an emotion that wasn’t anger—a first in our short acquaintance.
It may have been curiosity. It may have been respect. It may have
been amusement. It may have been attraction. I wasn’t really sure,
but it was definitely unnerving.

“Have a sit, why don’t you?
You’re unsettling, bouncing back and forth that way,” James
said.

I suddenly became all too aware that I’d
been shifting back and forth on my feet. Again, my first instinct
was to remain standing, simply to spite him.

Really, Kenly? You’re going to stand here
all awkwardly just because he suggested you sit?

My next quandary came in my choice of seats:
the futon, where James was sitting in the middle of the lumpy
cushion, or the road car chairs, which looked unstable. One thing
that the Creation Drug had not improved was my coordination, and
falling on my butt in front of James was an embarrassment I was
determined to avoid.

Stop being so damned juvenile. Sit next to
him. Show him that he doesn’t intimidate you.

When I started for the futon, James shifted
over to one side, angling his body to face me. Pulling my legs up
to fold them beneath me, I realized how ridiculous I must look
wearing polka-dot pajamas that belonged on a five-year old.
Self-consciously I hugged my knees to my chest and tried to make
myself as small as possible.

“Why are you out here
anyway? Don’t you have a bed in there?” I quickly asked, pointing
to the closed bedroom door that wasn’t mine.

James cocked an eyebrow. “With Riley and
Willa? No thanks. I’ll take this old futon any night over listening
to the two of snogging and then some. Don’t change the subject.
Admit it. You’re one of the Created.”

I said nothing, squared my jaw, and refused
to let the smug British boy know that he’d rattled me.

“Come on, Miss America.
Give us a bit of respect here. We’re taking a rather large risk by
letting you into our lives. At least let us know how deep the shite
we’ve stepped in is.”

I cringed, hating that he had a point. My
presence did put them in danger.

“The Poachers, UNITED, both
are offering big rewards for Created.” James leaned against the arm
of the futon, head resting in his threaded fingers. “Not to mention
the gangs. I wager they’d make a leader out of anyone who bagged
one of your lot.”

“The Poachers? Why? Why
would they want—,” I caught myself. “I mean, why do they want the
Created?”

“Why not? More Chromes,
less hassle. Multiple skills all rolled up in one person. Right
convenient for them. Besides, no laws saying they can’t take you.
Parliament just barely protects Chromes. Laws looking after Created
don’t exist.”

That thought sobered
me. Shit. That was
a horrifying concept. I could be kidnapped and sold into slavery,
and it would all be perfectly legal.

“So, you’re going to turn
me in?” I asked, already making my escape plan. James is strong but not quick. Speed is better than brawn in
this situation. You can beat him to the door. “Hand me over to the Poachers?” Leave
your stuff. The comm, the clothes, none of it’s as important as
your freedom. Having no money and no stuff is still better than
being contained or sold. “Call
UNITED?” You’re not wearing shoes. Running
without them will slow you down. But it’s better than taking time
to find them and pull them on. “Collect
your reward?” You don’t have a chance if
you stop to do that, you won’t even make it out of the apartment.
He’s barefoot too, you’ll make it.

James grinned and a bolt of fear ran through
me. Alarms started going off in my head.

Kenly, you need to go, now.

He was going to turn me in.

Kenly! Why are you still sitting there?

I was so stupid to trust these people. When
would I learn?

Nonchalantly, as if adjusting positions, I
put my feet on the ground. My hand was on the wooden armrest, ready
to help propel me off of the futon.

What are you waiting for? Willa’s been lying
to you for weeks, tracking you. Even if you did trust her, James is
an entirely different person, totally untrustworthy.

I adjusted to the balls of my feet, butt
hovering millimeters over the lumpy mattress.

“That depends.”

I cocked an eyebrow, admittedly
intrigued.

Who gives a shit what it
depends on, go now.

James was still casually leaned back in the
corner of the futon. It would buy me precious seconds if I bolted
before he had his feet on the floor.

“They say the Created are
dangerous. Are you dangerous, Kenly?” His voice was soft, barely
above a whisper.

The one word slipped out before I gave it
any thought. “Extremely.”

James’s grin widened. “Good.”

“Good?” I repeated, unsure
I’d heard him correctly.

James reached over and switched the lamp
off, once again plunging the room into total darkness. I tensed,
muscles readied for a fight. Then I heard the futon groan as James
readjusted. Though I couldn’t see him, I could feel his knee brush
my leg as he settled onto his back. Apparently heading off on a
chase was the farthest thing from his mind. Even more apparent was
the fact that I’d just been dismissed.

Seriously? You’re going to
end this conversation a cliffhanger? I
thought.

I shook my head, more confused by the abrupt
dismissal than the bizarre Vision I’d had earlier. Slowly, I stood
and, using my brain’s snapshot of the living room to avoid tripping
over anything, headed to Honora’s—my?—bedroom. There was another
squeak from the futon, probably James extending his legs to rest
where I’d been sitting. I could imagine him stretched out, one arm
behind his head, the other resting on his bare stomach, feet
dangling off the end of the cushion.

“UNITED doesn’t need any
more dangerous agents.” His voice broke the stillness of the
apartment just as I reached my bedroom door. James paused and I
didn’t fill the silence by correcting his assumption that UNITED
wanted me for an agent. Instead, I waited, hand resting on the
doorknob, for his next words.

“No amount of money is
enough for me to aid the Poachers. No one deserves what they to do
people,” James said quietly. “Good night, Kenly.”

James had just used my name for the first
time.
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MORNING CAME MUCH too soon. I quickly
learned that my new friends had a practiced routine when it came to
their day-to-day lives. One that involved James banging on the
bathroom door and shouting at Honora to “hurry the bloody hell up”
and Riley preparing to-go mugs of instant coffee with the
consistency of motor oil.

Through blurry eyes, I watched with
fascination as the trio—Willa had left before I woke—find missing
shoes underneath the futon, locate a wayward nametag next to the
kitchen sink, and avoid spitting toothpaste in each other’s hair as
they all tried to brush their teeth at the same time.

At some point in the predawn madness it had
been decided that I was to accompany Honora to work. I was given
neither an explanation as to why nor a choice in the matter. But
exhaustion made it so that I didn’t really care. The promise of
unlimited scones and bottomless cups of tea didn’t hurt either.

I soon learned that Honora worked at a
gaming café uptown called the Techno Hut. From the flat, we had to
walk three blocks to the road bus stop, change buses twice, and
then go four stops on the Tube. When I asked her why she worked so
far from home, she breezily replied, “Tips are better uptown.”

But I couldn’t help feeling that her answer
was a half-truth, and that the real reason had more to do with
safety. Surely she’d notice someone following her at some point
during a ninety-minute commute.

The previous night’s conversation with James
weighed heavily on my mind. Particularly the part about how my
presence put them at risk. He was right; they were all in
significant danger now that I was living there. Everyone would be
safer if I left, which I’d been contemplating before Honora had
been given the task of babysitting me for the day.

Tomorrow,
I assured myself, you can
always run tomorrow. Today, take advantage of the free food and hot
tea.

Knowing that my new friends
were aware of my secret, aware that I was Created, was comforting
in a way. It was as if a great burden had been lifted from my
shoulders. They understood the hazards of allowing me to stay with
them, not only where UNITED was concerned but also from the
Poachers and the
street gangs, yet they still invited me into their lives. It made
me feel less alone. And I desperately wanted to feel—to be—less
alone. I tried not to question the motives behind the great
kindness they were showing me, even though I was curious. What
exactly did they get out of this new living arrangement?

Riley worked for a dry-cleaning service that
was on the same block as the Techno Hut, so he made the trek uptown
with Honora and me. No one said it, but I was pretty sure that the
close proximity of their workplaces was by design. Even in
daylight, this group travelled as a pack. This added to the warm
fuzzies I was starting to feel towards them. They really did watch
each other’s backs. And wanted them to watch mine, too.

As we walked, Honora told me that James was
a hover mechanic, working for a repair shop as the home-visit guy.
When wealthy clients either couldn’t be bother to, or wouldn’t
deign to, bring their vehicles into the city to be serviced, the
shop sent James out to their country estates. According to Honora,
he was very good at his job. The downside was that they paid him
next to nothing because he didn’t have any formal training or
education. When I asked her how James learned so much about cars,
though, all she’d say was, “You’ll have to get that story from
him.”

At the Tube station exit, Honora and I
finally parted ways with Riley. We continued on to a storefront
with flashing neon signs above large bay windows. As soon as we
were through the entranceway, Honora disappeared into the back,
promising to check on me periodically. While she worked, I set up
camp in a cozy red armchair by the window. I soon lost track of
time as I became engrossed in watching the world outside.

The neighborhood was worlds nicer than the
Slums. A lot of the teenagers that came into the café reminded me
of Riley, with his colored tips and freaky eyes. Many had face
piercings, and a number had tattoos decorating every inch of
exposed skin. The current style for guys—this neighborhood could
clearly afford to be trendy, instead of just
whatever-you-could-find-at-the-goodwill chic—was midriff-baring
shirts and neon pants. For girls, it was a lot of skinny black
neckties, tiny microskirts in a plethora of bright colors, and
jewel-tone rain boots all made by some company with a tiny white
dog as their logo. Though a few who came in did look like me—boring
in jeans and t-shirts. Albeit, their clothes were cleaner than
mine. But not much. Shabby was apparently in. Given my current
financial situation, I couldn’t imagine anything more foolish than
paying for new clothes that were designed to look dirty and
worn.

Regardless, the Techno Hut was great for me.
I fit right in. For that matter, no one stood out. Everyone
blended. And blending was how I stayed hidden.

Evidently, the Techno Hut
was known as the hub in London for gamers and cybernetic games. One in
particular seemed to bring people in droves: Helix, the latest,
greatest, and most complex cyber game made yet. Oddly, the game
itself seemed to be loosely based on TOXIC, particularly the
Hunters Division. But since it was created from the imaginations of
tech-originators, the game included fantastical elements and
imaginary realms that only existed in the minds of the truly
creative.

In Helix, the player started out as an
ordinary human and was assigned missions, which ranged from solving
puzzles to assassinating other players. Along the way the player
collected Talents—the game called them gifts, but they were cool
abilities, clearly mimicking Talents—and were able to use them to
advance through the worlds. Just to make things interesting, there
were all sorts of mutant creatures that attacked the players out of
nowhere. The beasts were terrifyingly realistic—dead ringers for
the animals born right after The Great Contamination.

After waiting on her paying customers,
Honora brought me a plate of scones and a pot of tea.

Damn, I could get used to
this, I thought, polishing off my third
scone. But don’t, the logical part of my brain warned.

Decadent scones weren’t exactly in my budget
at the moment. It was unlikely they ever would be again. While
pouring a second cup of vibrant jasmine tea, I told myself to enjoy
the simple pleasures while I could. I’d taken so much for granted
while under TOXIC’s care, a mistake I would never make again.

On Honora’s next trip by my table, she asked
if I wanted cyber gear for playing any of the Techno Hut’s games. I
hesitated before answering. A lifetime seemed to have passed since
I last played a cyber-game, back in the dorm with my friends before
our worlds had turned upside down. The trivial luxury seemed so
extravagant now.

Which, apparently, it was.

Because, as Honora
explained during the late morning lull in customers, in the real
world only the wealthiest of the wealthy actually
owned Mega consoles with
BrainSkim—my favorite system since its release—for playing the
latest, most progressive games. Everyone else had one of two
options. They could either play without the sophisticated
technology, at home on personal consoles with only hand receivers,
or pay to play the ultramodern systems in public meccas, like the
Hut.

At the McDonough School, our common rooms in
the dorms had been outfitted with BrainSkim—technology that linked
the player’s mind to that of her onscreen counterpart by performing
continuous surface brain scans. This allowed the avatar to think,
move, and react just as the player would. Having grown up with the
technology, I’d figured it was commonplace. It had never occurred
to me that “normal” teenagers weren’t so lucky. Helix, though, was
new, even for me, and I found myself too intrigued to pass up the
opportunity to play.

Securing the headpiece and attaching the
tech scanners, a hologram appeared on the table in front of me.
Only I could see it, which is how Mega handled multi-player games
work. As I quickly flew through the game set-up menu, calibrating
the settings to my specific brain waves, I actually forgot about my
current plight. Swept away in the virtual world, I got a
much-needed break from reality. The feeling was glorious.

It was as if Helix was designed specifically
for me. It played to my strengths, allowing me to show off in the
cyber world what I could not in the real one. Hours flew by, my
eyes stinging from staring at the holoscreen on the table in front
of me. My arms hurt from exploring and hunting through the Forest
of the Forgotten. I crossed Hero’s Lake, climbed to the top of Mt.
Soulless. I was kicking cyber ass and adding each opponent’s name
to my kill list.

Up ahead, to the right, should be those
throwing knives you have hidde—

“Are you bloody
mental?”

The holoscreen vanished. I
blinked up in surprise, and found angry platinum eyes glaring down
at me. James was towering over my chair, and he was
pissed.

“Seriously?” I demanded,
peeling off the gloves. They were useless now, James had actually
flipped the switch to the console. “I was winning.”

James bent over, leaning
down until his mouth was next to my ear. He smelled like motor oil
and freshly cut grass. His breath was warm on my neck, but I
shivered when he spoke. “Right, you’re winning, that’s just
brilliant. Nice one
there, Chief. No one is that good at this game yet. You’re drawing
attention to yourself.”

“Maybe I play a lot at
home,” I retorted.

“Besides the fact you don’t
bloody well pass as posh enough to own a Mega, the game hasn’t yet
been out a week. Only a human computer can crack the codes at the
end of each level as quickly as you are.” He stood up again and
whirled around to face a startled Honora. It was clear he was
fighting the urge to actually yell, and losing. “And you! You’re
not dim, Honora! You’ve watched her play Helix all day and didn’t
think that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t a good idea?”

“She’s right good,” Honora
said, confused, before I could jump to her defense.

I was relieved I wasn’t the only one who
thought James was being a tad dramatic.

James swore as he sank into the armchair
opposite mine.

“Are you hungry?” Honora
asked hesitantly, dark eyes darting nervously between James and me.
When he saw how unsettled we both were, he let out a weighty sigh.
And just like that, his anger dissipated, leaving behind only
frustration. I could’ve been mistaken, but he also appeared
somewhat sheepish for losing his temper.

“No. Sorry, Honora. But I’d
fancy a black coffee, if you don’t mind.”

“Don’t worry about it, we
get it,” she replied, looking visibly relieved. “Kenly, you
alright? Anything I can get you?”

I looked down at my mostly full teacup and
half eaten scone. “I’m good,” I told her.

Sitting there alone with James was awkward
to say the least. Today he was dressed in dark jeans and a
long-sleeved gray t-shirt that fit him very well, both with random
grease stains. He’d clearly washed his face after work, but had
missed a spot just above his left eyebrow where a smudge of black
remained. A strange twisting in my stomach caught me off guard.

James is
attractive, I realized. Annoying and broody, with a really bad attitude. But
attractive.

James studied me critically.

“What?” I asked,
self-consciously wiping my mouth to make sure there weren’t any
lingering crumbs.

“I’m sorry to you, too.” He
muttered, grudgingly. Before I could even accept his apology, or
explain, he rushed on. “But do you have any idea how maddening you
are? You need to be a good bit more careful, Kenly. Believe it or
not, I’m not trying to wind you up. But this is quite serious.
Maybe being exceptionally good at a cyber-game doesn’t seem like a
big deal. Maybe it isn’t. But it does draw notice. People will
start to become inquiring about the fit gamer girl. They’ll fancy a
chat. Then they’ll hear your American accent. Also not such a big
deal. But at some point, you’ll get to feeling upset or happy or
whatever, and your control will slip, and suddenly your hand
disappears from sight. With all of those people noticing you,
they’re going to notice that. A trick of the light? You
might be able to sell
that tale. Once. And again after that? Probably not. All of these slight,
seemingly insignificant, things, they tally up. People will become
suspicious and start to inspect you more closely. Sooner or later,
you’ll make a gaffe that cannot be explained away. And then, it’s
too late. The other Poachers will have caught your scent and be
nipping at your tail. We have enough to worry about with the
Monroes, we don’t need to be fretting about the rest, as
well.”

I swallowed hard, utterly ashamed of myself.
James had a point. A really, really, good point. I couldn’t believe
that he’d thought so far ahead. That was my thing. Higher Reasoning
allowed me to calculate odds and probabilities, crack codes, be
three steps ahead of everyone else. Yet, I seemed to be ten steps
behind James.

Riley and Willa arrived just as Honora
returned with James’s coffee and a platter of cold ham,
spicy-looking cheese, and Melba toast. The three of them saved me
from attempting to fumble through a shoddy excuse for James.

“In case you change your
mind,” Honora said, setting the plate in the center of the small
coffee table.

There were only three armchairs—the fourth
side of the table was pressed against the glass storefront—which
were low and awkward for eating. Luckily, Willa and Riley didn’t
seem to mind sharing a chair one bit. They wedged themselves into
the empty seat with Willa draping her short legs across Riley’s
lap. Guess they weren’t worried about displaying affection so far
from home.

“When you off, Honora?”
Willa asked, already piling several slabs of ham onto a toast
square.

Honora glanced down at the table where a
digital clock told us it was 5:20 p.m. She sighed. “Two and a half
hours. Pulling a ten hour shift today.”

Riley and Willa exchanged a worried glance.
I watched the two of them have a conservation with their eyes and
wondered what they were discussing.

“I’ll stay,” James
volunteered, obviously understanding the lovebirds’ nonverbal cues.
“Make sure they get back to the Barracks okay.” Despite telling
Honora that he wasn’t hungry, he kept eyeing the cheese
cubes.

“Wait, if you guys don’t
travel alone, how’d you get uptown, Willa?” I asked.

“Granddad’s not feeling so
well, and he’s quite stubborn. I was just trying to take care of
him, and he practically told me to shove off. Paid for a road cab
to bring me out here, door-to-door, to meet up with Riley. Or,
well, rather the lot of you,” she said, blushing. “Just to get me
outta the flat for a bit.”

“Got it,” I said. “But you
two aren’t staying? You just got here.”

“Willa’s got to work and
I’m manning the bar for ol’ Tug tonight. Gotta keep a look out for
my girl here.” Riley unconsciously toyed with the hem of Willa’s
short yellow sundress, which barely skimmed mid-thigh. Her smile
was that of a girl in love and I again wondered how I’d missed it
before.

Riley looked almost normal today. His hair
was in the usual spikes, but the ends were blonde, same as the
roots. His eyes were a soft hazel, identical to Willa’s. Same as
when he’d left the apartment this morning, he was dressed in a
uniform of sorts. Faded black jeans hung low from his narrow hips
and a white polo with Lynn’s Dry Cleaning embroidered over his
heart.

Suddenly, I was struck with
a realization. Not only did all of my new friends appear normal
just then, they all were
normal. They all had real, normal lives. They had
ordinary jobs, struggled to pay the rent and buy food, and took
care of their families when they got sick. All things I’d never
contemplated until now. I’d simply never known anyone like that
before. Being educated by TOXIC, with a guaranteed placement within
their ranks after graduation meant never worrying about the mundane
details of “normal” everyday life. I suddenly felt ridiculously
naïve, juvenile, and more than a little pathetic for feeling sorry
for myself in light of my current financial troubles—I’d spent
three weeks scraping to get by, the four others sitting at the
table had done so for a lot longer than that.

My class had been called up early, going
from students to operative pledges in a matter of days, when Talia
went rogue. Director McDonough had insisted that every available,
capable member of TOXIC was needed if we were to bring her, the
Coalition, and eventually UNITED, to heel. I’d been thrilled. I’d
essentially become a Hunter without having to pass the grueling
Placement Exams—the same exams, strangely, that Talia had been
training me for before she turned traitor.

As a Pledge, just as when I
was a student, my food, wardrobe, and housing were provided for me.
At the time, the dorm rooms, cafeteria fare, and standard issue
workout clothes and combat suits hadn’t seemed like anything
special. After being on this side of the pond for nearly a month
and seeing how rudimentary accommodations could truly be, what I’d
had back in the States was downright luxurious. If TOXIC had won
the war and I’d continued on as a full-fledged operative, I
would’ve received a stipend as well. My basic necessities
and money for frivolous
nonsense like cyber games, nail polish, and nights out in the city
with my friends and teammates would’ve been provided for me in
perpetuity. TOXIC took care of their own.

I’d spent the last several weeks sulking
over the loss of material possessions and luxuries that I’d felt
owed. But even living in the hostel and eating just once a day, I’d
had as much, if not more, than my new friends did. Their everyday
life was a struggle to survive.

I shook my head, mentally chastising myself
for being so damned childish, so selfish, so entitled. I’d been so
miserable without my mother and the girls I considered my sisters,
so despondent wondering if I’d see them again. But besides Willa,
not one of my new friends had so much as mentioned family members,
let alone said anything about ever seeing said family members.

Just how long had Riley, Honora, and James
had been on their own?

Completely unaware of my dark mood,
conversation between the others was light. No talk of Poachers or
the Created. Neither James nor Honora brought up my excellent Helix
skills—even after Riley insisted on playing a round before he and
Willa had to leave.

“Want to give it a go,
Kenly?” he asked, slipping on a headpiece and a pair of gaming
gloves.

I glanced across the table at James to gauge
his reaction. His expression was annoyingly blank.

“Nah. I’m not much of a
gamer,” I said breezily and popped a cheese cube into my
mouth.

“Come off it,” Riley
laughed. “I know your secret.”

The cube lodged in my throat and I had to
work to get it down.

“What secret?” I asked
tightly.

James told me that the entire group knew I
was Created, but no one else had mentioned it before now. I was
surprised that Riley was bringing it up. But I was shocked and
annoyed that he was bringing it up in here, in public. Where others
could overhear. UNITED hadn’t made a secret of the reward they were
offering for information leading to the capture of Created. It was
enough to live comfortably for a lifetime. Enough to assuage the
guilt one might feel over turning me in. Everyone already thought
the Created were bad, dangerous even. And Alana’s little stunt in
New York the previous day surely hadn’t helped popular opinion of
my kind.

Riley pointed to the elbow-length black
gaming gloves lying across my lap.

I blushed. I was an idiot.

Me, hyper-observant-me, had
completely forgotten the gloves were there. God I really am being careless, I
thought. First I let James out-logic me, and now I just wasn’t
paying attention to my surroundings. Get
it together, girl.

“You caught me,” I said
with a forced laugh. “Alright, I’ll play. Prepare to
lose.”

Being too good might draw attention. Being
just good enough to beat Riley, not so much. I hoped.

Riley grinned. “Care to wager?”

“She hasn’t got anything to
wager,” James interjected.

I glared at him and James glared right back.
A dozen unspoken messages passed between us in the ensuing moments.
He raised his eyebrows, reminding me of his earlier lecture about
drawing attention to myself. I widened my eyes and cocked my head
to the side, holding his gaze and asking him to have a little
faith. James became exasperated, rolling his eyes and shaking his
head. I couldn’t contain my annoyance at that point and stubbornly
jutted out my chin and crossed my arms over my chest while I glared
daggers at my volatile new roommate.

“Whatever. Your funeral,
Chief,” James muttered and slouched back in his chair,
irritated.

I hesitated before pulling
on the gaming gloves. I did need to be careful, but that didn’t
mean I couldn’t have a little fun, right? Sure, I’d enjoyed playing
the game alone earlier, but that wasn’t nearly the same as having
some competition. It felt like a lifetime since I’d done something
actually fun. Even
before coming to London. There had been the battle in D.C. Before
that TOXIC was on lockdown, preparing for the war with the
Coalition and UNITED. And before that there had been Placement
Exams to worry about. I couldn’t remember the last time Alana,
Francie, and I had sat around and watched movies on the wallscreen.
Or snuck out of the dorms so Francie and I could climb through the
window of the dining hall and steal ice cream, while Alana made out
with her latest crush. All of a sudden, awash with memories, I
needed this bit of levity.

“House duties,” Riley was
saying smugly.

“Um, what exactly is a
house duty?” I asked, unsure of what he was proposing.

“I do believe you Yanks
call them chores,” Willa supplied with a snicker.

I didn’t like the sound of that. Chores,
like cleaning and stuff, were not concerns I’d had in my former
life. TOXIC paid people to do those types of menial tasks.

“Precisely. Thanks, love,”
Riley said to Willa, before turning back to me. “When I’m done
wiping the floor with you, you’ll do my household chores for the
next two weeks.”

“And when I win?” I
asked.

Riley shrugged, unconcerned. “I suppose I’ll
do yours.”

“I don’t have any,” I
reasoned.

“You’re about
to.”

I laughed. “You’ve got yourself a deal,
Riley.”

“Stupid,” James muttered
under his breath.

I wasn’t entirely sure which of us he was
calling stupid. Me for ignoring his warning or Riley for making a
losing wager.

Riley and I played for an
hour. He was good, like really
good, by far the best opponent I’d faced all day.
Yet he was still no match for me. Even being cautious, taking
longer than necessary to crack the codes at the end of each level,
and purposely making mistakes when my avatar battled his, I was
well on my way to triumph.

Willa and James, unbeknownst to them, made
good distractions, which helped my cause. Willa cheered loudly for
both her boyfriend and me, clapping when one of us did something
impressive and lamenting when our avatars got delayed in quicksand
or lost a finger to a man-eating hibiscus.

James was watching the news on another
holoscreen that he’d pulled up from the table, meant for gaming
from his chair. Even over the sounds of Helix filtering through my
headpiece, I could hear the reporter recounting another incident
involving the Created. This one in Miami, Florida.

At least their choice of
location was sensible, I thought with the
slightest sense of relief. It’s
practically a ghost town down there, casualties are
unlikely.

Within weeks of the Great Contamination,
coastal towns in the U.S. were completely abandoned because of the
tainted water. Fear of residual nuclear contamination still kept
most people far away from the beaches and out of the oceans today,
nearly a century later. Miami Beach was an ideal site for a group
of my schoolmates to experiment with their new abilities. Still,
the fact that the incident had been deemed newsworthy made me
nervous.

I lessened my concentration on Helix, and
focused more on the news report, anxious for the details of the
latest episode.

Please don’t let it be a big deal, please
say it was just a harmless accident.

“The authorities have
mostly pieced together the actual events of today’s tragedy,” a
somber woman’s voice said from James’s holoscreen.

Crap. She said tragedy. That doesn’t bode
well.

“Miami-Dade County Chief of
Police, Shawn Schaffer, had this to say about the
incident.”

After a momentary pause and a bit of
crackling noise, the woman’s voice was replaced by that of a
stern-sounding man. With the whistling of wind in the background,
it was obvious he was still on the scene.

“At approximately 7:15 a.m.
this morning, a 17-year-old Created male, possessing unidentified
powers, caused ocean swells described as exceeding fifty feet in
the waters off of Miami Beach. He then lost control of the waves,
which purportedly continued travelling to the shore as a
tsunami.

“Apparently, quite a large
group of Created were there with him. Reports have come in that the
perpetrators companions attempted to mitigate the damage by using
their own powers. Despite their efforts, the series of waves
continued ashore and flooded downtown Miami, though the damage was
considerably less than that of a typical tsunami.

“Two civilian bystanders
are claiming they were pulled out of harm’s way by the youths. One
woman…,” here there was a pause, followed by the sound of crinkling
paper before he continued, “…one woman claims to have been pulled
above the surface by an unseen force, which then guided her through
the water to safety. We are unable to confirm the claim at this
time. Ten people have, however, been confirmed dead, including
three innocents. We expect that number to double, at a minimum,
once the water recedes. As soon as it is reasonably safe, search
and rescue will enter the area.

“At this time, the male
responsible and two of his cohorts are in police custody. They are
cooperating fully with the investigation. Members of UNITED, the
International Talent Administration, will be arriving shortly, and
charge of those at fault will be turned over to them.”

No, no, no, no, no,
I thought. Shit. This was
way worse than Alana’s stunt in Manhattan. The disaster in
Florida killed people. Including at least seven of them…seven of
us…Why couldn’t my
brethren see that juvenile antics, like creating a tsunami, only
solidified the notion that we, the Created, were
dangerous?

Consumed by the disaster in
Florida, I was no longer paying attention to the game. Even the
small pulses of electricity that came through the gloves as Riley’s
avatar beat the crap out of mine barely registered. I felt sick.
Director McDonough hadn’t gifted us with additional Talents
for this. So that
we could wreak havoc, destroy towns, and take lives. What was wrong
my classmates? Why were none of them thinking straight? James
worried that being too good at a cyber-game was going to draw
attention. Meanwhile, some of the Created were off generating
natural disasters.

As infuriated as I was with whoever was
responsible for the scene in Florida, and heartbroken over those
lost, I still couldn’t help feeling slightly awed. Controlling the
weather was a rare byproduct of strong Mind Manipulation. Only one
person I knew of had that ability, and even she lacked the control
to call the power at will. Talia had once told me that she could
only affect the weather if she experienced incredibly strong
emotions; it wasn’t something she could do on command. Whoever had
created the tsunami in Miami was tremendously powerful. Reckless
and stupid, but powerful. An untrained, unsupervised Talent
experimenting with such a dangerous gift was a threat to us
all.

Maybe not everyone should be Talented.

I shook my head to clear the traitorous
thought before it grew roots. No. That was unfair. One
irresponsible idiot should not ruin the opportunity for the rest of
the world.

No. Everyone deserves to
be Talented.

And I honestly believed that.

Still, this guy had to be a natural-born
Talent, trained at the McDonough School, to have received the
Created gifts. If someone who’d been raised with his Talents and
thoroughly educated to use them was so quick to abuse his new
abilities….

Could those experiencing Talents for the
first time be trusted to act responsibly?

“Yes! Loo duty is all
yours!” Riley abruptly cried, jumping to his feet and doing a
strange little dance with his fingers.

“Huh?” I stared blankly up
at Riley, who was now claiming his prize from Willa in the form of
kiss that lasted so long I blushed and averted my eyes. When they
finally broke apart, Willa’s cheeks were flushed a pretty shade of
pink and her hazel eyes were glassy.

Riley turned to me, “Toilet
duty. It was my turn to clean the loo. Which means it’s now
your turn. I’ll make a
list of your other household responsibilities while I’m at the
Giraffe tonight.”

“I…lost?” My mind was
struggling to comprehend this while still coming to terms with the
tsunami in Miami.

“Riley’s really quite good,
Kenly. Don’t feel bad,” Willa said kindly, unaware of the true
source of my agitation. “And he’s not the most gracious winner. We
need to get going, love.” She swatted her boyfriend playfully on
the arm.

How could they be so nonchalant? Was it
possible they didn’t see the news report?

Riley and Willa said their goodbyes. Willa,
attributing my melancholy mood to losing at Helix, assured me that
I’d wipe the floor with Riley if I practiced. I didn’t bother to
correct her. Only James seemed to understand the real reason I’d
suddenly become quiet.

He confirmed as much as soon as the couple
was gone.

“Did you know
them?”

I said nothing. Neither the police chief nor
the reporter had actually mentioned any names, but I knew the
person responsible for the tsunami. A seventeen-year old Created
would have been in my year at school. He may have been the chubby
boy who sat next to me in Talent History last year, or the freckled
kid who always ate lunch two tables over, or the hot guy who ran
the trails near instructor housing without a shirt. Or any of the
other guys I’d interacted with, learned with, ate with, lived with,
trained with, and grew up with in my eleven years at the McDonough
School. Without a doubt, I knew him.

I also knew something else with absolute
certainty: his loss of control would cost him and the rest of his
friends their lives. More dead Created. We were an endangered
species to start with. Now our numbers were whittling down at an
alarming rate. Just when I thought I couldn’t feel any more alone
in the world….

“You were listening to the
newscast. That’s why Riley beat you.” James spoke with more
compassion than I’d have thought him capable of.

I felt frozen, hollow, unable to look
anywhere except at my hands in my lap. Yet, I wasn’t seeing them.
Fighting hard against the sting of tears behind my eyes, I was
overcome by images of towering waves, flooding, and the feeling of
being swept out to sea. Alone.

Stop it. This is neither the time nor the
place. You need to keep it together.

When I finally met James’s platinum gaze,
his hard features softened.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“If those Created were your
friends. And the ones who died…I’m sorry.” His voice was low,
gentle even.

“Not all of us know each
other,” I snapped, instinctively annoyed by his pity. “TOXIC is a
huge organization you know.”

Real nice, Kenly,
He’s trying to be nice, don’t take out your anger
on him.

Before I could even open my mouth to take it
back, to apologize, his closed-off look returned.

“Was, Kenly,” James said flatly. “TOXIC was a huge organization.”

And the tenderness was gone.

The deaths of my classmates were a knife to
the heart. James’s reminder that TOXIC was no more twisted the
handle, embedding the blade even deeper.
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HONORA’S SHIFT ENDED promptly at eight. The
meat and cheese platter was long gone, so she packed up three
sandwiches for our dinner and we set off for the Slums.

All three of us were vigilant, six eyes
constantly sweeping the train cars, bus seats, and sidewalks for
threats lurking in the shadows. Despite having no formal training
that I was aware of, my new friends reminded me of TOXIC
operatives. There was a rhythm, a pattern to the way they moved and
interacted with each other that only came about after countless
hours of working together as a team. Words weren’t necessary for
communication. It seemed like they always knew what the other was
thinking and reacted accordingly. It made me envious how in tune
they were with one another. It was how I’d always imagined being a
Hunter would be like.

James always ensured his back was to a
corner, allowing him the best vantage point from which to survey
any enclosed space. Even if there were vacant seats on the train
car, neither James nor Honora ever sat. This I understood—the
precious seconds that it took to leap to your feet could mean the
difference between escape and being caught.

What I found amusing, though, was how James
and Honora arranged themselves in relation to me. No matter what, I
always found myself in the middle of our little group. I’d also
noticed it at the Giraffe after the encounter with Jaylen Monroe.
At the time, I’d felt as though the group was trying to box me in
to prevent escape. Now, I realized that wasn’t the case at all.
They were protecting me.

On the Tube, Honora repositioned herself
every time a new rider got on or off so that she was always
standing between me and the shadiest character on the train car. At
one point, when the train made an abrupt stop, a young teenage boy
with blaring headphones stumbled and fell towards me. James
snatched me from harm’s way. His venomous glare nearly reduced the
poor kid to tears.

For the most part, I found
the bodyguard act endearing. After all, how many people would go to
such lengths for a person they only just met? But a part of me also
found the behavior somewhat unnecessary and a tad offensive.
Shouldn’t it be the other way around? I should be protecting
them. I was one who’d
spent most of her life in training. I was the one with
extraordinary abilities, with power way beyond that of even the
strongest natural Talent.

As I considered saying something to them, a
snippet of conversation reached my ears.

“Bessie here swears she’s
one of ‘em,” a rough male voice said.

We were on the E10 hoverbus route, the last
leg of our journey back to the Barracks. With all of the seats
taken, standing commuters were packed in the narrow center aisle
like sardines in a can. James, Honora, and I were strategically
located in the stairwell by the rear doors, prime location for an
easy getaway should the need arise.

I had a wary feeling deep in my gut, and
scanned the area for the speaker.

“She’s got an accent, she
does,” a woman, maybe Bessie herself, confirmed. “Heard her talkin’
to the girl waitress. Definitely a Yank.”

My heart began to pound. The thump-thump
sounded so loud in my ears that I strained to hear the rest of
their conversation.

“What about the two with
her, that bloke and the lass? They Chromes, too?” This voice was
also male but deeper than the first speaker’s.

“Don’t know for sure. But
no God-fearing human would take up with rubbish like that, so I
reckon they must be,” Bessie replied.

They were talking about me,
about us. I was positive. Trying to locate the speakers, I stood on
tiptoes to peer around James, who had me wedged in between him and
the rear exit doors. The bus swerved unexpectedly and I pitched
forward. James’s large hands grabbed hold of my waist to steady me.
At the same time I instinctively grabbed hold of his shoulders,
struggling to regain my balance. Smooth,
Kenly. A small part of me registered the
tingling shiver, followed by a rush of warmth, I felt from his
touch. So not the time for that,
Kenly.

James’s partially amused, partially
exasperated smile quickly fell away when he noticed my eyes darting
around the bus, desperate to see around him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked
quietly.

“Hold on, I’m trying to
listen,” I said.

James pursed his lips and waited, visibly
impatient, for me to elaborate.

There were a mother and
child sitting closest to where we stood. Maid’s uniform. Mid-thirties. Boy is between three and four.
Not them. Next my eyes landed on three
girls standing in the aisle, all clutching a single pole and
giggling as the bus lurched forward. Alone, no men around, at least two of the speakers are male.
Girls are too young anyway. A rider near
the front of the bus bent his head to speak into his companion’s
ear as he rested his palm low on her back. Middle-aged. Business suit. Wedding ring on left hand.
Companion female, roughly same age. No wedding ring. Not his wife.
Not talking to anyone else. Too involved in each other to be the
speakers.

“Should’ve seen the way she
messed about with that game. Wits like a computer that one,” Bessie
said.

“You’ll have to take care
with the bloke, he might be knotty. Bit on the large side,” the
first male voice spoke again.

Half way up the aisle. Group of three. Two
men, one woman. She has limp blonde hair tied back into a ponytail,
slight build, backpack. Late twenties. Men both larger, older.
Mid-thirties at least. One has a shaved head, the other a buzz cut.
All wearing jeans and long sleeve shirts. No visible weapons. Woman
vaguely familiar. Where have I seen her? Techno Hut. Shaved-head
guy just looked over here for the fourth time in twenty
seconds.

“Kenly? You okay?” Honora
asked.

“Don’t look but there are
three people in the middle of the bus talking about us,” I
muttered, trying to keep my voice low.

“What? Where?” And of
course, Honora looked.

James, apparently, did not need to turn
around. “The blonde was at the Techno Hut. She’s been following us
since then. The two men joined her when she boarded the bus.”

“Why didn’t you say
anything?” I hissed, sinking back on my heels to glare at
him.

“Didn’t want to scare you
until I was sure they were actually following us,” James said, no
trace of apology in his voice.

“Yeah, well, they are,” I
shot back. “So…what are we going to do about it? We can’t let them
follow us all the way home. We need to lose them before we get too
much closer.”

“We will,” James said
calmly. “Don’t forget, we’ve,” he gestured between Honora and
himself, “been doing this for years. We know what we’re doing.”

I didn’t like the way he
stressed we,
insinuating that I didn’t know what I was doing.

“Hold on,” James added and
nodded to Honora.

“Hold on for what
exactly?”

Behind me, the bus doors flew open. Wind
whipped my ponytail as the bus continued to race through the air. I
grabbed James’s shirt to keep from being sucked outside. The people
standing around us began to shout.

“Warning! Rear door
malfunction!” came over the PA system.

James spun me around so I was facing the
open doors. Somehow he maintained his hold on my waist so I didn’t
fly out of the bus.

“Jump!” James yelled over
the sound of whooshing air, and catapulted me through the
opening.

The bus wasn’t hovering
very high since the stops were somewhat frequent, so the fall
wasn’t that far.
Four feet, five inches by my calculations. My feet hit the pavement
with a thud. I might have stayed on my feet, too, had Honora not
jumped a second later and used me to break her fall. My knees
smacked the concrete, tiny pebbles and bits of debris scraping
exposed skin through the holes in my jeans. I just managed to get
my hands out in time to prevent my face from meeting the same fate.
James, of course, was all grace and balance as he landed perfectly
on the balls of his feet beside us.

Thankfully, we were in a largely unoccupied
area, and it was the time of night when most people were at home,
either settling in or still getting ready to go out. Had it been
Fleet Street, or even any other time on this street, we would’ve
been quick road kill for sure.

“Sorry,” Honora said as she
rolled off of my back.

A road taxi came barreling down the road,
but gave us a wide breadth, swerving into the empty lanes. A block
away, the bus was descending and pulling to a stop at an
intersection. The front doors banged open and Bessie and her two
companions emerged. Buzz-cut caught sight of us and pointed a large
finger in our direction. All three broke into a run.

“Shit,” James swore.
“They’ve seen us.”

James’s long fingers dug into the sensitive
skin on the inside of my elbow as he pulled me to my feet. I
stumbled to keep pace with his longer strides, trying to extricate
my arm from his grip.

“What did you expect? You
pushed me out of a moving bus! Of course they saw us,” I huffed
irritably.

“They saw us because
someone had to show off
with that damned game,” James shot back.

I blanched. James was
right. The woman, Bessie, had been watching me at the Techno Hut.
She’d seen me “messing about” with Helix and then paid enough
attention to hear my American accent. Crap, crap, crap. What
a stupid mistake.

James pulled me around a corner, onto a
busier street.

“Seriously, let me go!” I
demanded, yanking my arm free.

“Not now, you two!” Honora
scolded. “You can have a proper row about who did what later. Right
now we need to leg it!”

Behind us, our pursuers were causing a great
deal of commotion. They were now shoving through the crowded
sidewalk in a desperate attempt to reach us before we disappeared
into the urban jungle.

The area was unfamiliar and I had no sense
of where we were in relation to the flat. I glanced around at the
landscape, searching for any landmark that I recognized from my
wanderings.

“You guys, they’re gaining
on us. And I’m right knackered” Honora panted. Being a head shorter
than both James and me, and not nearly as athletic, Honora was
struggling to keep pace.

I glanced back. Sure enough our pursuers
were closing the gap. Frantically, I racked my brain for an exit
strategy.

Alleyways? No, they’re too close. They’ll
see us. Hovercab? Maybe. Chances of us getting one to stop before
we’re caught? Fifty percent. Not good enough. Bus stop up ahead.
How long until the next bus comes? Too much left to chance. If I
were alone, I could turn invisible. Try it anyway? Save myself,
leave James and Honora to deal with our foe? Absolutely not. Not an
option. Your fault they’re in this.

“Quick, in there,” James
grunted, pointing towards a door ten feet ahead on the
right.

Nestled inconspicuously between two glass
storefronts, the words Circus of Wonders were stenciled in small
black calligraphy over vibrant purple lacquer. A thick-necked man
in an expensive-cut suit and black sunglasses that hid his eyes
stood with hands clasped behind his back, blocking the
entranceway.

The bouncer glanced up as we approached.
James had his wallet out and was thumbing through the contents. He
handed a wad of crinkled Globes to the bouncer, who pocketed the
money without bothering to count the bills, before pushing the lone
door open and gesturing us inside. I spared one last glance
backwards, just in time to see the female pursuer point in our
direction and stop dead in her tracks.

Um, weird. After all that? After tailing us
for over an hour, chasing us through the streets, they’re not going
to follow us in here? Would Bessie and her pals really give up that
easily?

The heavy door slammed shut with a loud
bang, cutting us off from the outside world.

“What is this place?” I
asked, taking in my new surroundings with wide eyes.

We were standing on a metal balcony four
stories above a large, packed room. At the front of the space
below, tiny acrobats in sequined spandex flew from one end of a
stage to the other, performing gravity-defying feats that made my
jaw drop. A man dressed in gold parachute pants and a matching vest
stood in the very center of the stage, beside a flaming loop. He
placed two fingers into his mouth and blew, generating one short,
ear-piercing whistle. The crowd below parted in response to the
shrill sound, leaving a wide aisle way between the two sides.
Shocked gaps and exclamations of surprise came next, mine included.
The largest lion I’d ever seen, even in pictures, emerged from
behind a curtain at the back of the room. The beautiful beast
tossed his head back and let loose a roar that shook the balcony
beneath my feet, and then charged towards the stage and his
tamer.

“What…Where…How…Is this for
real?” I sputtered in disbelief.

I mean, seriously? A lion. In London. In
close proximity to people? Unheard of. Beasts like the one dazzling
the audience below were rare, having become endangered after the
Great Contamination altered their DNA, making them dangerous and
unpredictable. Few, if any, existed outside of government run
facilities. And yet, here one was, jumping through a freaking
flaming hoop.

“This way,” James said,
ignoring my questions and stunned expression alike.

The metal walkway wound above the entire
perimeter of the large room. Spectators who wished to watch the
show without getting too close to the action were pressed against
the railing, eyes glued to the scene below. No one paid us any
attention as we made our way around the balcony.

While I found the lion and the acrobats
fascinating, Honora and James appeared immune to the awe-inspiring
show. As if lions jumping through fire hoops and people hanging
from the rafters were everyday occurrences for the two of them.
Honora was even relaxed now that our pursuers had given up the
chase. James, on the other hand, was still visibly tense, maybe
even more so than he’d been outside the club. His mood didn’t seem
related to the people who’d been following us. In fact, neither
James nor Honora appeared concerned about the possibility of Bessie
and the others entering the club.

“There’s a back exit
through here,” James said, evidently for my benefit since Honora
seemed acquainted with the layout.

He pointed to a painted black door that was
nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding walls. On a silver
keypad beside the door, James punched in a five digit code from
memory. The door swung open. I looked to Honora for answers, but
she was pointedly avoiding my gaze.

James led the way through a maze of hallways
with bright fluorescent lighting. From behind closed doors I heard
murmured conversations and zippers being pulled as the performers
made quick costume changes. A door near the end of the hallway flew
open and a tall, painfully thin woman dressed like a peacock
emerged. Upon seeing James, her large eyes lit up.

“James! Child, I haven’t
seen you in ages! Where’ve you been keeping yourself?”

I stared, open-mouthed and
wide-eyed at the performer, drinking in every detail of her
elaborate costume with unabashed fascination. On closer inspection,
I realized she wasn’t dressed like a peacock…she
was a peacock. The
beautiful blue and green plumes protruding from her back were
seamlessly attached to her skin. A downy blanket of iridescent
feathers covered her torso, with small patches of gold fabric
strategically placed over her naughty bits. Yet, her facial
features remained human. Her nose was pointier, more beak-like,
than was normal and her eyes were big black orbs that were both
terrifying and mesmerizing. But in general, she did appear
human.

I continued to gape at the
gorgeous half-avian, half-human creature standing before me. Was
she real? The only
time I’d ever seen someone with both animal and human features was
a Morpher, mid-change. Morphers skilled enough at their craft, with
enough power, were able to perform partial shifts where only an
appendage changed. But I’d never heard of Talents able to stay in
an in-between state for more than a couple of minutes. What this
woman was doing, holding a partial change for an extended period of
time, was nothing short of incredible.

“Good to see you, too,
Gina,” James said, offering the half-peacock, half-woman a rare,
genuine smile.

“Who are your mates?” Gina
asked, turning her bird gaze on first Honora and then
me.

“These are my flat-mates,”
James mumbled, purposely not providing our names.

He glanced back up the hallway, towards the
door that we’d come through. Only then did I remember the reason
we’d entered the club in the first place.

“Sorry to cut this short,
but we really must be going,” James added quickly.

“Don’t be a stranger,
James. We miss you,” Gina purred, sounding more feline than avian.
“Nice to meet you, girls,” she added, grinning down at Honora and
me.

I was too dazzled by her appearance, too
awed by the circus we’d stumbled upon, to do more than nod in
response.

Finally finding my voice, I asked, “How do
you know her?” as James hurried us towards a door at the end of the
hallway with a neon EXIT sign overhead.

“Ouch! What the—,” I glared
down at where Honora’s fingers were pinching a small patch of skin
on my forearm. My new roommate shook her head vehemently and mimed
zipping her lips, silently warning me to drop the
inquiry.

Okay…weird. So the
mysterious James just became a little more
interesting, I thought.

James entered another code, different from
the first, into the keypad by the exit door and the three of us
emerged into a dimly lit alley. Two women were sharing a cigarette
off to one side, tendrils of smoke curling from the lit end. Both
wore elaborate makeup and raincoats over spandex costumes that were
identical to the ones the acrobats were wearing on stage. The women
looked startled by our appearance in their smokers’ corner.

“Have you seen anyone
strange back here?” James asked the women.

Considering the alternate reality we’d just
detoured through, I felt that strange was relative.

Both women shook their heads no. The one
currently holding the cigarette stubbed out the remains on the wall
behind her and the pair hurried inside without another word.

Fifteen seconds of tense silence passed. I
closed my eyes, listening for signs that we were not alone in the
alleyway. The shuffling of shoes against pavement. The heavy
breathing of someone whose adrenaline was pumping too fast. The
hint of whispered conversation.

James’s platinum eyes found mine and he
cocked his eyebrows, as if to ask, “Do you hear anything?”

Shaking my head, I held a finger to my lips
in the universal sign for quiet. Then I gestured for James and
Honora to come closer so that I could speak without being
overhead.

“Let me go check it out.
Make sure the coast is clear,” I whispered quietly.

“How?” Honora mouthed,
confused.

I grinned and held my finger up, signaling
for her to wait.

Then, in the blink of an eye, I disappeared
from sight. The task was almost effortless after all the scones I’d
eaten throughout the day. I’d forgotten how much easier using my
Talents was with a full energy supply.

Honora gasped and James shushed her as I
quietly made my way up the alley towards the street at the other
end. Under the cover of invisibility I moved quickly. The soles of
my worn sneakers barely made a sound as I practically glided over
the pavement. Tapping into my Higher Reasoning abilities, I
surveyed every alcove, every crevice where a person could
potentially hide. I sniffed the air for even a hint of some smell
that didn’t belong among the garbage.

“Kenly!” Honora’s warning
came an instant too late.

The whoosh of air in my ear implied that I’d
just been within millimeters of having a horrendous concussion, or
worse, a cracked skull. Instinctively, I ducked, sweeping my right
leg out in a three-hundred-sixty degree circle.

“Oomph,” my attacker
grunted as his feet were yanked from beneath him. He fell
backwards, the steel pipe in his hand clattering to the ground
several feet from where he landed.

I straightened to my full height, alert and
ready for another sneak attack. A girl emerged from a darkened
alcove, swinging her own long, metal pipe like a baseball bat.
Bessie. Because I was still invisible, she was unable to get a fix
on my location. But the way she sliced through the air with her
weapon, like a hunter clearing away brush with a machete, had me
pressed against the wall to avoid contact.

The man on the ground was stirring, blindly
reaching for his own pipe but unlikely to get up anytime soon. I
recognized him as one of Bessie’s companions on the bus. Using my
Telekinesis, I summoned the weapon. It landed in my outstretched
palm as the woman brought her pipe down on my shoulder.

I howled as a jolt of pain reverberated down
my arm and nearly lost my grip on the cylinder. Bessie grinned
triumphantly and raised her weapon, eyes fixed ahead. Clearly she
intended to deliver a second blow in the same spot.

The crash of metal hitting metal rang in my
ears, the sound echoing off the walls, as I parried her blow. I was
having trouble remaining incorporeal between the pain in my
shoulder and focusing on the first real fight I’d been in since
D.C. I began to flicker. Luckily, this seemed to mystify my
opponent instead of helping her. She faltered just long enough for
me to deliver a shot to her stomach.

Points of weakness: throat, ribs, knees.
She’s right-handed. Take out the dominate arm first.

I drew back, readjusting my aim so that on
my next swing the pipe connected with her dominant arm. Her
features contorted in agony and a hiss of pain, followed by a
colorful array of profanity, slipped from between clenched teeth. A
twinge of something akin to guilt tickled my consciousness.

Screw that. It’s her or you. Don’t play
nice.

I hooked my foot around her right ankle and
swept her feet out from under her. She groaned and rolled into the
fetal position, arms thrown protectively over her head. My leg was
back, muscles tensed and ready to plant a sneaker-clad heel right
in the woman’s gut.

Fifty-six percent chance that your last hit
cracked her lower two ribs. She’s temporarily incapacitated. You
aren’t trying to kill her.

You can’t be too careful. Make sure she
stays down.

My conscience warred with my practical side,
the opposing thoughts causing me to hesitate. Why did I care if I
hurt this woman? She was trying to hurt me. She started this fight.
All I was trying to do was finish it. Still, seeing her lying
there, defenseless and injured, I couldn’t find it within myself to
kick her while she was down. Hopefully she’d learned to leave me
alone, that’s all I needed to convey. The flickering stopped, and I
was fully incorporeal again.

The first attacker was struggling to stand.
Three days of scruff covering his chin and neck had made him look
older from a distance. Up close, I realized that the guy with the
buzz-cut was closer to my age than I’d originally thought. He’d
recovered Bessie’s weapon and was swinging the pipe in wild,
sweeping arcs, his eyes wide as saucers. Like a frightened animal,
the attacker spun in a circle, searching for threats. His gaze
landed on James, who’d been creeping up behind the man and was just
about to grab for the pipe.

The attacker let out an inhuman battle cry.
He swung the pipe with enough force that I heard the air swish past
it. James’s reflexes rivaled the best fighters I’d seen at school.
His long fingers caught the pipe within inches of making contact
with the underside of his chin. James’s platinum eyes brightened,
as if something inside of him was coming to life. And something
was, I realized. His Talents.

Electricity crackled and popped in the air
as current flowed from James’s finger tips through the metal and
into the assailant. The man began to convulse, his limbs flailing
like a flag in a tornado. His knees buckled and he dropped the
pipe. Still twitching with aftershocks, he sank to the
grime-covered floor of the alley. The unmistakable stench of urine
assaulted my nostrils. When I looked down I saw a dark stain
covering the front of the attacker’s jeans.

“Did you…. Is he…,” I
fumbled for a tactful way to ask James if he’d just killed another
human being.

James shook his head, eyes trained on the
slumped form at his feet.

“He’ll be fine. I only gave
him a couple of volts. Barely more than your standard issue Taser.
Let’s get going before any others show up.” He looked back, over
his shoulder. “Honora, it’s safe!” he called.

“Do you recognize them?”
Honora asked, trotting up the alleyway to join us.

The man that James had electrocuted was on
his back, eyes staring up at the overcast night sky. Every so often
his body would spasm, his eyelids blinking open and closed over
bloodshot eyes. The muscles around his mouth twitched as his mouth
tried to form words. His companion groaned and made gurgling noises
deep in her throat.

“Yeah, it’s the girl and
one of the guys from the bus,” I answered.

“Right,” she said, with the
shallowest of smiles towards me. “But, I mean, beyond
that…James?”

“No. You?” James asked.
Using the steel toe of his work book, he pushed the man’s shirt up
to expose his stomach. “He’s not marked. No gang
affiliation.”

This seemed like it should have been good
news in my opinion, but both James and Honora appeared bothered by
the man’s lack of ties.

“Not ones I’ve seen before
either,” Honora said.

“There were three of them
earlier. We need to find the third,” I said.

“He’s probably waiting out
front,” James said.

Footsteps sounded at the opposite end of the
alley. All three of us glanced towards the newcomer. He took one
look at his fallen comrades, turned, and ran. I expected one of my
roommates, namely James, to shout and run after our would-be
assailant. But, to my astonishment, no one moved.

Seriously?
I thought. We’re just
going to let him get away? I think not.

Taking matters into my own hands, I reached
for the power coursing through my veins. Letting the energy build
until I could no longer contain it, I then channeled every last
ounce into my telekinetic abilities. I felt alive, giddy, drunk on
my Talents as I unleased the tidal wave of power within me.

From where I stood, it appeared as though a
giant, invisible hand reached down from above and flicked the
attacker from behind. He was launched forward, sailing several feet
through the air, and then crashed back down to earth. After
somersaulting several times, he came to a rest against the brick
wall.

For several long moments all that could be
heard in the stunned silence were the moans and groans of the trio.
To be completely honest, I was a little terrified by my own of
strength. And maybe, just a tiny bit, impressed by it.

When I’d first started working with Talia,
my telekinetic powers had been pretty feeble. Weeks of special
sessions with my former mentor and Donavon had greatly improved my
skills, possibly even enough to make the Hunters. But that level
was infinitesimal compared to what I’d just demonstrated.

Apparently, after being boosted by the
Creation drug, my natural gift for telekinesis had expanded
exponentially. Far, far beyond even my wildest hopes. This was the
first time I’d actually attempted to do anything beyond what I was
capable of before, to try out my new and improved abilities. Making
inanimate objects fly was one thing. Making another person fly?
Yeah…that was new for me.

Feeling emboldened by the vast improvement
in my skill level, I bent over the woman, Bessie, and pulled her up
by her shirt collar.

“Why were you following
us?” I demanded, glaring so hard into her blue-grey eyes that she
seemed paralyzed by the weight of my gaze.

In the distance a siren wailed.

“Leave her. We need to get
out of here,” James said.

The siren grew louder.

“Why? They attacked us.
I want the cops to
come,” I said, indignant.

“No, you don’t,” James shot
back. “Don’t be mental.”

He was right, of course.
Cops were something I needed to avoid at all costs. But these
people had to pay for attacking us. They needed to appreciate that
they couldn’t just go around beating other people with metal
pipes. At least they’ll have bruises and
maybe a broken bone or two to remind them,
I thought sulkily. Just as I was about to concede to James’s
warning, Bessie let her head fall backward and let loose a
cackle.

“That’s just aces you
numpty moppet. You and I both know I’m not the one the bobbies be
wanting, now am I? Me and the Herschel boys, we’re laying here
bleedin’ while your lot are the ones holdin’ the pipes. That’s all
the excuse they’ll be needin’ to haul you off. The more rubbish off
the streets, the better, I say. Only thing better is throwing you
rubbish off the planet.”

“Kenly, come on. Just
ignore her,” Honora pleaded.

Bessie spit a mouthful of blood and saliva
in my direction. Thankfully, between her poor aim and my quick
reflexes, I was able to avoid her spit. I had no desire to catch
the ignorance virus.

Disgusted, I released my hold on Bessie’s
collar. Her skull thudded against the ground. She laughed harder. I
stumbled backwards several steps, wanting to get as far away from
Bessie as possible.

A warm arm slipped around my waist and long
fingers intertwined with mine. His breath was warm on my cheek, his
lips impossibly soft as they barely skimmed my ear when he spoke.
“Let’s go home, Chief,” James said softly.
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THE JOURNEY BACK to the flat was a silent
one. Adrenaline and a healthy dose of curiosity over the Circus of
Wonders and James’s involvement with such a place kept my fear at
bay. My mind whirled like a top, spinning all of the possibilities
around and around until I was only seconds away from blowing a
mental fuse by overloading the circuit.

Had James worked at the Circus of Wonders?
He not only knew his way around, he knew the access codes for the
doors, after all. Or maybe he was a regular patron? I tried to
picture pissed-off James among the crowd surrounding the stage, his
platinum eyes enraptured by fire-leaping lions, twirling acrobats,
and scantily feathered lady peacocks. I lacked the imagination to
conjure such a vision.

More importantly, though, who were Bessie
and her buddies? Why on earth would they chase us? What was their
motivation? Why did they hate us so much? Being scared, I
understood. Non-Talents fearing the Talented because they didn’t
understand our powers was illogical but not abnormal. People
frequently feared what they didn’t understand. But hatred? It
didn’t make sense.

My fault.

The two words were like a broken record
playing in my mind. I hadn’t told James and Honora that I’d
overhead the woman, Bessie, say that she’d guessed we were Talented
because of my superior gaming skills. I also hadn’t admitted that
she overhead me speaking to Honora, picked up on my accent, and
that had been the proverbial nail in the coffin. I would tell them.
Eventually. Maybe. Probably not. It was a sixty-seven percent
chance that James would go on a tirade that started and ended with,
“I told you so,” once he learned the truth.

My new roommates had been cautious prior to
the attack. Now, they were downright spooked. We fled the alley
with impressive speed, running harder and faster than I had since
escaping D.C. Honora was fidgety, constantly tugging the end of her
ponytail and jumping at every sound. James was stone-faced, his
blank expression making it impossible to tell what was going on
inside his head. Both visually swept the spaces around us with a
renewed fervor—Honora’s from apprehension, James’s from a
frightening determination. Every so often he barked orders at
Honora and me, which we followed without question. When I wanted to
protest, offering an alternative route that would be faster, I held
my tongue. Even when he hauled us onto another hoverbus. It didn’t
seem like the best idea, considering I’d already been thrown out of
one today, but I trudged aboard obediently.

My fault. My fault. My fault.

When we finally got back to the Barracks,
the tension didn’t dissipate at all. Dinner was an edgy and
pointless affair. Neither of my roommates wanted to discuss the
attack, despite my repeated attempts to broach the subject. James
was back to being the brooding, borderline rude, guy I’d met the
previous day. The small comfort he’d offered by holding my hand in
the alleyway was long gone. When I started to ask a question, he
would cut me off or change the subject. Honora wasn’t much better.
She wasn’t mean or impolite, she just made it crystal clear that
she didn’t want to rehash the evening. The only thing I got out of
her about it was, “All’s well that ends well.”

Following dinner, Honora pled exhaustion and
plodded off to our bedroom. James sat on the futon, scrutinizing
the ceiling as if the cracked plaster held the meaning of life.
Watching him watch a rusty-colored water stain grow larger bit by
microscopic bit wasn’t my idea of a good time. James wouldn’t tear
his eyes away to look at me, let alone speak to me. Whenever I
opened my mouth his lips twitched, like he was struggling to hold
in words that he was aching to say to me.

After waiting expectantly for several
prolonged minutes, I simply gave up and gave in. I followed Honora
and figured a long night’s sleep wouldn’t hurt me.

Honora stripped down to her underwear and
crawled into the bottom bunk, muttering, “Night,” as an
afterthought.

I changed into the same
pajamas I’d worn the night before—were there laundry facilities
here?—and climbed into my own bunk. Before my butt had found a
comfortable spot on the lumpy mattress, Honora’s breathing became
shallow and even. Lucky
girl, I thought.

Our run-in with the trio of thugs behind the
Circus of Wonders and subsequent escape from authorities had left
me wide awake. I rolled to my side and curled into the fetal
position, finding it slightly more comfortable than lying flat on
my back.

The wall next to the bunk beds was
cinderblock painted a pale mint color. It reminded me of milky
green tea. In some spots, the paint had faded to a dull, sickly
yellow. I wondered what previously hung over the non-faded areas.
Whose posters or pictures had preserved the wall underneath,
protecting it from the harsh overhead lighting? Some other homeless
Talent whom Honora and the boys had taken in? A past resident? A
soldier from the time of the Great Contamination?

I considered browsing the news on my
communicator. But after the earlier report about the mini-tsunami
in Miami, I decided ignorance was bliss. For tonight anyway.
Instead of the news, I concentrated on relaxing, giving myself over
to my Talents.

It took more time and energy than it should
have. Sweat beaded across my upper lip and my vision crossed.
Falling. It felt like falling. My legs were leaden, while my head
was light as a cloud. The two halves of my body were at odds, each
pulling me in a different direction until I thought I was going to
rip in half at the waist.

The pain was excruciating. I stuffed a fist
in my mouth to keep from crying out, and just when I was sure I
couldn’t stand it an instant longer, the pain abated. My entire
body, from hair follicles to toenails, went numb. I no longer
felt…anything.

Without understanding how, I knew it had
worked. Like last time, my mind had transcended time, while my body
had remained in the present. Or was it the past? Very
confusing.

It was like opening my eyes, but I had no
eyes to open. Maybe more like opening my awareness? Whatever the
case, when I looked around, I didn’t see cinder block walls or over
spilling shelves just inches away. I saw a girl. She was sitting in
a window seat, knees tucked to her chest, head turned to look out
the window. Sunlight threaded warm highlights through her light
brown hair, which fell in a curtain over her bare legs.

 


The door to the room opened. The girl didn’t
look up, but I did. Libby Monroe, in all her haughty glory, stood
framed in the doorway. Rays of late afternoon sun streamed in
through the window, wrapping Libby in a soft golden glow, enhancing
her beauty, and giving her an angelic appearance that she didn’t
deserve.

“I’m rather short on
patience today,” she snapped as the door banged shut behind her. A
bolt slammed into place, yet Libby never took her hands off of her
slim hips. Belatedly, I realized that Vision-Kenly and Libby were
locked in a room together, alone. This couldn’t be good. “Your
boyfriend has all but cracked. Don’t be daft, Kenly. Save yourself.
This is your final opportunity.”

Boyfriend? Who was she talking about?

“Leave him out of this,”
Vision-Kenly mumbled. Whether out of defiance or something less
noble, she didn’t bother turning to face Libby when she
spoke.

The golden-haired girl crowed like a
deranged witch. If I’d had a body, I definitely would’ve flinched.
Vision-Kenly didn’t so much as twitch a muscle.

“The mind is a terribly
fascinating place. It has loads of hidey holes and secret
corridors. So many areas to explore. And you could say that I have
a knack for locks—I’ve yet to meet one that can keep me out.”
Libby’s full lips turned down in a pout that men probably found
irresistible. To me, and probably to most women, it was nauseating.
“The difficulty is, once I break a lock, it never seems to work
again. Ever. So very frustrating.”

Vision-Kenly didn’t react. Maybe she was
used to Libby’s odd ranting, but I wanted to demand the girl stop
talking in riddles.

“There’s nothing to find.
James doesn’t know anything.” Vision-Kenly finally turned, sable
eyes blazing as she matched Libby’s bitchy look. Pride swelled up
inside me. She—I? Was I giving myself kudos?—had a steel backbone.
“And if you’re so damn confident in your abilities, just take the
information from my head. Leave. James. Alone.”

Vision-Kenly was pale and too thin, but
appeared otherwise unharmed. No scratches or cuts or other telltale
signs of abuse or torture. That was a relief. She also wasn’t sick,
like she’d been in the last Vision. Interesting.

Some of Libby’s bravado waivered. I had no
inkling whether Vision-Kenly understood why. But I did. Libby
Monroe was a Telepath, probably a full-fledged Manipulator even.
But she couldn’t read my mind, at least not entirely.

Those sessions with Donavon
and his mother, learning to block mental invasions, must’ve been
paying off, I thought.

Libby seemed to brush it off, her smile
falling easily back into place.

“No. That’s not how this
works, Kenly. The deal, the one you agreed to, was that you would
aid us. My father made you a very generous, very gracious proposal.
One which you readily consented to, if you’ll recall. So far, you
have not provided us with any suitable information, nor have you
assisted in any acquisitions. Still, we have looked after you—fed
you, clothed you, and protected you. Presently, all that remains is
for you to reciprocate.” Libby’s grin widened at Vision-Kenly’s
bored expression. Apparently she wasn’t feeling a hint of
frustration, nor was she giving up.

“Well alright then. I
suppose you need some incentivizing, something to convince you to
rally round. You bloody Americans, you never feel the sense of duty
quite like us Brits. No worry, though, I have just the thing. A
reminder of how much worse your life will be if you don’t start
cooperating.” Libby’s words were all the more chilling because of
her playful tone. Like she was talking to a disobedient puppy who
just needed to accept they weren’t in charge.

Vision-Kenly may’ve been continuing her
uninterested act, but I could see the very slightest beginning of
panic creeping up in her eyes.

With just a glance from Libby, the
wallscreen in the corner of the bedroom sprang to life. A male
reporter stood in the middle of a mob, in what appeared to be an
active war zone. A group of men with bats, pipes, brooms, and even
one with a gardening rake, stood in a circle behind the reporter,
slamming their makeshift weapons over and over again into something
crumpled by their feet. Shots rang out in the distance, causing the
reporter to throw his hands over his head and mutter an oath. When
the shots weren’t repeated, the man straightened and began rapidly
patting his chest and back, searching for damage. Finding no gaping
bullet wounds, he let out a deep breath and began his report again,
speaking so fast that his words ran together at times.

“This is Douglass Atley
from BBC, reporting from Anabel’s Pier. It is here that Chromes
have been queuing up in scores for passage to the Isle of Exile,
ever since Wednesday’s shocking conclusion to the weeklong summit
on the Coexistence Treaty. Despite having two more days before the
grace period expires, violence here has reached extraordinary
levels. Scotland Yard has pulled the perimeter they set for
shielding the Chromes from human attacks, citing the safety of
their officers. There have been—Ahhhh!” the reporter screamed as a
teenage girl caught him around the waist, burying her head in his
stomach and using him as a shield from the mob of bat-wielding
crazies.

“S’il vous plait! Aidez
moi, s’il vous plait! Aidez moi! S’il vous plait, monsieur!” she
begged, in what I thought was French.

The girl’s yellow tee shirt was torn down
the center of her back, the two halves flapping like bird’s wings
in the breeze coming off of the water. At first glance her hair
appeared to be a dye job like many unusual ones you’d see in
D.C.—cherry red at the roots with ginger ends. And it was slick
from sweat, or maybe the constant rain in England. Squinting for a
better look, I was horrified to realize that the cherry red color
was blood from a scalp wound.

Disgust and terror mingled in the reporter’s
expression. He began swatting at the girl as if she was a pesky
insect.

“’Elp us, please, please,
please, please,” she sobbed, the words barely distinguishable
through her tears and accent.

“You bastard!” I tried to
scream at the reporter. But in the Vision I had no body, no lungs,
no vocal chords, no lips.

“Turn it off,”
Vision-Kenly said, tone flat.

I was not the type of girl who spent a lot
of time in front the mirror. Make-up was an accessory I usually
went without. So, while I was fairly adept at reading the facial
expressions of others and their non-verbal cues, my own were a
mystery to me. Vision-Kenly wore a neutral face, devoid of any and
all emotion. No stress lines. No jaw tightening. Not even an
involuntary tick or twitch to show her outrage at the news report,
suggesting that this was not the first time she’d seen such
brutality. But I couldn’t imagine ever feeling disaffected by such
a scene. I prayed I never would be. Aching at the thought, I hoped
that I was just that adept at concealing my thoughts and
feelings.

“Not quite yet,” Libby
said, smug smile firmly in place. “Just one more, tiny bit for you
to see. This part coming up, it’s my favorite.”

Mentally, I shuddered.

The wallscreen switched to another
channel.

A boy with tousled dark blonde hair came
into view. He wore loose-fitting gray track pants, knotted at the
waist with a thick drawstring, and no shirt. He stood in the middle
of a raised, circular platform approximately three feet in diameter
and six inches off the ground. There were no chains holding him in
place, yet he was perfectly still. Except for his eyes. Those
bottomless platinum eyes churned with loathing as he stared into
the camera.

Like Vision-Kenly, James appeared physically
unmarred. The only indication that he might not be well was the
light sheen of sweat glistening on his smooth bare skin. Still, I
breathed a mental sigh of relief at his lack of physical
injuries.

It’s okay, Kenly, this could be worse. He
could be covered in whip marks, or nursing broken bones.

Without warning, James’s face contorted in
agony. His eyelids slammed shut and his entire body clenched, his
shoulders thrown back. His lips parted in a silent scream. James
started to bend forward at the waist, but only managed to move
several inches before his spine snapped straight again, as if
pulled by an invisible string.

“I said, turn it off,”
Vision-Kenly growled in a guttural tone that was more animal than
human.

The wallscreen went black, smoke curling in
lazy spirals from the back of it.

“Hey!” Libby exclaimed,
the surprise obvious on her perfect face. “You’ve fouled up the
show! This is a first-rate mess you’ve made, I’m going to have to
start all over again! And the poor lad is going to have to do it
all over again, just because you made a mess of my hard
work.”

She whirled from the screen to face
Vision-Kenly, annoyed that her demonstration had been botched. Her
eyes widened and a big smile replaced her scowl. It was clear that
the video of James had upset the girl sitting in the window seat.
Which had been Libby Monroe’s intention all along.

“So, Kenly,” she said
brightly, as if they were best friends deciding where to go on
holiday. “Are you ready to set out on an acquisition? Better yet,
how about we begin with the intelligence you promised to Father?
He’ll be so pleased.”

Vision-Kenly fumed.

“I’ve told you everything
I know about him. I cannot tell you what I don’t know. Let James
go, and I will—”

I never found out what bargain Vision-Kenly
was willing to make in exchange for James’s freedom. A door slammed
in the living room of the Barracks and I was yanked violently
backwards, careening through darkness and swiftly swirling up the
metaphorical staircase in reverse.

“Shit,” I muttered, the
dingy bedroom in London materializing around me.

A second later I heard Willa loudly whisper,
“Ri! Shhhh! You’ll wake the dead.”

I was going to take a wild
guess and say that, judging by her perception of quiet, Willa was
drunk. I considered getting up and going to talk to them, telling
them about the attack behind the Circus of Wonders. That idea was quickly quashed.

Sloppy kissing noises were unmistakably
coming from the other side of the wall. The entire room shook as
something, or more likely someone, slammed into the wall. I pulled
the pillow over my head and groaned. Evidently James was in for
another night on the futon.
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HOURS SEEMED TO pass as I continued to toss
and turn in my bed. The sexual symphony occurring in the next room
made both sleep and concentration impossible. I couldn’t even focus
well enough to replay the Vision, to analyze the details as a
distraction from my flat-mates’ nocturnal escapades.

I was torn between
jealously and annoyance. Not
that I wanted to be with Riley. But that the two
of them had each other. And that they were able to enjoy
themselves, unconcerned with the goings on of the outside world. It
was enviable.

I wanted an escape. Even if just for a day,
or an hour, or half an hour—hell, I’d take ten minutes—of
mind-numbing relief from reality. That’s what I was going for
earlier, why I’d focused and struggled to bring on a Vision. I just
wanted to experience something other than right now, to see
something that would confirm that this part of my life wouldn’t
last forever.

Because it wouldn’t, right? It couldn’t.
Though I’d hoped it would provide me with that relief, instead the
Vision left me shaky and even more unsettled than before.

Why would James and I be with the Monroes in
the future? Did we go them voluntarily? What did I agree to help
them with? What sort of information did they want from me, and why
would they think I possessed it in the first place? I knew nothing
about what was going on anymore, had nothing to do with it all. Who
was the ‘him’ I’d referred to? And what was the ‘shocking
conclusion’ to the global summit on the Coexistence Treaty?

Unfortunately, judging by the news report
I’d seen, I was ninety-eight percent certain that I knew the answer
to the last one. As terrifying as it was to even consider, sometime
in the not-so-distant future, the Treaty was going to be
overturned. Which would absolutely be shocking. It would be
devastating to every Talent on the planet. And now there was no
TOXIC to protect us.

The little I remembered about the Treaty
itself came from my Talent History class. Unlike Alana, who’d used
the period to catch up on her beauty sleep, I was fascinated by the
subject matter; it was the only non-crypto class I ever received an
Exemplary mark in.

The Coexistence Treaty was created twenty
years after the Great Contamination, just after the first
generation of Talents reached the age of majority. TOXIC had yet to
become the powerful organization it was destined to become, and
even UNITED was still in its infancy. With no laws and no protector
fighting for Talent rights, my predecessors suffered horrific abuse
at the hands of their fellow man. They were routinely attacked by
lynch mobs, unfairly imprisoned for alleged crimes that had never
transpired, locked away in sanitariums for believing they had
powers, and captured by scientists to study without permission or
consent.

The newly-formed UNITED was
gaining traction in the world arena. They urged national
governments to pass laws declaring that the Talented were equal
citizens with all the rights, privileges, and liberties of the
non-Talented. Few countries had readily complied. With the divide
between Talents and non-Talents—or Talents and humans, as the ignorant liked to say,
as if Talents were not humans—growing larger with every passing
day, UNITED realized that more drastic measures were
necessary.

Enter The Coexistence
Treaty. UNITED drew up the Treaty and presented the document to the
Joint Nations at a global summit, in an effort to force peace
between the warring factions. The Joint Nations was comprised of
one representative from most developed countries in the world. By
entering the union, the nation agreed to abide by
all laws passed through a
majority vote. According to the history books, the Treaty was
ratified by just a single ballot. With a large number of members
doing so reluctantly, all of the Joint Nations member countries
granted Talents equal rights with the hope that our world would
once again know peace.

For all intents and purposes, the Treaty was
considered by many to vastly improve the lives of the Talented the
world over. However, after living in London for these past weeks, I
was starting to realize just how thin the layer of protection it
provided really was. England was considered second only to the U.S.
in its fair treatment of the Talented. Yet, here we were
second-class citizens. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it must be
like for Talents living in even less tolerant countries.

For over three weeks, I’d been brooding
about how unfair my life had become since UNITED’s mandate that all
Created be contained. I’d been running and hiding for just under a
month. Less than thirty days. And I was livid, heartbroken,
outraged, and full of self-pity. Talents in other countries had
probably been facing far worse every single day of their entire
lives.

I suddenly felt extremely selfish.

Why was life so unfair?

Too agitated to lay still any longer, I
finally gave up on the pretense of sleep in favor of burning off my
excess energy by pacing the small living room until I wore a hole
in the carpet.

As predicted, James had been displaced to
the futon for the night. He was lying on his stomach, propped up on
his elbows with his comm unit in his hands.

“Hey,” I said softly as I
slipped from my bedroom.

James dropped the comm, clearly startled by
my voice.

“Sorry,” I said quietly.
Though I still had some lingering annoyance with James over the way
he’d been acting since the attack, seeing him being tortured in my
Vision had softened my irritation.

“Trouble sleeping again?”
James asked, pushing himself up to a sitting position. The lack of
a shirt had me staring at his biceps, and the way his stomach
muscles rippled when he readjusted.

He’s still an ass, remember that. Just
because he looks good without a shirt doesn’t give him a free
pass.

“Well, yeah. I mean, it’s
not like psychos wielding pipes attack me on a daily basis,” I
tried to joke, still torn between aggravation over his reluctance
to discuss the attack and gratitude for the small kindness he’d
showed me in the alleyway.

Not to mention I just witnessed a future
where you and I are the Monroe’s prisoners and the Treaty that
supposedly ensures our peaceful existence alongside normal humans
is defunct.

I didn’t even know who or what I considered
the biggest threat to my freedom anymore. Who I should be hiding
from, and who I should run to for asylum.

“Welcome to the Slums,”
James said, voice devoid of inflection.

“Who were those people,
James?” I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to give him my
best you-better-tell-the-truth-or-else stare. Unfortunately, I was
mentally and emotionally exhausted, so it lacked any real
punch.

James shrugged unconcernedly, making it
blatantly obvious that he didn’t find me intimidating.

Note to self, work on intimidation
glare.

“I told you, didn’t
recognize them,” he said.

“I know. But you and Honora
were clearly bothered that they weren’t in a gang. Which, to me,
seems like good news. Like maybe their comrades won’t be coming
after us,” I said, gently pressing the issue. “So what does it
mean? Are they Poachers?”

“Not that I could tell.”
James shook his head. Scooting to the left, he made room for me on
the futon. When I didn’t immediately sit, he gestured to the space
he’d made. “Come have a sit?”

I considered leaving my feet firmly rooted
to the sagging floorboards. Except, it was a nice gesture, and nice
gestures were in short supply these days. I sighed and trudged
across the room to join him.

Dust rose from the cushions as I flopped
down. With my feet up on the futon and my arms curled around my
shins, I rested my head on my knees, facing him.

“Tell me what’s going on,”
I said again, this time less demanding and more imploring. “Was
tonight a normal occurrence? Are you often chased by random
strangers on your way home from work?”

James turned to face me, leaning his elbow
on the back of the futon and his head in his hand. Sighing, he ran
his fingers through his messy hair before using the hand to prop
himself up again. The effect was adorable. Bed-head worked for
him.

Focus. Stop staring at your hot new
roommate. Scratch that. Roommate. Just roommate. Not a hot
roommate.

“It isn’t uncommon,
exactly,” James admitted. “That’s why we’re always so bloody
cautious. And that’s why I was fuming that you’d been playing that
damn game. You’re supposed to be smart, and instead you were being
so mental. People are always watching, Kenly.”

His British-isms aside, he’s obviously
right. But how was I supposed to know that people here are
crazy?

There was no point in defending myself; I
already knew the attack was my fault. He’d been absolutely dead-on
while we were at the Techno Hut, when he’d predicted what could
happen if I continued to draw attention to myself.

“Lately, the attacks have
become more prevalent,” James continued. “Between the Treaty coming
up for renewal and the Created running amok, being total arses,
people are petrified. The Poachers are something I’ve endured my
whole life. And I’ve become accustomed to the gangs, too, since
moving to the Slums. But those people tonight? They were just
common citizens. I’ve heard rumors of chance attacks like this,
but...” James trailed off and shook his head.

Clearly he was having trouble believing that
completely random attacks were really happening, even though he’d
been the victim of one just hours before. He continued on with his
next thought, not bothering to finish the last one.

“I mean…look, it’s easy to
look after yourself when you know who and what are after you. You
know, the telltale signs of trouble. But having to be bothered
about every person you pass on the street, anyone sitting next to
you on the Tube. Who stands behind you in the queue…. It’s enough
to drive a bloke mad.”

I absorbed his words, the weight of the
implications a crushing force that made breathing difficult and
panic set in anew. Sitting upright suddenly felt like too much
work; I curled up to rest my head against the back cushion while
still facing James.

“I know the feeling,” I
mumbled.

“I’m sorry,” we both said,
in unison. Locking eyes, we both smiled, easing some of the tension
in the room.

“What do
you have to be sorry
for?” James asked. “You kicked considerable ass
tonight.”

He playfully nudged my knee with his own.
The brief contact made me feel warm all over, thawing what remained
of my frosty attitude towards James.

Yep, that’s why people
find you so menacing, Kenly, I
thought. You’re so unaffected.

Despite the surge in my
mood, there was something I had to do. Something I had to say.
Before I lost the nerve. Because I really needed to tell him. I owed him
that much.

“You were right about that
woman, Bessie—she noticed us because of me. I heard her say as much
to one of the guys with her,” I said quietly, staring at my hands
to avoid making eye contact. “And you were right. I should have
known better. I do know better. It’s just that I…,” I trailed off, unable to give
voice to the reason I’d let my guard slip. How could I admit to
James that I’d put us all at risk for a little bit of fun? A little
break from reality? From constantly feeling terrified. He wouldn’t
understand.

“You have every right to be
mad at me” I rushed on. “I put you guys in jeopardy. You were nice
enough to give me a place to stay, and to watch out for me, and I
repaid you by putting you and Honora—all of you, really—in danger.
I’m genuinely sorry. If you want to talk to the others about it,
and you all want me to leave, I’ll understand. It’s enough of a
risk just having me here, you definitely don’t need to help someone
making stupid mistakes.”

After several seconds of silence, I chanced
a glance at James, prematurely cringing as I imagined the
hate-filled expression I’d surely find on his face. Instead,
James’s cheeks had turned pink. With his tanned skin, the hint of
embarrassment was barely visible.

“I’m not mad at you, Kenly.
Honestly, I was distressed when I saw you playing Helix. But I
reacted excessively—”

I cut him off. “Obviously not. We were
followed.”

“True. But I’m accountable
for us being attacked.” The admission seemed to physically pain
James. When I placed my hand on his forearm, he winced as if I’d
shocked him. Embarrassed by his reaction to my touch, I quickly
pulled my hand back, playing with a loose thread on my shorts to
keep my fingers occupied.

“That’s not true. I
should’ve noticed her sooner,” I said. “That’s sort of my thing,
you know. Cataloguing details, processing information, computing
outcomes, etcetera, etcetera.”

“And if I’d told you
immediately that we were being followed, you could have done that.
I’m not exactly keen to depend on someone else for assistance, but
that doesn’t change the fact that you needed help, too. This is my
home turf, my territory. You’re new here and cannot be expected to
appreciate that life for us Chromes is very different, like chalk
and cheese. I caught her watching us at the Techno Hut. She was
alone then, so I didn’t think much of it. Didn’t have the gang look
about her, either, too clean-cut. And I knew she wasn’t a Poacher.”
James blew out a frustrated breath. “I messed up.”

“We can play the blame game
all night. How about we compromise, okay? We both should’ve done
things differently. But we survived. Let’s just learn from it and
move forward. I’m sorry for not thinking things through. We won’t
make the same mistakes in the future,” I said, tripping over the
word ‘future’.

Thankfully, James was absorbed with his
self-admonishment, and didn’t seem to notice the gaffe.

“You’re absolutely right.
I’m sorry, too. Next time I’ll let you in on it and ask for help,”
he said, obviously still beating himself up about the way he’d
handled the situation.

I was starting to realize that I’d seriously
misjudged James. His quick-to-apologize nature was new for me. Had
he been one of my male friends from school, I’d have needed to beat
the apology out of him.

It was comfortably quiet for a few moments,
both of us lost in our respective thoughts.

“So, you really aren’t mad
at me?” I asked suddenly, breaking the silence. It wasn’t until
just then that I realized how worried I’d been about
that.

“No, not at
all.”

I gave him a pointed look.

James grinned impishly.

“Alright, yes, I was upset
with you earlier. Naïve is the wrong word, but I do think you
underestimate how much normal humans detest us Chromes. I realize
that you know just what it’s like to be hunted down. Just bear in
mind, UNITED isn’t your worst adversary. There’s a breadth of
wicked people in the world, most who have far worse plans for you
than containment. Promise me that you’ll be more wary? Occasions
such as tonight are going to become common soon enough.”

This time it was James who reached for me
without thinking, placing his hand over mine, where it lay on my
knee. Callouses dotted his palm, likely from the manual labor he
did at the repair job. Surprisingly, the roughness of his skin
didn’t bother me. It was reassuring, comforting even. He squeezed
lightly.

“You mean if the Treaty is
overturned?” I asked, focusing on the conversation and not his
meaningless gesture.

“Yeah. Adherence is pretty
lax to begin with. But it’s all that keeps more citizens from
having a go at us, like the incident tonight. If our kind lose that
small bit of defense…,” James shrugged. “I don’t want to consider
what will come of us.”

Unfortunately, I
knew what would come of
us. I didn’t want to think about it either.

Bedlam, the reporter had called it. Such a
weird word.

I briefly considered telling James about my
Vision, what our futures held. But I honestly couldn’t think of a
reason why I should, other than sharing the burden of the knowledge
with someone else, to make the load I bore a little easier to
carry. It wouldn’t do him any good, there was nothing he could do
to stop the future from happening. Even if I could convince James
and the others to run away, go into hiding in some remote corner of
the world, we didn’t have the means to make it very far. And where
would we go? Even those allusive remote locations wouldn’t be safe
forever. We’d just be prolonging the inevitable. The best we could
do was to be extra vigilant, and watch out for each other. Since
we’d already be doing that, I couldn’t justify sharing the future
I’d seen in my Vision with him.

Besides, I wanted to know
about James’s involvement with the Circus of Wonders. My new friends had a lot of secrets. Sure, this being
only our second day together, I shouldn’t have expected full
disclosure. And yet, I found that not knowing potentially vital
information about my new roommates’ pasts was kind of
irritating.

After all, they knew the
highlights of mine. I’d been educated at the McDonough School,
well-trained, given the Creation drug, fought for the losing side
in a war, and fled to England as a result. All of the bullet points
were covered. It would be incredibly helpful if they’d all just
hand over dossiers, so I could get up to speed. Short of that, I’d
be in the dark about a lot.

Just ask him. What’s the worst that can
happen? He’ll get annoyed? Think you’re meddlesome and intrusive?
That’s about the extent possible. And he’s frequently annoyed with
you anyhow. He’s not going to demand you leave. Beneath that tough
exterior, he cares about other Talents. Especially after the attack
earlier, he wouldn’t put you in more danger by kicking you out and
leaving you to fend for yourself. There’s a thirty-eight percent
chance he’ll clam up. Forty-six percent chance he’ll tell you to
shove off. Fourteen percent chance he’ll do both. Two percent
chance he’ll take more drastic measures.

“Can I ask you a question?”
I blurted, before I lost my nerve.

I studied James out of the corner of my eye
to gauge his reaction. If he became too tense, I’d ask something
more benign, like how long he’d known Riley and the girls. If he
seemed cautious but receptive, I’d plunge ahead. If he flat out
denied my request, I’d drop the subject for now and revisit it at a
later date.

A wary expression overtook the slightly
distraught, slightly pissed-off look James had worn while talking
about the Treaty.

“Fire off.”

That was an invitation to be nosy,
right?

“That place, the Circus of
Wonders, did you work there or something?”

In an instant, fury flashed in James’s hard
eyes, turning them from a bright, shiny silver to a foreboding
storm cloud gray. Quickly, I opened my mouth to recant. That was a
miscalculation. Evidently he didn’t want to talk about his past—a
sentiment that I could appreciate. But while my own past wasn’t a
topic I welcomed either, I also never responded with absolute rage.
The animosity rolling off of him was intense and disconcerting.

“Never mind,” I mumbled,
standing and heading for the door to my bedroom as fast as my bare
feet would carry me.

“Or something,” James
called after me. “The answer to your question is, ‘Or
something.’”

I stopped, fingers twisting the cool metal
of the doorknob.

“The time I spent at the
Circus of Wonders was not pleasant. If it’s all the same to you,
I’d really prefer to leave it at that.”

“Of course. I understand.”
I said, intentionally keeping my back to James. I couldn’t bear to
see his angry tone reflected in his piercing gaze and directed at
me. “’Night,” I quietly muttered.

As I eased the bedroom shut behind me, I
heard James call out to me softly. “Thank you, Kenly.
Goodnight.”
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IN THE DAYS that followed, I helped out
around the flat. My initial plan to tidy the space and clean up
became an exhaustive undertaking—washing baseboards, sanitizing
cabinets, even bleaching the bathroom. The place hadn’t been
meticulously scrubbed in a very long time, possibly ever. As I
tried to erase the years of built-up grime stuck in the caulking
between shower tiles, I gained a new respect for the maids at
school. This type of manual labor was both grueling and disgusting.
And I definitely didn’t have the stomach for it. The clumps of wet
hair clogging the shower drain, along with whatever that slimy gunk
was that bound the strands together, sent me to my knees in front
of the toilet, praying to the porcelain gods. Not to mention the
suspicious globs of dried goo stuck to the shower curtain that I
had to use a kitchen knife to pry loose.

The entire endeavor was nothing short of
revolting. Before the humbling experience, I’d been happily unaware
of my stomach-turning aversion to other people’s germs. Once I was
elbow-deep in them, swathed in the repulsive filth covering the
apartment, I desired nothing more than to bathe in anti-bacterial
solution.

But I wanted to earn my keep. Since I was
the only one without a job or income, and the group was providing
the roof over my head, I had to make up for it somehow.

On the days that Honora worked at the Techno
Hut, I insisted on accompanying her. Ostensibly it was for her
protection. But it also provided me with peace of mind. To be
honest, I was somewhat scared of being alone in the apartment.
Scared of being alone at all. Not that I ever would have admitted
the fear to anyone. But the attack and my subsequent conversation
with James had opened my eyes to the cornucopia of hazards that
waited in the outside world. UNITED was still public enemy number
one in my opinion, but at least I knew their intentions with
regards to me. Sure, being locked up wouldn’t be a picnic, but it
was a far cry from being beaten, tortured, or forced into
involuntary servitude.

Unfortunately, Poachers,
gangs, and vigilantes presented unquantifiable dangers. And
that so did not
work for me. My mind didn’t function that way. Since the very first
beginner class on using Higher Reasoning Talents, during my second
year at McDonough, I’d calculated everything. Every step was
premeditated and strategic, every option evaluated and considered,
every decision deliberately made based on odds and computations.
Because of this, the incalculable threats made me incredibly
uneasy. I couldn’t prepare, couldn’t plan. Being unable to control
situations and protect myself, because of unknown variables and
unpredictable actions, terrified me more than actually being
caught.

Fortunately, Honora was relieved, grateful
even, to have me with her on the long trek to and from the Techno
Hut. And so I masked my fear and anxiety in legitimate concern for
her and her safety. After witnessing my combat skills and adept use
of my Talents, her perception of me had changed significantly.
Instead of protecting me when we were out in public, she looked to
me for protection. The role was one I happily accepted.

Still, James or Riley always escorted us to
and from the Techno Hut, even if it meant being late to their own
jobs. Despite James’s claim that the attack behind the Circus of
Wonders was not completely novel or unexpected, it clearly changed
things for my new roommates. Every effort was made to ensure no one
ever wandered the streets alone, even during the daytime. On nights
when Willa worked until closing at the Giraffe but wanted to stay
at the Barracks—which was more often than not—I’d set an alarm for
two a.m. and join Riley or James in collecting her from the
bar.

On the days I spent hanging out at the
Techno Hut, I would peruse the news while Honora earned tips.
Helix’s sound effects and theme music called to me like a siren,
but I didn’t give in to the pull. When I played it before, I’d been
extremely lucky that only one person had noticed me playing the
game. It could’ve been a lot worse. A slew of people could’ve
observed me flying through the intractable challenges, and they
could’ve rounded up posses as well. Thank heavens it had only been
Bessie, and that her cohorts had proved to be inferior combatants.
Still, I wasn’t willing to tempt fate a second time.

When James had a job near the café, he
popped in to have lunch with me. Realizing that I learned my lesson
with Helix, he didn’t revisit his lecture about drawing attention
to myself. Without his haranguing, I found I looked forward to our
alone time together. His surly nature was growing on me and he
didn’t talk as much as the others. He didn’t asking prying
questions that made me uncomfortable even though they weren’t meant
to. Mostly, James was quiet and observant, which allowed me to be
the same. It was something that came naturally to both of us.

The silence between us was never awkward;
neither of us felt the need to fill the nonverbal space with
mindless chatter. Instead, it was comfortable, even enjoyable. When
we did talk, the conversation was usually about his job. The part
of me that loved learning appreciated hearing about cars and how
they worked. He was always taken aback when I asked questions or
came to conclusions that I wanted to discuss, surprised that I
found the topic engaging. Which I genuinely did.

I was quickly becoming very fond of all of
my new roommates and their diverse personalities, yet something
about James drew me to him more than the others. Our unsettling
histories created a bond between us that the others didn’t
necessarily share.

Sure, Riley, Honora, and Willa appreciated
the evils that the Talented faced, in many ways more so than I did
since they grew up with the Poachers and gangs around. But their
mentality was just short of denial, genuinely believing that things
like that didn’t happen to people like them. The group was cautious
to a fault, perpetually vigilant, and took every precaution
possible to prevent run-ins. And it were those safety measures,
that seemed to make them so certain they wouldn’t be attacked by a
gang or sold into slavery by Poachers, and that their confidence
was justified.

James and I were more pragmatic about the
dangers. Even though it was a disheartening truth, we were both
realistically aware that any of us could easily become a
statistic—just another Talent who was killed, grievously injured,
or who simply vanished.

There was more than that separating us,
James and me, from the others. The other members of our little
family lacked the underlying haunted look on James’s face. When he
was engaged with others, regardless of what expression he wore, it
always carried through in his eyes. Even on the rare occasion he
smiled or laughed. But it was most apparent when he was deep in
thought, when James thought no one was watching. I knew the look,
because I’d seen it in the mirror. The grimness came from
experiencing things that no one our age, or any age, should ever
have to go through. True, I wasn’t entirely aware of the demons in
James’s past. Still, I recognized my survivor’s damage in him.

We also both had a deep-rooted cynicism,
probably derived from our dark experiences as well. The others
didn’t share our outlook. On the one hand, I felt jealous of their
innocence, wishing I was still unacquainted with the horrors life
could bring. On the other, it was almost troubling how truly
unaware they were.

Riley would get all fired up and talk about
bringing the fight to them—the Poachers, the gangs, and all of the
many others who wanted to harm anyone with Talents. But his ranting
was that of a petulant child throwing a tantrum, not the well
thought-out and informed arguments of an adult wanting to make a
real difference for our kind. His complete lack of experience when
it came to real fighting was evident. The kind where the victor was
the one left alive. Fighting to the death wasn’t something to take
lightly, nor was it easy to bring yourself to do. And living was
not always a victory worth claiming.

“It’s bloody well time,”
Riley had urged one night over dinner at the Giraffe. “We need to
be proactive.”

Tug was home sick again with chest pains,
something that was beginning to happen much too often, so Willa had
assumed the role of manager for the evening. Riley, James, Honora,
and I had set up camp at table in the back corner of the bar to
keep her company and to help out with closing duties.

“Who exactly is the ‘we’ in
this scenario?” I asked around a mouthful of stew. “Because the
five of us really don’t stand a chance against any of those groups.
Do you have an underground army you haven’t told us about? Have you
been amassing highly skilled, exceptionally trained Chromes who are
battle-ready?”

“Rubbish! The five of us
are plenty. You took out three wankers the other night all on your
own,” Riley protested. “Just imagine the damage we could do as a
team. It’s high time we were the ones out hunting for a
change.”

Today his eyes were a coppery color that
reminded me of the U.S. penny, the lowest denomination coin used by
the U.S. before switching to Globes. The same flames I’d seen
during his confrontation with Jaylen Monroe sizzled in his pupils
as he grew more and more excited by the prospect of going from prey
to predator.

“Not on my own,” I
corrected, glancing across the table to where James sat, sipping a
pint of golden-brown ale. “I’d be in the hospital with a cracked
skull if James hadn’t come to my rescue.”

Instead of sitting at a table in the
Giraffe, debating the stupidity of declaring war on all
Talent-haters, I probably would’ve been in a containment cube under
the watchful eyes of UNITED researchers. Because there was no way
the hospital wouldn’t have called them.

An involuntary shudder ran down my spine,
really considering for the first time how close I’d come to that
ending. I shook my head to clear the unpleasant image.

“Precisely!” Riley
exclaimed, as if I’d just proven his point. “If we have a
stab together we
would be absolutely unstoppable.” He sat back in his chair and
crossed his arms over his chest, a smug, triumphant smile tugging
at the corners of his mouth.

“Again, we need more of a
‘we’ before your
idea is even a possibility,” I said. “Trust me, Riley. It would
take a ton of manpower and even more intel to successfully pull off
what you’re suggesting. In TOXIC we have teams of Hunters whose job
it is to track down our enemies and eliminate threats. But before
we even assign a mission to one of those teams, people like me,
Brains, compile endless information on the target. We’d never send
our people in blind. So unless you have resources I don’t know
about…,” I trailed off, allowing my words to sink in.

Belatedly, I realized I’d spoken in the
present tense. As if TOXIC still existed. The glance that passed
between Riley and James told me that my error hadn’t gone
unnoticed. James gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, a
subtle warning to Riley not to point out the obvious—that TOXIC was
no longer a player. I sent James a small, grateful smile. His focus
remained on Riley, except for a brief quirk of his lips when he
glanced in my direction.

“Oh bloody hell, not this
again.” Willa sidled up next to our table and ran a hand down her
boyfriend’s neck before pressing a kiss on his upturned cheek. She
turned to me.

“Pay no attention to him,
Kenly. Every so often, usually after we hear about one of these
more random bouts, Riley gets it in that thick skull of his to
gather a hunting party.” She rolled her hazel eyes skyward. “It’s
just natter. Yes, it’d be aces to give the Poachers their due, even
to set fire to their castles. We’d all fancy having a go at them,”
She sighed, the passionate tone dimming a little when she quietly
added, “But it’s not realistic.”

“It’s right realistic!” Riley shot back,
pulling away from Willa’s touch.

Instead of being bothered by his agitation,
she simply gave another eye roll and placed her hands on her curvy
hips.

“Come on, Kenly. You said
it yourself, you know how these works go,” Riley was nearly
pleading now. “You can draw together the intel we need. And it
wouldn’t be just the five of us. I know a lot of other Chromes who
are prepared to fight back, I can arrange it all.”

Unbeknownst to him, Riley had just touched
on my weak spot. Even though I knew it was an inane plan, I
couldn’t help but mull it over. This was exactly what I’d been
trained for—gathering intel on targets. Going out into the field
and actually pursuing those targets was what I’d hoped to do as a
Hunter.

With the destruction of TOXIC, all of my
future hopes and dreams had gone down the drain. Riley was now
offering me a chance fish them out.

No. Don’t even consider it. Too risky. Even
if Riley had access to computers, it wouldn’t enough. You’d also
need the software to run checks, hack into private communications,
and digitally track our targets. And even if he could get all of
that, you’re just one person. We’d need a minimum of ten other
Higher Reasoning Talents to interpret the data. Not to mention the
hundreds of trained fighters to actually carry out the missions.
Likelihood of success is too uncertain to calculate. Suppose—

In the back of my mind, the part still tuned
in to the conversation, an alarm bell went off. Something Riley was
saying yanked me out of my three second consideration.

“And the vote is drawing
near. We all realize what will happen if the Coexistence Treaty is
negated. Incidents like the one the other night will become bloody
common—there will be bouts every day! We can’t just keep running
scared. We need to fight back, don’t you see that?”

Crap. Besides James’s offhand acknowledgement that the Treaty was up
for renewal, this was the first time someone in the group had
actually brought up the topic for discussion. Everyone was aware
that the vote was this year, it was a once-in-a-decade occurrence.
But until my Vision, I’d been so caught up in everything else
happening that I’d never considered the fact it might not pass
again. Like clockwork, every ten years since its inception, the
Joint Nations had congregated and voted to accept it again. It was
even a major motivation that the Director had shared with us for
taking on the Coalition; he’d impressed upon us the importance of
showing the rest of the world that TOXIC had the rogue Talents in
America under control.

But now that my classmates were running
amok, wreaking havoc over and over again, the ordinary citizens of
the world were unquestionably frightened. Unfortunately, it made
sense for Talents to worry that the Treaty vote might fail.

“What will come of us if
the Treaty is overturned?” Honora asked, voice small and timid, as
if the inquiry was a taboo subject.

When. When the Treaty is overturned. You
can’t correct her. It won’t do anyone any good. Plus, there’s no
sense in outing yourself over something we can’t change. No one
knows about your Visions. No one needs to, either. It’ll just put a
larger price tag on your head.

The entire group went silent all at once. No
one answered Honora.

I’d been so caught up in my head, I was late
realizing that my friends’ attention, along with everyone else in
the Giraffe, had shifted to the wallscreen behind the bar. With
trepidation, I turned around as well.

UNITED Councilwoman Victoria Walburton was
again front and center, looking as formidable as the last time I
saw her on-screen. Just like then, she was speaking from the top of
a set of wide stairs, leading to the front of a building. This
wasn’t one I had catalogued in my mental records, though. I’d never
seen it before.

A mass of reporters were shoving their
microphones in her direction, picking up the sound bites and
transmitting them to their audiences. A ticker at the bottom of the
screen informed those watching that the press conference was coming
in live from Manassas, Virginia.

Someone sitting at the bar grabbed the
remote tablet for the wallscreen, and was turning up the
volume.

“Councilwoman, how many
more facilities like this one did TOXIC have?” a tall man who stood
at the edge of the crowd was asking. The camera zoomed in on him
briefly, catching his sharp profile as he spoke.

“At this time we are not
certain of the magnitude of TOXIC’s experimentation. As I
previously stated, the organization’s digital records were
destroyed on the same night that TOXIC forces were defeated in
Washington, D.C. UNITED is tirelessly working to recover as much
information as possible, but it is a lengthy process. Our goal is
to locate all of the experimentation facilities and help the
patients.”

“What are your plans for
the patients?” Another man, this one in the front, inquired. Only
the back of his head was visible from the camera’s angle, showing
off a bald patch to viewers everywhere. “Are they all Created? Does
the public need to fear these Created more or less than those who
escaped after the Battle of D.C.? The ones you’ve failed to
capture?”

Despite the man’s awkward inquiries,
Victoria Walburton was all polish and politics. If his
characterization of UNITED’s efforts bothered her, the Councilwoman
did not show her irritation.

“At this time, we do
believe that all of the patients received the Creation Drug. But we
have yet to establish whether it was successful, whether they
indeed possess Created abilities. That is a determination we intend
to make in the coming days,” she said calmly. Victoria stared
straight into the camera, the picture of a confident woman who was
in control of the situation. One who could be trusted. “The public
has no reason to fear the Created. They are not very different from
other Talented. UNITED is only seeking the Created so that we may
observe in what ways they are different from natural born
Talents.”

“That is not
entirely accurate,
Councilwoman,” a female reporter interjected. She turned slightly
so she was facing the cameraman, who obviously worked for her. She
had so much hairspray in her hair, her bangs formed an immovable
wave. “Dana Duval here, from Duval Delves on World Broadcast
Frequency.” When she returned her attention to Walburton, the lens
followed her.

“Councilwoman,” Duval
continued, “the Created have been credited with an attack on a
UNITED facility in New York, a tsunami and subsequent flood in
Miami, a bus crash in Florence, a citywide power outage in
Istanbul, and a fire in Shanghai. All but one of these occurrences
have resulted in numerous casualties. You wouldn’t
really have us believe
that the Created pose no threat to humans, would you?” Her syrupy
sweet tone gave an impression of innocence and naiveté that she
surely did not deserve.

Every inch of my body was tingling with the
update. So many catastrophes. I’d heard about the situation in New
York and the tsunami, of course, but the other incidents were news
to me. Was it really possible that my brethren were responsible for
so much destruction? I didn’t want to believe that people I’d known
and liked were capable of the things the reporter listed off.

“The Created, just like the
Talented, are human,” Victoria Walburton said coolly. “The unfortunate
incidents that you mention can be attributed to a small group of
troubled Created who have been identified and are currently in
containment. It is irresponsible to condemn an entire group for the
actions of a select few. Non-Talents perpetrate acts of violence
and destruction against Talents every single day. And yet we don’t
imprison all of society. Keep that in mind when you are laying
blame.” Again, she spoke directly to the camera, ignoring the
reporter, her gaze penetrating through the lens to touch each and
every viewer.

I shivered.

Duval seemed unfazed, though. In fact, she
appeared to be hitting her stride, taking over the press conference
as if it were a one-on-one interview.

If it bothered the rest of the group, they
didn’t show it. The reporters all seemed to surrender to her, as if
she was someone to be revered and feared. Personally, I’d never
heard of her, but we’d had all major news either commed to us or
sent to our wallscreens from within TOXIC, usually before it was
made public. Whoever she was, Duval was foolishly unintimidated by
the Councilwoman. The woman’s owlish gaze narrowed in on Victoria,
her next questions coming rapidly in a borderline aggressive
tone.

“Do you believe that recent
events will affect the upcoming vote on the Coexistence Treaty?
Without the U.S. to persuade the other nations to vote for renewal,
is UNITED worried that the Treaty will be overturned? If so, does
UNITED have a contingency plan? If there is no active Treaty, will
your organization continue to fight for the rights of the
Talented?”

I held my breath and waited
for the Councilwoman’s reply. Unless there was some sort of divine
intervention, the Treaty would be overturned. I’d seen as much in
my Vision. Even though I knew that some Visions never came to
fruition, if the subject made different decisions that led to a
different future, it wasn’t like I could simply choose an alternate
path that would lead to the Treaty being upheld. With all of the
harm already done to the way people viewed Talents, there was
nothing that I could do to affect the vote. Like the reporter, I desperately
wanted to know what, if anything, UNITED planned to do once that
happened.

For the first time, Victoria Walburton
looked briefly unsettled. But like any good politician, she’d
mastered the art of composure. Victoria Walburton smoothed the
lapels of her impeccably tailored black suit, squared her jaw, and
then spoke in a tone so frosty, it was a wonder the camera lens
didn’t crack.

“UNITED will
always fight for and
protect the rights of the Talented. Both those who were born that
way and the
Created. Just as their ancestors did, the current members of the
Joint Nations understand that the Coexistence Treaty is vital to
world peace.”

After waiting for more, Duval opened her
mouth, as if to continue the questioning, but she was quickly
quashed.

“Now, if you will excuse
me, this is a vital time for Talents and Created, and I’m afraid I
cannot spare anymore of mine. Thank you for coming, but I am needed
elsewhere.” Without giving Duval or anyone else a chance to say
anything more, Victoria Walburton spun on the heel of her beautiful
black leather boots and sauntered out of view.

The camera panned out, widening the shot to
follow the Councilwoman as she made her way to the metal doors of
the nondescript building. Now that it was in full view, I could see
that the structure was split-level, with just a single floor above
the English basement. The only identifier on the white-washed brick
exterior was an emblem displayed over the entrance that Walburton
passed through.

The insignia was three interlocking ovals
with an eye in the center. It wasn’t TOXIC’s logo, but something
about it did seem familiar. Oddly, I was sure I’d seen it before.
Except, what I recalled wasn’t the smooth carved metal emblem on
the wall. My mind retrieved a crude, possibility hand-drawn,
blueprint-type version. Where on earth would I have seen that,
though? I didn’t even know what group it belonged to.

Suddenly Duval stepped in front of the
camera, now framed in the center with the building in the
background. She clutched a mike in her hands, showing off her dark
red manicured nails.

“Are the Created simply
benign humans, deserving of equal rights? What about the Talented?
Are either or both dangerous, inhuman, creatures who should be
removed from society? For now, I leave it to you, the viewing
public, to decide. For World Broadcast Frequency, I am Dana Duval,
reporting to you live from one of TOXIC’s experimentation
facilities in Manassas, Virginia.”

Beyond stunned, I sat back
in my chair and stared at the remains of my stew. How could she
even suggest that those unbelievably harsh and prejudicial words
were accurate descriptions of my kind? Queasy, I pushed the bowl
towards the center of the table. With such clearly adverse
reporting, it was no wonder vigilante groups were cropping up all
over the place. And, sadly, it was unsurprising that the Treaty was
going to be overturned. Duval had just planted a seed of doubt in
every viewer’s mind, proposing that there even might be a reason to expel us from
society. That seed would grow into a full-bloomed panic if she, and
other reporters like her, continued to nourish the public’s doubt.
Implying that we were dangerous to be around, even going so far as
to call us “inhuman creatures,” did exactly that.

“Honestly!” Honora
exclaimed, the first to break the silence. “Whatever happened to
objective and fair reporting? She might as well have had a
pitchfork and a sign that read, ‘down with the beasts!’”

“Precisely!” Riley waved
both of his fists at the wallscreen, middle fingers raised in
salute. “This is what I’m talking about. UNITED says they aid the
Chromes, but they’ve done nothing
about the Poachers or the gangs. They damned well
aren’t going to be of assistance with these new attackers
either.”

Judging by the stormy looks
of the others at the table, Riley’s gesture summed up what we were
all thinking: Screw UNITED.

Willa came scurrying over to the table, her
communicator clutched tightly in her hand.

“Of course I’m in charge of
this place while the world is going wrong way round,” she
cried.

Riley reached over and squeezed her hand,
coaxing out an exhausted smile.

“Don’t worry, love. We’ll
boot them all out soon,” he assured her.

“Right, right. Half one is
it, that’s all I can take,” she declared. “So what do you reckon
was really going
on in those facilities? Maybe they were constructing a Frankenstein
creature, or….”

Gazing around the table, everyone else
looked at clueless as I was. Clearly we’d missed something.

“What facilities?” Honora
asked, the trepidation apparent in her tone.

“We saw the interview, but
it seems we missed the interesting bits,” Riley said.

“Oh!” exclaimed Willa,
acting pleased as though she was the first to know some juicy
gossip. “Apparently, TOXIC,” she snuck a quick look at me as she
said the word, her excitement somewhat abating, “they, um, had
these facilities all around, where were experimenting on people.
Now there are loads of patients who were just sort of abandoned
there, with nowhere to go, but no one is quite sure what they might
be capable of. If anything at all.”

“Where did they get the
test subjects from?” I asked quietly, dreading the
answer.

Everyone else was silent, awkwardness
settling over the table. Maybe it was just a figment of my
imagination, but it felt like they were all avoiding looking in my
direction.

“Well, um, they didn’t
exactly say. Everyone’s just so riled up that this has been going
on for ages, but the particulars are a bit cagey.”

“I’m sure they were
volunteers,” Honora quickly supplied, attempting to shatter the
descending tension.

Willa continued to babble on about the
story, with markedly less enthusiasm. Every so often she’d sneak a
fleeting glance in my direction to gauge my reaction. Or rather, my
lack of one. I tuned out completely, unable to absorb another ounce
of bad news.

Awesome,
I thought. Just another
reason for everyone to hate us.
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“WHAT’S THE DEAL with
James?” I asked Honora as we lay in our respective beds the next
evening.

I’d been living at the flat for a week and
had learned a lot about Honora and Riley—favorite colors, favorite
foods, pet peeves, grooming habits—but very little about James.
Outside of the fact that James loved being a mechanic. During our
lunches together, he still had yet to divulge any truly personal
information that didn’t relate to vehicles or his job. He took
pride in his trade, which was part of the reason I liked hearing
him talk about the cars he worked on. Old road cars—the really old
ones that ran on petrol instead of electricity—were his favorites.
And I only knew that because he’d get this goofy grin on his lips
and faraway look in his eyes when he talked about them.

Just picturing the passion on his face when
he told me about rebuilding the engine of a classic Jaguar made me
smile now.

“What do you mean?” Honora
replied drowsily.

“I don’t know. He’s
different from the rest of you. You, Riley, and Willa are open and
easy to read. James is…not.”

Honora snorted.

“Thanks. Makes a girl feel
right special to be described as an open book.”

An instant later a pillow came soaring over
the edge of the bunk and smacked me on the arm. I yelped in
surprise, but my reflexes were fast and I ripped the pillow free
from Honora’s grasp and threw it back at her.

“I just mean that you don’t
hide yourselves. I know you love chocolate scones but hate anything
else made with chocolate. Your favorite tea is made from jasmine
petals, but secretly you’re a coffee fiend. Blue is your favorite
color, but if I asked, you’d say green. You are right-handed, yet
are so adept at using your left that you must practice constantly.
You use Telekinesis to aid the process. You aren’t an only child.
Just a guess, but at least one sister and one brother. You’re
accustomed to sharing, and always take the smaller portion, the
last shower, and the least desirable chores. Which tells me that
you’re probably the oldest and did not have a lot of money growing
up. Being the firstborn probably has something to do with why you
left home at such a young age. Oh, and you’re not from London
originally.”

“Okay. Wow. I get it. You
know me. Quite well, actually.” Honora’s words were short and
clipped, borderline sarcastic, and I worried that I’d inadvertently
offended her.

“Oh…no, Honora…I didn’t
intend…. I mean, I’m sorry. I get carried away sometimes. My
brain…it’s just always…. I can’t help it. I notice things about
people and…,” I trailed off, unsure how to finish that
sentence.

The silence in the room settled, so vast and
definitive that you could practically hear it humming. Whether
Honora was pondering the scope of my Higher Reasoning Talent and
its ramifications or if she was simply angry with me, the
awkwardness was the same. Just as I resigned myself to the end of
our conversation and began drifting off to sleep, Honora broke the
quiet without warning.

“James is…paranoid. Always
has been, even before these random attacks started. He doesn’t let
anyone get too close. I’m shocked he talks to you at all. And the
way he tells you about his cars? That’s practically babbling for
James.” Honora didn’t acknowledge my apology. Hopefully that meant
she felt as if there was nothing to apologize for.

“Why? Why is he so
paranoid?”

Not that I had any right to ask, let alone
judge. I was pretty paranoid myself. But I was a fugitive, wanted
by UNITED, and apparently several shadier organizations as well. It
made sense for me to look over my shoulder constantly.

Honora’s voice was whisper-soft and hard to
hear when she answered.

“We all know the Poachers
are out there. Riley’s had a couple close bouts. And just before
James came along, a lodger here with us was pinched coming out of
the Tube station, only round the corner from here. He…I can’t even
remember the chap’s name anymore. That’s terribly wretched of me,
isn’t it? But so many pass through here with similar tales.” She
sighed. “In any case, James has a more personal experience with the
Poachers. He’s actually been nabbed.”

I sat up too fast and felt my head spin with
the rush.

“What? When?” I rubbed my
forehead to no avail.

“Quite a while past now,”
Honora said quietly. “Keep your voice down. He’ll be right pissed
if he hears us nattering about him.”

She paused, as if expecting James to barge
in at any moment and scold us.

“James is high-born, from a
posh lineage. They have money, titles, lands, an ancestry that can
be traced back to when marrying cousins was fashionable—the whole
lot. By all accounts, James was supposedly the first Chrome in the
line. More likely, he was the first Chrome the mighty Wellington’s
couldn’t hide.

“His family, they tried to
conceal James. Sent him to some first-class preparatory for boys,
the one all future heirs attend. And they cautioned him to never
use his powers.”

Honora laughed softly, apparently thinking
of James as a boy.

“The poor boy, he lasted
but a week. Got tossed for accidentally electrocuting a
schoolmate during a rugby match. His parents….”

Honora went quiet. I wanted to climb down
and shake her, prompt her to continue. But she was obviously having
trouble talking about what happened to James. In that moment, I
realized how much she cared for him. They must’ve been through a
lot together.

“They disowned him,” she
finally finished. Her voice took on an edge of anger—outrage for
the child he’d been. “And they refused to let him return home. Can
you imagine? He was only a little thing. Ten years old and living
on the streets. Of course, it didn’t take long for the Poachers to
discover him.”

Realization dawned.

“The Circus of Wonders,” I
breathed. “That’s why he worked there? Because the Poachers made
him?”

“It’s complicated. They own
it, the Poachers. Same as the other clubs. All the staff are
Chromes. Some are there by choice. Others are enslaved.”

“Wait,” I asked, something
momentarily distracting me from James’s story. “Why would anyone
ever work there by choice?”

“Protection. Working at the
clubs is certain safety. None of the other Poaching crowds will
touch you. And the gangs leave you alone, in addition.

“Of course, the exchange is
your free will. Even willingly working at places like the Circus,
Chromes have to live where they’re told, eat what they’re fed, and
do as they’re advised by the Poachers. The Chromes there are only a
small bit better off than the menial slaves.

“Those who go willingly
appreciate how difficult jobs are come by for us. And the Poachers
take advantage, acting as if they’re aiding us. Even at the Techno
Hut we have a strict no-Chrome policy. Mick, the guvnor there, he’s
soft for our kind, but the owners aren’t at all. I had to lie on my
application—checked the ‘no’ box where it asked if I was a Chrome.
And if people were freely aware that Willa’s a Chrome, Tug would
lose so much business, I reckon the Giraffe would be going
under.”

“Back up a minute. How did
James get free?” I asked. My heart ached for the state of the world
as a whole, but mostly for what James endured as a child. “Did they
just let him go?”

“Not a clue. James doesn’t
talk about it. And you shouldn’t either. People are tetchy about
their pasts.”

Unsure whether her words about inquiries
into people’s histories were meant as a friendly warning, I took
them that way. Don’t ask us, we won’t ask you.

That was all well and good as far when it
came to the rest of them. I had absolutely no problem leaving it
alone. But James had already asked me about my past. So I didn’t
feel quite as bad digging into his.

The mattress springs whined as Honora
flipped over to lay on her stomach.

“That’s all I’ve got for
you, love. I know, it’s an unhappy tale. See you in the morning,
Kenly. Maybe then things will be looking up for the lot of
us.”

Sleep wasn’t coming after that depressing
discussion. I tossed and turned for what felt like forever. Worried
that I might be disturbing Honora, I retrieved my comm from my
satchel and took it into the kitchen.

Tea seemed like a good
sleep aid. Particularly one called Dreamy
Time that I’d spotted when I was cleaning.
I filled an old, warped saucepan halfway with water from the tap.
Setting it on the hot plate, I lit the burner, and waited. Since
I’d heard the saying, a watched pot never
boils, like eight times every home visit
with my mother, I focused instead on my comm, specifically today’s
news. Nothing had really changed since I’d last checked around
lunchtime. A new record was accumulating: other than the press
conference, which wasn’t actually about us, the Created had not
made headlines in seventy-two hours and counting. Hopefully that
meant there actually weren’t any new disasters to report, not that
UNITED had issued a gag order. After the disastrous press
conference and standoff with Dana Duvall, it wouldn’t surprise me
if Councilwoman Walburton was now bribing local law enforcement to
keep quiet about any incidents involving the Created. With the
Treaty vote just around the corner, UNITED couldn’t afford any more
bad press.

A local report on a site
called The Daily Dirt caught my eye. It was a tabloid known for running a wide
variety of stories, ranging from the bizarre to the inane. The
piece claimed that UNITED was presenting evidence of an antidote,
able to negate the effects of the Creation Drug, at the upcoming
Global Summit. The article quoted an anonymous source inside of
UNITED as saying, “The antidote is still in the early stages of
testing, but the drug has been successfully administered to test
subjects. The team is hopeful for the future capabilities of the
serum.”

Whoa. An antidote? Seriously?

That made it sound as
though we’d all been poisoned. I suddenly felt itchy all over, like
microscopic bugs were crawling underneath my skin. And then another
horrific thought occurred to me: Were the
human test subjects actually the Created that UNITED had captured
and contained? Was Alana given the antidote against her
will?

Angered by this newest
development, I pounded the keys on my communicator, searching for
other stories that would substantiate the existence of an
antidote. But we’re not diseased!
I hit the screen so hard that a tiny crack
appeared in the upper left corner. Awesome.

Calm down, Kenly. You can’t afford to break
things every time you get angry. The world is shit, and you don’t
have enough money to replace everything you own. Besides, the story
might not even be true.

And that was the absolute
truth. The authenticity of the article’s facts was in serious
question since it came from The Daily
Dirt. The site was known for incensing
gossip and rumors that were more fiction than fact. Though a
sprinkling of bona fide news was thrown in every so often for good
measure, the DD was known for outrageously appalling claims. The article just
above the one about the antidote was entitled, The Creation Drug, It’s Out Of This World! Former TOXIC
Operative Confirms The Chemical Was Developed By Aliens.

Deliberately keying away, I went to more
legitimate sites, where my search for information on the
theoretical antidote yielded no results. To keep tabs on the
possibility, as horrific as it was, I set up a search crawler to
continuously comb cyberspace for any future mentions of the alleged
antidote. This was definitely something I wanted to keep an eye on.
Reversing the effects of the Creation Drug could be a game changer
as far as the Treaty vote was concerned. Though it was utterly
unfair to those of us who weren’t causing national disasters with
our new Talents, if there was any way at all to avoid what I’d seen
in my Vision, I’d go along with it. The countries who were
uncertain about renewing the Treaty might be persuaded to uphold it
if UNITED showed them a successful antidote.

Despite the promise of what an antidote
could do for Talents around the world, I couldn’t help considering
the personal ramifications.

What did an antidote mean for me? Would I be
forced to take it? Was that ultimately my fate if caught? To have
my Created gifts stripped? And if losing my new gifts meant that
the Treaty would stand—wasn’t the sacrifice worth universal
peace?

A selfish part of me thought no.

A chill ran up my spine as
another, even more terrifying, thought occurred to me: Would the
antidote only negate Created abilities? Or would our natural Talents be at
risk, too?

All of those people in the world who hated
us…they’d see a drug capable of eradicating all Talents. Created,
natural, peaceful, violent—it wouldn’t make a difference to them.
They believed there was a problem, and an exterminating antidote
would be the optimal solution.

It would lead to the extinction of my
kind.

Would it be worth risking that? Produce the
antidote and bring about world peace, but then be wiped out
entirely? Or keep it in the dark and preserve Talents, but plunge
the world into violent chaos?

“Enough water there for two
cups?

I jumped, waffled the communicator like a
hot potato, and then watched helplessly as it fell to the floor.
Thankfully the ancient linoleum was warped from leaky pipes that
would never be fixed, so my electronic lifeline to the world
remained in one piece.

“Whatever you’re reading
must be of remarkable interest if you didn’t hear me approaching,”
James said, platinum eyes slightly apologetic as he bent to
retrieve the comm.

His fingers brushed mine when he placed the
device into my upturned palm. A pleasant tingling sensation flitted
up my arm from the brief contact. Embarrassed by my body’s
reaction, I directed my gaze downward and muttered a reply.

“Thanks.”

“An antidote? That would
certainly be a fascinating development, if it’s true,” James
commented.

He still a slight hold on
the communicator, the screen facing upward and turned towards him.
The small button on the side that returned the user to the previous
screen view must’ve been pushed when the comm fell; it was again
displaying The Daily Dirt
article.

Unsure of what to say, I was torn between
embarrassment and a desire to discuss the conclusions I’d reached.
I opened my mouth to mutter a reply when I noticed the pan on the
hotplate. The water was adamantly boiling, small hot flecks
spitting over the edge of the tin pan, hissing and letting off
small trails of steam.

James released the communicator and I
hastily set it on the counter before grabbing a plain black mug
with a chipped yellow stripe and one that bore the emblem of Tug’s
bar, a giraffe with wings inside of a diamond. Setting them both on
the counter, I dug out an extra tea bag, and dropped one in each.
Using two hands, I tipped boiling water into the mugs, careful to
keep my arms as far as possible from the rising steam. Sugar and
milk weren’t luxuries we could afford, so straight was the only
option.

James nodded his thanks, turned, and took
his tea over to sit on the futon. He was shirtless again tonight.
And with his washboard abs, the look really worked for him. He
actually had a tan, which was rare around these parts. Both Riley
and Honora verged on translucent, while Willa had her Indian
ancestors to thank for her gorgeous dark complexion.

I looked down at my sleep shorts and pasty
legs…I had no room to talk about pale skin. The forest green tee
Honora had lent me was baggy and scoop-necked, providing a great
view of the parts of my body that’d never seen the sun. I arranged
it so it fell off one of my shoulders, to prevent giving James a
peepshow.

“So, what’s keeping you
awake tonight? Don’t tell me that reading the gossip feeds couldn’t
wait until morning,” James said, blowing on his tea to cool the
liquid.

I shrugged noncommittally from where I now
stood, leaning against the wall between our bedroom doors. I wasn’t
sure how deep I wanted this conversation to become.

Maybe if I open up to James, he’d
reciprocate. But was I actually ready to head down that road?

I didn’t know the answer to that.

Though I may’ve been curious about his time
at the Circus of Wonders, I was still reluctant to open old wounds.
Both his and mine. In the end, I settled on an ambiguous
response.

“I just have a lot on my
mind.”

“Vague and evasive, I like
that. Is that your way of telling me to shove off?”

“No. It’s the truth.
I do have a lot on
my mind,” I said.

“Like what?” James pressed.
“Please don’t tell me that you’re actually considering Riley’s
shoddy plan to turn the tables on our enemies.”

“I’m surprised you aren’t
the one suggesting we go after them, take revenge on the
Poachers.”

As soon as I said it, I was painfully aware
of my mistake. James’s thoughtful expression turned stormy the
instant the words were out of my mouth.

“What makes you think I
want revenge?” he asked coolly.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

The last thing I wanted to do was stir up
trouble or cause friction between James and Honora. Somehow, even
with all the cogs in my brain churning triple-time, I couldn’t come
up with a single intelligible thing to say.

Stall. Change topics. Just say something.
Anything. Silence is a dead giveaway. If he speaks first, he’s
going to guess that Honora told you. Eight seconds have passed, too
long, start talking. Now. Now, now, now.

“Um, well, I just
thought…you know…you really seem to hate that Jaylen guy. Like
maybe there’s some bad blood between you two, and, I just know if I
hated someone that much, I’d probably want revenge.” To stop the
rush of babble, I gulped my tea. Freck. It was hot. Extremely,
excruciatingly hot. The roof of my mouth began to blister
instantly. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

“Do you want revenge on
UNITED?” James asked, adeptly turning the proverbial
tables.

I blanched.
Touché, I
thought.

“You aren’t too keen on
their lot I gather. What with the way you go all
doe-in-the-hoverlights whenever you see a news broadcast or read an
article that remarks on them.”

James eyed me critically, a hint of
challenge in his gaze and the trace of a smirk on his lips.

His lips look so perfectly soft, I wonder
what— No, Kenly, you wonder nothing! Focus…

Okay, so I wasn’t the only one with acute
powers of observation. Then again, I also probably wasn’t very good
at hiding my anger and distaste for the organization who had ruined
my life.

As I saw it, I had two choices at this
junction. One, I ignore his inquiries about UNITED, just as he’d
ignored mine about Jaylen Monroe, and we can keep circling one
another, asking meaningful questions neither will answer. Or, two,
I turn around, retreat to the safety of my bedroom, and put off
this conversation for the foreseeable future. The choice was
obvious.

“Is it just because he’s a
Poacher? Or is more personal than that? Did he do something to you
specifically?” I knew I was on thin ice and should tread carefully.
James had a temper. Though I hadn’t yet seen that full extent of
it, rage perpetually bubbled just below the surface of his chiseled
features, soft lips and sculpted abs. Maybe poking the beast was
not a smart idea.

Sadly, I was genuinely
enjoying our verbal sparring, each of us seeing who could push the
other to the breaking point first. And I was genuinely curious.
Like I’d told Honora, the others were uncomplicated, easy to read,
but James was a code I had yet to crack. And I really wanted to crack it. I wanted
to know the secrets he kept so well hidden from the rest of the
world.

“Have you always hated
UNITED? Or only since they destroyed your precious TOXIC?” he
countered.

I tried to keep my expression neutral,
calling on every one of the tricks that Talia had taught me for
remaining cool under pressure. The empathy that filled James’s
platinum gaze as soon as the words left his mouth told me that I’d
failed miserably. His features softened, the hard mask disappeared,
and he seemed to truly regret the low blow.

But he wasn’t the only one who’d struck
below the belt, so I didn’t imagine I’d be getting an apology quite
yet.

“Look, Kenly, I can play
this game all night. But neither of us are going to leave
satisfied. Let’s call a truce, shall we? You show me yours and I’ll
show you mine.” The wicked grin that settled over his features was
too appealing for my comfort.

Evidently, his clever word play was meant to
unsettle me and give him the upper hand. Perhaps he thought I would
become so rattled, I’d give up my pursuit of his secrets.

That wasn’t going to happen.

“Okay,” I replied impishly.
“I’ll play. A question for a question.”

James’s smile was somewhere between teasing
and menacing and I wondered what game we were actually playing. And
whether I’d already lost.

“Agreed,” he said, patting
the futon next to him.

I joined him on the lumpy cushion, angling
myself as he’d done so that we were facing each other.

“How do you sleep on this?”
I asked, trying unsuccessfully to find a comfortable spot among the
bulges.

“I don’t. I lie on it until
Willa has exhausted Riley and they’ve both covered their naughty
bits with blankets. Then, I go in the bedroom and sleep in my
exceedingly comfortable bed. My turn.”

“No way! That wasn’t my
question,” I protested.

“But it was a question. And
I gave you my reply, which makes it my turn. Not my fault you
wasted your turn asking about my sleeping habits.”

I let out a frustrated breath.

“Fine. Ask away,” I
said.

“UNITED…are they actively
pursuing you?

I met his inquisitive stare and knew that he
was the type to spot a lie, or even a half-truth, easier than most
people spotted a giant boat in an empty harbor.

“Yes, they are. But you
already knew that. Who’s wasting his turn now, huh?” I teased with
a smile. “Wait. That wasn’t my question,” I added
quickly.

James rolled his eyes and made a hurry it
along gesture with the hand hold holding his tea mug.

I thought for a long moment. What did I want
to know most about James Wellington? A lot, clearly. And even
though he’d jumped in with both feet, I wanted to start small so he
wouldn’t clam up and call an end to our game. A light bulb clicked
on.

“You zapped that guy in the
alleyway behind the Circus of Wonders, so I know you’re an
Electrical Manipulator. Do you have any other Talents? Or, um,
Chromes. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

The others used their powers openly in the
apartment, and even sometimes outside of the apartment when they
thought no one was looking. But only that one time, when I really
needed his help, had I ever seen James use his. After being
surrounded by my classmates at the McDonough School who jumped at
any opportunity to display their strength, I found his reluctance
odd.

James’s silvery eyes flashed amusement. His
posture was relaxed, unconcerned, non-threatening.

Good. You’re putting him at ease. He’s more
likely to answer the tougher questions this way.

If he’d been like this that first night in
the Giraffe, I might’ve underestimated him. I liked this laid back
version, maybe a little too much. I wondered how many people
besides Riley, Willa, and Honora saw this side of the James. Or did
they ever see it?

I thought about how he made sure to arrive
at least fifteen minutes before Honora’s shifts ended to accompany
us home. The caring gesture wasn’t lost on her. She joked about not
needing a chaperone, but I could tell she was glad he came. Honora
at least understood that under his tough exterior there was a soft
core.

A passing glance at his abs that lingered
long enough that he noticed, made me think that soft was the wrong
adjective. Thankfully James didn’t comment on the blatant ogle.

“Just an Electrician, no
hidden Chromes. I’m stronger than Riley, though, and my gifts work
a little differently. I can draw from and control the electricity
in the air, even the natural currents from lightening and human
bodies.” There was no bragging tone, he was simply stating a
fact.

I felt my eyes grow wide. Electrical
Manipulators—TOXIC’s term—were not rare. There were probably twenty
or so in my year that I could name off the top of my head. But not
one of them, that I was aware of, could control lightening or
harness the electrical impulses inside the human body. That was new
and a sort of scary. I was surprised James was so forthcoming.
Unlike the other three in my new group of friends, James was not an
oversharer. At best, I’d honestly expected him to say, Electrician,
and leave it at that.

“Is that what makes you
such a good vehicle mechanic?” I asked.

James waggled a finger in my face. “Your
turn is over, Miss America.”

I flushed at the nickname. The others used
it constantly inside the flat, not so much in public. But besides
that first night, James always called me Kenly or Chief, which I
had to yet to decide was an insult or term of respect.

“It is, though, the reason
I’m a good mechanic. That one’s on the house. Don’t say I never
gave you anything.”

I laughed. “Noted.” I tapped the side of my
head to show I was filing away the information.

James sipped his tea. When the cup left his
lips, he was no longer smiling. His expression had turned serious
and I knew the next question wasn’t going to have a flirty
undertone.

“How did you escape D.C.?
You are fugitive, an exile from your own country, yet you managed
to—what?—hitchhike across the Atlantic and land in the Slums. That
couldn’t have been easy.”

Over the past several days I’d seen serious
James, paranoid James, angry James, and tonight joking James. Now,
he was showing me another square on the rubix cube that was James
Wellington: genuine caring. Sure he was prying into my past,
trudging up secrets better left buried, but he was genuinely
interested. I could tell that it wasn’t a morbid curiosity, and
that made me want to start at the beginning and tell him
everything.

So I did.

Once I started talking, I found it
impossible to stop. Detail by detail my chest grew lighter,
breathing became easier, and I didn’t feel so alone. Sharing my
secrets felt good. And even though news reporters were jumping on
every morsel of information about the battle and the Created, they
still felt like my personal secrets. Besides, the news didn’t know
the truth. Facts and truths were not always the same. Not one of
those field reporters or investigative journalists understood what
it had been like to be there, in the middle of that level of chaos
and death. To watch everything and everyone they’d ever known or
cared about burn to the ground.

The tea in my cup went from hot to lukewarm
by the time I finished explaining about Talia, how she first became
my mentor, and then about Donavon McDonough and his promise to help
me through my Placement Exams. Placement Exams! To think I’d
fretted, lost sleep, cried even, over a stupid test. I was almost
ashamed at how important all of that had been to me not so long
ago.

My chest tightened when I recounted how
Donavon had died protecting Talia. For the first time since
Director McDonough told me how his son perished, I was more
sorrowful than incensed. Donavon was my friend, yet I’d let my
hatred for Talia overshadow the pain of his death. It wasn’t until
I was sitting there with James, describing how Donavon had
literally taken a bullet meant for Talia, that I realized how
deeply his loss had affected me.

Suddenly, another
previously unconsidered notion occurred to me. Was the Director’s
version of events even true? Donavon had loved Talia with all of
his heart, there was no denying it. So sacrificing his life for
hers had been infuriating, but not a surprise. Except, when I
thought about it, like really
thought about it, there was something about the
Director’s story that didn’t ring true. I just couldn’t put my
finger on what it was.

A problem for a different
time, I decided.

Then I told James about what’d happened
after Donavon’s death, when his father finally accepted that Talia
had turned. James barely blinked when I related the Director’s
mandate, when I told him that all Talents over the age of fourteen
received the Creation Drug—no exceptions, no opting out. At the
time, I was ecstatic, counted myself fortunate to be of age. Now I
wasn’t sure.

The younger kids had all gone home to their
parents, were able to have normal lives. Well, as normal as a
Talent unaccustomed to the outside world could have anyway. And
meanwhile I might never see my mother or my friends again. For the
millionth time since stowing away in that luggage compartment, I
thought about how unfair life was.

The knuckles on both of James’s hands turned
white, gripping the mug so tightly I feared it would crack, when I
recounted how the Director had ordered us into the city to meet
UNITED’s forces. I recalled how my blood had run hot at the
excitement of going into battle, only to have the memory of the
aftermath chill me to the bone.

The strange thing was, I felt like I was
losing perspective. Like my feelings were all tangled and obscured.
As if recounting and considering everything was confusing my
emotions.

Or maybe,
I thought to myself, maybe you’re finally finding genuine perspective.

Why had I been so ready to die? For what? A
drug?

My tea was ice cold when I recounted how
Erik Kelley had nearly killed me. That was the turning point, I
realized. That was the moment reality had sunk in. Until then, safe
and sound at my post outside the penthouse of the Hamilton, I’d
been immune to the carnage taking place throughout the city. Even
pulling the knife on Talia seemed like a dream now. Had I really
been prepared to take her life? At the time, there had been no
doubt. Only her soft voice had given me hesitation. And then I’d
cursed myself for being weak.

Caught up in my head, pondering the
convictions and beliefs I’d held just over a month ago, I grew
silent, staring at the tea leaves collected at the bottom of my
mug.

“Why did he let you go?”
James finally asked, his tone soft.

It was the first time he’d spoken since I
started my story.

I shook my head, still a little unsure
myself.

“Talia, I guess. He said he
was doing it for her.”

Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, a
foreign sensation that I hadn’t experienced in all my time on the
run. Which was beyond strange, I realized. After all I’d lived
through, all the changes, days without food, sleeping in different
beds, being soaked and cold for a week straight, even huddling
under an overpass for two nights before I found the Hideaway…. I’d
never shed a single tear.

Shock, I decided. I must still be in
shock.

I cleared my throat and took another sip of
cold tea, the liquid bitter in my mouth.

“She betrayed me. I mean,
us. She betrayed us. TOXIC. By joining forces with Ian Crane. Her boyfriend broke
the law. Director McDonough had every right to throw him in jail.
And then causing all sorts of death and destruction to get him out?
She’s a traitor.”

The voice speaking was definitely mine, but
the words sounded rehearsed, even to my ears. Deep down, did I
really believe things were so black and white?

“Do you follow every rule,
every law so blindly, Kenly?” James asked sharply.

His tone put me on the defensive. Just a
moment ago he’d been all sweet and concerned.

“No, of course not. But
rules, laws are
made for a reason. Talia didn’t want to obey them, so she went
running off to join the enemy. That
is what makes her a traitor.”

“What if the occasion to be
in breach of the law is better than the occasion for having it in
the first place? What if the edict is corrupt? The Poachers have
rules too, you know. And even our government has decrees that say
Chromes—Talents, whatever—are not equal. We aren’t compensated the
same as other humans. We can only hold government stations as
liaisons to UNITED. And sure, we have regulations that say we can’t
be sold off into slavery. But there are so many dodges that you
can’t bring a grievance without falling into one.”

James paused to catch his breath.

“She, this Talia person,
she didn’t betray you. She broke a rule to save someone. And she
broke one because she was in love. And from what you’re telling me,
she did what she did to survive. Where else was she supposed to go?
Honestly, Kenly, what do you even know about the Creation Drug,
really? Because what I know is this: UNITED made it unlawful years
ago. So your precious Director was the one breaching the rules and
violating the law.”

I glared at James, both hurt and confused.
He had a point, but I hated thinking that maybe I’d been fighting
for the wrong side all along. Foolishly, I became irrationally
defensive. Instead of backing down, I became irate.

“How can you say that?” I
demanded. “You.” I jabbed a finger into his bare chest, the firm
planes not lost on me even with my temper flaring. “You, who lives
by the motto, ‘We protect our own.’ Talia betrayed her own.”

James’s fingers wrapped slowly around mine.
He didn’t push me away, not exactly, but did manage to stop me from
poking a hole into his chest.

“No, Kenly. She protected
her own. First her boyfriend, and then you. Most likely others,
too. If he spared your life for her, she was absolutely protecting
you.”

“No. No. The Director
said—”

“Your Director is dead,
Kenly. Before that, he injected you with an illegal drug. One that
the Poachers are desperate to get their grubs on, by the way. Just
think what would happen if they do. The rich and mighty will have
bloody power without end at their disposal. Power they can command
without question.”

“No,” I repeated, quieter
this time, with less conviction.

I didn’t know why I was so steadfastly
defending the Director when I was so unsure what to believe
anymore.

“Everyone deserves to be
Talented. Talia and the others are selfish. They don’t want to
share. UNITED is selfish.”

Again, the voice was mine, but the words
were someone else’s. I did believe that everyone deserved the
opportunity to be Talented. And I sort of believed that UNITED was
selfish. Talia, though? Not really….

James laughed but the sound was brittle. He
still held my finger in his hand and I found that, irritated as I
was with him, I didn’t want him to let go. The connection kept me
grounded. Kept me focused on what he was actually saying and not
the voice in my head that seemed to be chanting the dialogue of the
party lines.

“Kenly, you weren’t given a
choice about being injected. Doesn’t that feel wrong
somehow?”

“I would’ve agreed,” I said
stubbornly.

“Oh really? Without knowing
the abiding effects? You’d have been the first in the queue,
exclaiming, ‘Carry Out Your Experiments on me!’? I bloody well hope
not. If so, you’re not the girl I supposed.”

“Yes,” I retorted. “I mean,
no. I mean…well yes I would have researched the drug first.”
I really should’ve researched the drug
first. “But I would have agreed to the
injection.”

James scooted closer so our knees were
touching and our faces were inches apart. “Deep down, do you really
believe this Talia girl was in the wrong? Because I don’t reckon
you do.”

“She killed people. She
killed our kind,” I said pleadingly, though it was unclear which of
us I was appealing to. Staring down at my hands, I couldn’t help
but wonder why my emotions were betraying me. For weeks now I’d
felt the same exact way about everything, no wavering or
second-guessing. And now….

Now I didn’t know.

“She didn’t kill
you. She forced her
boyfriend to let you go. That almost certainly went against
UNITED’s rules. All Created are supposed to be contained or killed,
isn’t that right? And seeing how you pulled a knife on her, you
should have been killed. But instead they set you free, told you to
run,” James said. He cupped my chin in his palm, gently turning my
face to look him in the eye.

“Kenly, I think Talia lives
by her own code, irrespective of whose rules she’s breaching or
what the consequences may be. I don’t think her priorities are so
different from mine. Or from yours, either. Taking into account
everything you’ve just told me, she does protect her own. And she
includes you within that. You are clearly someone she cares a great
deal for.”

I swallowed hard, tying to digest James’s
words. The tears collecting in my eyes wanted to spill over,
pleading to be shed. Finally surrendering, I let them tumble down.
With a feather-light swipe of his thumb, James brushed away each
drop as it fell.

“Talia was there, in New
York,” I mumbled. “When my friend Alana and a bunch of others were
taken into custody. Talia was there and she did nothing. She helped
capture them. Aren’t they her own kind, too?”

“Shhhh. Alana isn’t
you.”

Only later did I realize that I never told
him about Alana and the others breaking into UNITED’s Manhattan
facility. Chances were, he thought I was babbling nonsense. Yet, he
still comforted me.

James gathered me in close, pulling me to
him. And like a moth to a flame, I went, settling against his
strong chest. His strong arms were wrapped around me, my head
cradled against the slope of his neck. He ran his fingers up and
down my back, soothing me and assuring me with every touch. For the
first time in ages, I felt safe and in control of my emotions.

Well…some of
them, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking.
The only other time a hot guy had put his arms around me was when
Donavon McDonough was teaching me how to break free from an
attacker. That training session was one of my fondest memories of
our time together.

“Trust me, Chief,” James
whispered into my hair. “I’ve had a bit of experience with this
sort of thing. True betrayal leaves permanent scars.”
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THE BULLET FLEW so close to her head that
for one gut-wrenching second I thought it had struck her.
Vision-Kenly dropped to a crouch, pale fingers closing around a
fallen baton near her feet. In one fluid motion, she rose, spun,
and sliced the air just in front of the closest attacker—a tall,
painfully thin man with wisps of hair combed over his mostly bald
head. Her second swing connected with the man’s cheekbone. The
sickening crack of impact was quickly drowned out by the man’s
pain-filled howls.

I—the invisible, intangible observer—wanted
to applaud my future-self. That feeling was quickly quashed, as a
second attacker, a woman with torn jeans and a large chuck of amber
colored hair missing from the side of her head, crept up behind
future-me, brandishing what appeared to be a butter knife. I ached
to be able to shout a warning. It was maddening to watch someone
attack you, without the ability to caution yourself. The woman
slashed the back of Vision-Kenly’s tank top. Thankfully, the sorry
excuse for a weapon caused no actual damage.

Spinning to face the new threat, the baton
already raised over her head—

“’Ey! Chrome!”

She paused mid-strike. We both swiveled to
see the speaker, a teenage boy with messy ginger hair and a ring as
wide as my thumb threaded through one nostril. My already racing
heart began to pound faster when I saw the crumpled figure lying at
the boy’s feet. Willa, dark hair fanned out around her head,
shielding her pretty features, was not moving. The boy had a small
caliber handgun aimed at the back of her skull, his jittery finger
on the trigger.

“Yeah, you! You filthy
abomination, I’m talking to you. Hurt my mother and I’ll spray this
dog’s brains all over the street.”

The girl glanced between the woman cowering
in front of her and Willa’s still form. Because it was me, I knew
the thoughts running through Vision-Kenly’s mind. She’d no doubt
noticed the boy’s unsteady hands, and the facial tick that gave the
impression he was repeatedly winking at her. He was clearly
unbalanced. Whether from bloodlust, actual mental impairments,
drug-inducement, or just a bad case of nerves, I didn’t know. But
it made accurately accessing the situation exceedingly
difficult.

Fifty-fifty chance that he’ll accidently
fire, regardless of what she did. Eighty-two percent chance he’ll
shoot Vision-Kenly and then Willa, if she dropped the baton.

Shit.

Where were the others? Riley? James?
Honora?

Because she was me, Vision-Kenly made the
same decision that I would have. She released her grip on the
baton, letting it slip from her fingers. But instead of falling to
the street, the weapon sailed several feet through the air and
struck the underside of the gun barrel. The man pulled the trigger.
Blessedly, the shot went skyward. Unfortunately, he still had ahold
of the weapon.

Vision-Kenly didn’t miss a beat. She grabbed
the woman’s wrist and twisted, until she released the butter knife.
Next, she delivered an impressive backhand that sent the man’s
mother—who goes out hunting with their mother?—flying backward.
From the height and trajectory, I had a sneaking suspicion that the
blow was enhanced by my telekinetic abilities.

With the woman temporarily indisposed,
future-Kenly raced to where the boy with shaky hands had retrained
the gun on Willa. He was trembling all over, as if the facial tick
had spread to all of his muscles. His jaw hung open and sweat was
pouring down his face. He blinked feverish eyes down at Willa and
never saw me coming.

Holding my nonexistent breath, I watched as
my future-self tackled the boy. The two began rolling around on the
ground, struggling for control of the gun. The boy was skinny to
the point of emaciation, yet whatever was making him so twitchy
also seemed to give him strength. There was clawing, jabbing, and
elbow thrusting. The boy screamed obscenities and Talent slurs.
They had no effect on future-me, but I cringed at the hateful
names.

Finally, Vision-Kenly was able to wrestle
the gun away from the boy. She stood, her hands perfectly still
when she took aim at the boy’s forehead. All his bravado
disappeared and a scared, young boy remained. He pleaded through
snot-filled tears for his life.

Nearby, Willa stirred.

“Kenly?” she mumbled,
struggling to sit up.

In the moment of distraction, the boy
scrambled to his feet. He raced over to where his mother lay,
moaning on the ground. He hauled her to her feet, wrapped a
supportive arm around her shoulders, and together they ran, leaving
the unconscious third attacker behind. If she hadn’t been so
concerned about her friend, Vision-Kenly may have followed them.
But Willa was more important.

Future-me hurried to Willa’s side and helped
her stand. Worried brown eyes scanned Willa from head to toe,
searching for life-threatening injuries. Other than a nasty knot on
her temple and a jagged cut across her palm, Willa appeared
unharmed.

“Come on, let’s get out of
here,” Vision-Kenly said, wrapping an arm around her friend’s waist
to help her walk.

“Where’s James?” Willa
asked.

“He chased one of them
down the street,” future-me replied, voice tight. “We’ll find
him.”

The night had grown eerily silent. There
were no signs of a fight taking place, no grunts or shouts up
ahead. A sense of foreboding made me want to hang back, but I soon
realized that was not an option. It was like an invisible leash
connected my two selves, the real one and the future one. My
incorporeal form was pulled along as the girls hurried up the
street.

It was Willa who saw him first. “NO!” she
cried, knees buckling.

With that single word, Vision-Kenly froze,
her muscles going slack. Unsupported, Willa slid to the ground, her
chest rising and falling as she gulped the night air. Soft whimpers
escaped through slightly parted lips as I mouthed a silent prayer
for James.

In the pale moonlight his hair appeared
almost silver. A lone curl hung down in the center of his forehead,
the tip resting in the corner of one, open platinum eye. His body
was so still, his gaze so flat.

The slow, cautions steps that future-me took
to reach James’s body were almost cruel. But I knew she, like me,
was not eager to confirm the truth that we both already knew. She
knelt beside him and pressed two fingers to James’s neck. A moment
later, her head fell forward, chin resting on her chest. The sob
that tore from her throat broke my heart.

Beep…beep…beep…beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. BEEP.
BEEEEEEP.

The steadily increasing volume and speed of
the alarm wrenched me from the Vision. I blinked rapidly, trying to
get my bearings.

Safe. Present. James is alive. Hasn’t
happened yet. May never happen. Future is fluid, always changing.
Breathe in. Breathe out. In and out. Good. Heart rate slowing.

I placed two fingers to the hollow of my
throat to take my pulse. The simple gesture brought back the image
of James’s broken body and the steady thump of my heartbeat
increased once again.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to conjure a
more pleasant memory. My attempts were futile, I could only see
James’s lifeless body.

Hasn’t happened yet. Hasn’t happened yet.
You can change the outcome.

I repeated the words over and over again in
my head, finally muttering them out loud when the silent chanting
did no good.

From beneath my rumbled, slightly damp
covers, my communicator dinged with an incoming message. Anxiously,
I patted the mattress until my fingers closed around the electronic
device.

Incoming
transmission, blinked across the small
screen. After I hit the play button, James’s voice drifted out from
the small speakers.

“Hey, Kenly, it’s me. Um,
James. I finished up rather early on my appointment today, and now
I’m in a hovercab on the way back to the flat. I spoke to Riley,
he’s going to swing over to the Techno Hut and collect Honora when
her shift ends. I thought maybe you and I could go for some dinner,
and then over to the Giraffe to help Willa close up. See you
shortly.”

I smiled, finally reassured that James
really was still alive and unharmed.

And then frowned, considering the Vision
again. I had no idea when in the future it would take place. I
never knew for any of my Visions. It could be weeks or months or
hours before the scenario I’d just seen came to fruition. That
reminder was not comforting.

Clammy and still a little disoriented, I sat
up and swung my legs over the side of the futon where I’d laid
down. I smoothed my hair back with one shaky hand, fingers becoming
tangled in the rat’s nest that had taken up residence on top my
head while I’d been entranced in the Vision.

Following my heart-to-heart with James the
night before, I hadn’t managed a wink of sleep. After tossing and
turning for a while, I’d finally admitted defeat when Riley’s alarm
started blaring from the next room over. I’d crawled out of bed,
fully intent on getting dressed and accompanying Honora to the
Techno Hut. Just one look at my dark circles and bloodshot eyes had
James insisting that I stay in bed. And I remember feeling way too
exhausted to protest. I’d overhead him making my excuses to Riley,
explaining that I’d gotten up in the middle of the night with a
stomachache and that it was best if I rested. I appreciated the
lie. Tired as I was, I would’ve been useless to my new friends for
safety and protection.

Honora and Willa had fretted over my health,
the former offering to call in sick to spend the day caring for me.
I staunchly refused. For one, I wasn’t actually ill. And it made me
feel bad to accept their sympathy. For two, rent was coming due
soon and I knew she needed the money. My staying at the flat
without making any financial contributions was burdensome enough. A
day of lost wages so that Honora could tend to my fictitious
illness was just not okay.

I still had a roll of Globes safely tucked
away in a sock, shoved inside my pillow. Every time I felt the
small lump, guilt started gnawing at my insides. Giving them the
money was the right thing to do. I knew that. But the stolen funds
were all I had left from my mid-air heist and I was scared that I
might need them to make a run for it. Not to ditch my friends—I’d
apparently decided at some point to stay with them, to be a part of
their improvised family—but to get out if the situation in London
became too hazardous.

In truth, I knew that I’d already stayed to
long, that I should’ve moved on already. To be totally honest, I
should’ve left immediately after the encounter with Jaylen Monroe
in the alley. Whether just an accurate deduction on his part, or he
actually had the ability to feel Talents, the Poacher knew that I
was Talented. Add to that the knowledge that I was American, and
he’d probably surmised that I was Created. Without a doubt, I was
on the Poacher’s radar. Not a good place to be. An even worse place
to be? Near me. If I’d been a better person, I would’ve taken off.
But the foursome had welcomed me without reservation, wanted me
around. Even grumpy James had come around. And I wanted…to not be
alone.
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I SHOWERED QUICKLY in the tiny stall, then
rooted through my meager belongings for the nicest outfit I
currently owned. As it turned out, said outfit was the cleanest
pair of non-holey jeans and a leaf green gauzy tank top that Honora
had tossed at me two days before, declaring it was, “A tad too snug
cross the top.”

I was standing in front of the dingy
bathroom mirror inspecting my reflection when I heard the jingle of
James’s keys as he unlocked the front door.

“Kenly? I’m home,” he
called, easing the door shut behind him. “Kenly? You
here?”

The note of alarm in his voice brought a
smile to my lips. With one last glance in the mirror, I poked my
head through the bathroom door.

“Hey. Sorry, I’m here. Just
finishing up getting ready.”

His concern morphed into something more akin
to shock. Self-consciously, I smoothed my recently blow dried hair
and wiped at the corners of my mouth to make sure none of Honora’s
Raspberry Sizzle lip gloss had strayed.

Since I only left the apartment to accompany
Honora to work or collect Willa from the Giraffe, there hadn’t been
a reason to wear makeup before now. But dinner out with James
seemed like the type of occasion that called for a little extra
time and care with my appearance.

It’s not a date, don’t go
overboard, I’d told myself like ten times
while applying the neutral-toned shadows, brown liner, and
lengthening mascara to my eyes. Now, staring into James’s uneasy
face, I worried that I had indeed gone overboard.

Oh no. He thinks that you think this is a
date. When he said ‘grab dinner’ he probably meant at the Giraffe.
Or from a chips cart. Duck back into the bathroom and wash your
face.

I was about to do just that when James’s
face split into a wide grin.

“You clean up rather
nice.”

“Um, thanks,” I said, torn
between being pleased he’d noticed and embarrassed that he
had.

“And here I am, looking
like a proper grease monkey,” he joked.

James wore his usual work attire, a white
shirt and dirty jeans. The blue bandana that he used to wipe the
excess dirt and oil off of his hands hung from one belt loop. His
fingers were stained black from the day’s work and left a smudge
across his chin when he scratched at the stubble he hadn’t bothered
to shave that morning.

“I’ll just shower right
quick—if that’s okay? Then we can go? There are a couple of hours
before sunset, plenty of time to eat and walk around a bit before
we go to the Giraffe. I’m sure you’re itching to get out of the
flat.” The way he rambled made me wonder if maybe my extra primping
made him nervous. That hadn’t been my intention. After the past
month of living like a vagabond, I’d just wanted to feel normal
again.

Right. Keep telling yourself that’s the only
reason you’ve been staring at your reflection incessantly. Maybe
one of you will actually believe it.

While James showered and dressed, I perused
the airwaves for any new hits on the antidote and tried not to
overthink my decision to go above and beyond basic everyday hygiene
requirements.

The Daily Dirt
was quiet on the antidote topic today. But a Swiss
site did mention “UNITED’s increasing efforts to solve the Created
problem before the upcoming Treaty vote.” I hated being referred to
as ‘a problem’ when not all of us were causing trouble. It was
tempting to post something to that effect in the comments section,
to tell the world that some of us who were Created weren’t hurting
anyone. With only negative press on Created, it would be good for
the people to hear from one of us, to assure society that we were
human and just the same as the rest of them. And yes, that included
some bad eggs.

At the last second, I thought better of it.
If they were anything like TOXIC, UNITED probably had teams of
Brains writing algorithms to crawl the net space for things exactly
like that. Since I’d trained with digital data, I was well aware of
the ease with which they could track online posters. Even though my
communicator was unregistered and technically didn’t exist at all,
they could still use it as a homing beacon to pinpoint my location.
Considering everything I’d done to evade them thus far, I didn’t
need to be sending UNITED a formal invitation to our doorstep.

Continuing my perusal of Created news, I
also found a short video clip from the states. The reporter was
standing in front of a chain link fence that stood at least twenty
feet tall, with old fashioned razor wire at the top. Behind her,
several yards off in the distance, was a non-descript building
similar to the one I’d seen in the last broadcast from the states,
the one about TOXIC’s experimentation facilities. The caption at
the bottom of the screen read, Cumberland, Maryland.

Biting my lip, I glanced towards James’s
closed bedroom door. Music by a band that I didn’t recognize wafted
out from behind it. I heard James singing along as he opened and
closed dresser drawers.

Two, maybe three, minutes until he comes
out. Enough time to watch it with sound before he emerges.

Hitting the volume button, I turned up the
audio just loud enough to make out the words with my acute hearing.
Everyone’s favorite reporter, Dana Duval, was explaining that
UNITED had found another one of TOXIC’s supposed experimentation
facilities. Unlike before, the international organization was not
letting reporters close enough to catch any of the real action.
That probably had something to do with the tenacious woman on the
screen. According to Ms. Duval, UNITED was refusing comment on
their latest find.

Crap, not again,
I thought miserably.

I wished I knew more about the facilities
and the extent of what the Director had built them for. And the
patients. I wished I knew who they were, where they came from, if
they were okay.

As the camera panned out,
two figures in the background caught my attention. They were
standing apart from the others, just slightly closer to the fence.
Dressed in head to toe black, each was wearing a windbreaker with
the UNITED emblem emblazoned on the back. From this distance it was
hard to make out their features, but I’d have known
her anywhere. Talia,
ponytail of unruly curls blowing in the wind kicked up by a
helicopter hovering not far overhead. She stood with her feet
shoulder width apart, arms crossed protectively over her chest. The
guy with her was a head taller and had his hands resting gently on
her shoulders. I leaned in closer, my nose nearly touching the
communicator screen as if that would somehow bring them into
sharper focus.

As if on cue, the camera zoomed in on the
lovebirds, catching the money shot: Talia, plum-colored eyes shiny,
tears weaving streams down her freckled cheeks as Erik pulled her
in close and rested his chin on the crown of her head. He turned
his face towards the camera, his expression hard enough to cut
through diamond. A chill ran up my spine.

What the hell was going on? Why was Talia so
upset? And why did Erik look like he wanted to murder someone?

“Ready, then?”

James’s voice startled me. I jumped and, in
a poor show of dexterity, brought the communicator up too quickly
and smacked myself in the face.

“Owww.”

“Oh! Are you alright?
Didn’t mean to startle you.” James rushed across the living room,
doing his damnedest to keep his smirk hidden.

“Fine. I’m fine.” I waved
off James’s concern with one hand while tentatively patting my nose
with the other.

Nothing broken. Just going
to bruise. That’ll look so nice with your
hair and makeup.

“Fascinating story?” James
asked, still trying and failing to keep his amusement at
bay.

One look at his face, and I couldn’t help
it. A wide grin spread across my own, followed by a snort of
laughter. James chuckled in response, watching me appreciatively.
With that, the tension and weirdness from earlier were gone.

“Yeah,” I giggled. “You
could say that. Let’s go before I do any more damage.”
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TIBER STREET WAS one of the liveliest in all
of London once the sun began to make its descent. The neon lights
and thudding music of the clubs and bars were outshined only by the
eccentric people who spent their time there. There was something
about the place that I appreciated. Maybe it was because people
seemed to come here to be their true selves—as freakish and
outlandish as they pleased. Or maybe I just didn’t feel so
conspicuous there. Whatever the reason, there was a feeling in the
air on Tiber, as if any time spent there was fraught with endless
possibilities.

One of the regulars, a
woman in a lacey neon green bra and matching spandex microskirt,
always brandished a whip and promised unimaginable pleasures to
anyone daring enough to enter The Vixen’s Lair. Another, a
beautiful olive-skinned man, stood on a fire escape wearing nothing
more than a black bowtie and leather pants. He inexplicably tossed
white rosebuds to select passersby. Twin beauties stood outside the
Olympus Club with long black hair, smooth tanned skin, and piercing
bright blue eyes. Like sirens, their song was hypnotic, inviting
men and women alike to, “Climb the
mountain, want no more. Join the gods and feel the roar. Ecstasy
like never before.”

I’d seen the spectacle so many times now
that these things no longer seemed odd or outlandish. I had no
firsthand knowledge of what happened inside the Vixen’s Lair, and
doubted my imagination was sufficient to guess. But I wasn’t naïve.
It was a sex club. And not the vanilla kind. I assumed that the
Olympus Club was along the same lines. Either that, or a den of
mind altering substances. Or maybe just a general lair of
iniquities. The rosebuds were a conundrum I had yet to puzzle out.
I also wasn’t bold enough to investigate.

The clientele on Tiber was
as wide-ranging as the people who worked there. So I wasn’t shocked
when James directed the hovercab to drop us off at one of the
street’s busiest intersections. I had, however, been surprised when
we exited the apartment to find a hovercab waiting for us in the
first place. Brushing off my protest and offer to walk, James had
insisted that the small expense was worth our safety. Since the
attack behind the Circus of Wonders, my friends and I had become
increasingly more vigilant, but using hovercabs instead of walking
was a new measure that had me feeling more anxious than usual. At
least, that’s what I kept telling myself. My overly analytical
brain suggested that maybe
the anxiety was due to the-date-that-wasn’t-a-date
with James, but I ignored that voice.

The seedy clubs and scantily clad
people—both employees and patrons—of Tiber Street were beyond
foreign to me. Especially considering the fact I’d spent
seventy-one percent of my life sequestered at an academic
institution in the Maryland wilderness, surrounded by a dense
forest and high fences.

Yet, walking down Tiber with James by my
side, I felt almost normal for the first time in….maybe ever. This
was exactly what I imagined that normal teenage girls back home
did. What Alana and I had wished we could do. Albeit, maybe in more
mainstream neighborhoods. Somehow, I was able to stuff all of my
worries into a compartment at the back of my mind, lock the door,
and hide the key. Now if only I could turn off my Higher Reasoning
and stop analyzing everything James did and said. Then the night
would’ve been perfect.

Case in point—the bowtie wearing male model
tossed a rosebud to James with a sly wink as we passed by. My
companion deftly caught the flower, and without missing a beat,
turned and presented it to me. I blushed stupidly, while grinning
like an idiot, and muttered, “Thanks.”

I twirled the short stem between my thumb
and forefinger and inhaled the beautiful fragrance. It didn’t smell
like any other rose I’d ever encountered.

“What’s the deal with
these?” I asked James. “I always see a guy up there tossing them to
people, but I don’t know what they mean.”

James laughed humorlessly.

“They’re a device of sorts.
That bloke,” he nodded over his shoulder towards Mr. Bowtie, “his
job is to seek out the right sort of person and invite them to the
do inside. He does that by distributing the roses to certain
people, which permit one to enter for the night.”

In dark jeans and a navy button-down with
thin vertical silver stripes that made his eyes come alive, James
was undeniably attractive. But so were half the other people
strolling Tiber. And the flowers weren’t exactly flowing
freely.

“So, you’re the right sort
of person?” I joked, nudging him playfully.

James smiled. “Apparently so. I get a rose
every time I’m down here.”

“Really?” I quirked an
eyebrow. “Never pictured you as the club-going type. So tell me,
what goes on inside?”

James shrugged. “Not a clue. Never cared to
find out.”

“Aren’t you curious?” I
asked.

“No,” James said shortly.
He suddenly put his arm around my waist, with his hand in the small
of my back. It would’ve been a butterfly moment, except he’d
evidently done so only to propel me up the street more
quickly.

Worried I’d offended him, or made some
social gaffe by asking, I studied his profile for signs of
agitation.

Slight puckering around his mouth. Adams
apple bobbing up and down too fast. Posture rigid. Fingers digging
into my skin might leave bruises. Yep, definitely agitated.

“I’m sorry,” I said
quickly. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“No, no,” he assured me.
“We should just hurry a bit round this part. These places,” James
paused and made a circling motion with his index finger, evidently
meaning the entire surrounding area. “These are all owned by the
fecking Poachers. The arseholes pad their pockets with the billions
of Globes spent behind their doors, all the while paying their
employees a pittance. And that paltry wage is only if you’re one of
the scant lucky few. Most aren’t compensated at all.”

Even if disgust hadn’t laced every syllable
James uttered, I wouldn’t have made further inquiries. From my talk
with Honora I understood what James was reluctant to say aloud: the
employees were Talents, captured by the Poachers and forced into
servitude.

Suddenly, I was no longer hungry.

I silently cursed the hovercab driver. He’d
insisted on dropping us where he did, citing traffic. Looking at
the steady stream of passing cars, I wouldn’t be surprised if it
was really because he either didn’t want to drive past the
Poachers’ area, or because they were paying him off to drop charges
nearby their clubs.

As soon as we passed the block he’d
indicated with his gesture, James dropped his hand from my back.
The place he’d touched abruptly felt cool, missing the contact.
Sneaking a glance up at James, I was pleased to find him staring
back. When my eyes met the platinum of his, he winked down at me
and smiled, radiating warmth. I had a good feeling that we could
salvage the evening.

The restaurant that James chose for dinner
was The King’s Pub, a hole-in-the-wall tucked between a high-end
fashion boutique called Ladies Who Lunch and the Madonna Theater.
It reminded me of a much more upscale version of the Giraffe. For
the most part, the women were dressed in couture gowns with
ridiculous fox fur stoles, and the men in suits. Judging by the
sheer number of guys wearing argyle, the pattern must have been the
current ‘in’ thing in London gentlemen’s fashion; the diamond
pattern covered most of the men’s jackets and pants. So weird.

Thankfully, James and I weren’t the only
patrons sporting more casual attire. Others around our age were
similarly dressed and the maître d’ who greeted us didn’t bat a
sparkly fake eyelash when James said, “Two seats, please.”

Once settled at a small table, we were
handed leather menus with a gold crown inscribed on the front. I
opened mine as the host said, “Your attendant will be over
presently,” and then disappeared.

“Oh! They have an entire
section on their menu of American foods!” I exclaimed. The couple
at the next table glanced over. Okay, maybe I was a little
too excited, but I’d been
longing for the comfort of foods I’d grown up with for
weeks.

James’s cheeks colored slightly, giving him
a ruddy complexion, and I immediately regretted the outburst.

“That’s why I chose it,” he
muttered. “I thought you might like a taste of home.”

My jaw dropped slightly and I felt like
every muscle in my body was frozen as I stared at James in
surprise. I was basically full-on gaping at him, but I couldn’t
seem to stop myself.

Finally, I snapped out of it. My lips curved
into a grateful smile and I looked down at the menu I held in front
of me, not trusting myself to speak, not even to thank him. Tears
prickled behind my eyes and I desperately needed water.

Where is the damn waiter?

I was genuinely touched by James’s gesture,
his thoughtfulness. But I abruptly felt tremendously homesick.

When I’d first arrived in London, the
differences in culture and cuisine had been glaring, and all I’d
wanted was something—anything—that resembled home. After making the
mistake of eating in Lindy’s, a well-known American fast food
restaurant that was also over here, and getting choked up while
trying to order a number five, I decided that even the smallest
reminder of home was too much for me to handle. Reluctantly, I
embraced the otherness of London. And while there were things I’d
never get used to—cricket, for instance—I’d ended up enjoying
immersing myself in their traditions. Now, though, the longing for
my mother, my friends, and my school burst forth from where I’d
shoved it all down, engulfing me in nostalgia.

Thankfully, before I could make a bloody
fool of myself, as my new countrymen would say, the waiter appeared
to take our drink orders and spout off the nightly specials. I
barely heard a word he said, but managed to feign interest by
nodding at the appropriate moments. When the man finally left to
retrieve our drinks, water for me and I was pretty sure beer for
James, I stared pointedly down at the menu, avoiding any and all
eye contact with my dinner companion. If James thought my behavior
odd or rude, he didn’t let on.

“Let’s have it, then,”
James said once our food order was placed and we’d been sitting in
awkward silence for what felt like an eternity. He took a long sip
of thick, chocolate brown ale and made a hurry-it-along gesture
with his free hand.

“Have what?” I asked,
confused.

“Your question. By my
estimate, it’s your turn in our little game. So let’s have it. Ask
away.”

I’d nearly forgotten that last night’s
tête-á-tête, which had resulted in me pouring my heart out all over
James and the futon, had started out as a game of twenty questions.
I mentally weighed my desire for a glimpse into the enigma that was
James Wellington against my reluctance to share any more details
about myself.

Sensing my hesitancy, James said, “I’ll even
give you, let’s say, three freebies, since I might’ve gone out of
turn a time or two last night.”

“I don’t think it counts as
a giveaway if you owe it to me,” I laughed.

James shrugged. “I suppose you’re right.
Four questions then, all in a row. Does that sound sporting enough
for you?”

Just like bringing me to a pub with an
American foods section on their menu, James’s thinly disguised
offer to, at least partially, lower his barriers and let me in was
touching. He was no more eager to relive his past than I was, yet
he’d brought up the game and was now submitting himself for
possible interrogation. Of course, my melancholy probably had
something to do with his kind gesture, but it was sweet that he
cared enough to draw me out. That brought a bittersweet smile to my
lips. If I asked the questions I really wanted the answers to, the
evening would quickly turn somber. But the opportunity to peel back
several layers of the James-onion was too good to pass up. Besides,
talking about his troubles meant temporarily forgetting my own. And
he was offering to do just that, for precisely that reason.

“Plenty sporting,” I
agreed, grinning.

I opened my mouth to ask my first question
when James held up his index finger in the universal gesture for
‘hold on’ and drained three-quarters of his beer. He set the glass
down, blew out a breath, and said, “Alright, go.”

I went for broke and asked the question that
had started this game, careful to phrase it in such a way that
James couldn’t dance around the answer.

“What happened between you
and Jaylen Monroe to make you hate him so much?”

James snorted. “Should’ve seen that one
coming. Where to start…. Well, for starters, that prig is the
reason I was tossed from school. We got in a scuffle and, being the
whiny prat that he is, Monroe went on about it to the headmaster.
Next I knew, I was given the boot.”

Something about James’s story rang a bell.
What had Honora said about James being kicked out of his posh boy’s
school? Oh, right.

“Didn’t you electrocute him
during your scuffle?” I asked.

“Not on purpose,” James said defensively.
The twitching at the corners of his mouth made me think that maybe
it had been a little bit on purpose. “And he was fine. I just gave
him a bit of shock is all. Of course by the time his father, the
Duke, was finished with the headmaster, the story was that I’d
nearly fried him and he was fortunate to be alive.” James shook his
head. “Wanker.”

The waiter returned with our dinners. My
stomach lurched as he set the all-American cheeseburger and fries
down in front of me. I’d wanted to order something else, something
British so I could keep my homesickness in check for the evening,
but I’d been worried about inviting questions or offending James. I
didn’t want him to think me ungrateful. In fact, cheeseburgers
weren’t exactly ordinary fare at the McDonough School, not like the
chicken pot pie that was on the menu. I’d avoided that, to keep
from blubbering through the main course. In name alone was the meal
I’d chosen ‘American’, and therefore only a vague reminder of
home.

I nibbled one crunchy end of a French fry
and considered what to ask next. There was more to the Jaylen saga
than James was letting on. Did he blame Jaylen for getting caught
by the Poachers? Jaylen was the reason James was kicked out of
school, which, according to Honora, was what caused James’s parents
to disown him. Being disowned was how James had come to live on the
streets and be captured by the Poachers.

Of course he blamed Jaylen.
I would have too. So I understood why James’s hatred ran
deep. Very deep.
But it was also more than that. A ten-year-old’s tattling betrayal
would probably have lost its edge after a decade, even when the
consequences were so dire. Yet the anger between them was white
hot. I was putting my money on something else, maybe something more
recent, between the two guys.

“Come now, Kenly. I know
you have more burning questions in that big brain of yours,” James
said after several minutes of silence.

“I do,” I admitted. “A lot,
actually.” I took a deep breath, bracing myself. “Were the Monroes
the Poachers who caught you?”

James swallowed the bite of cod he’d just
put in his mouth without chewing. The fish stuck in his throat, and
he started coughing. He pounded himself on the chest, but that only
appeared to lodge the food in farther. Color began to rise in his
cheeks and the little air escaping his lungs was coming out in
gasps. Other diners turned to look and someone called out for a
doctor.

Without thinking, I acted.

Stupid.

Using Telekinesis, I summoned the piece of
fish.

The tense atmosphere, the staring, and my
sudden panic evidently intensified my powers. The offending bit of
food flew across the room.

And so did James.

Waiters jumped out of the way to prevent
being knocked over. One woman dove underneath her table, screaming.
James smacked into the far wall, sending old paintings and framed
photographs crashing to the floor. The silence that followed was
deafening.

Every single eye in the room was on me as I
slowly rose to my feet, gaping in horror at what I’d just done. I
wanted to run to James, but my muscles rebelled, rendering me
immobile.

“Bloody hell! You filthy
Chromes don’t belong in here,” an angry voice boomed.

I turned to see a heavyset, bearded man in a
dirty white apron and hairnet brandishing a spatula like a sword.
He waved the kitchen weapon at me as he stalked towards the
table.

“Shove off, girlie! Hear
me? We don’t serve your kind. And you, too,” he hollered over his
shoulder to where James was struggling to his feet.

“Get out!” one of the other
diners shouted.

“Yeah, get out!” another
yelled.

“Get out. Get out. Get out,
Get out.” The chant became faster and faster.

The collective feelings in the pub couldn’t
have been more apparent. Fear and revulsion rolled in waves, thick
and discernable as the early morning London fog. I’d never even had
someone dislike me before, let alone despise me. Loathe my very
existence.

I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I
wanted to melt into a giant puddle on the floor. I wanted to use my
powers to smash every dish in the room. I wanted to turn invisible
and run.

“You’re unnatural!” came
the cry.

“Inhuman!”

“An
abomination!”

And then I got pissed.

Feeling uncharacteristically reckless, with
an overwhelming desire to do something impulsive, I opened my mouth
to speak. To let them know exactly what I was. Indeed, I was
something to be feared. But also to be respected. Not just
Talented. Created.

Don’t be stupid,
a voice inside my head screamed.
You have not survived this long on your own by
giving in to your impulses. Be smart. Be safe. Be free.

The fury inside of me was begging to be set
free, to consume everything in its vicinity. Unleashing it would’ve
caused a gratifying inferno. But letting these ignorant people be
my undoing would’ve been beyond disgraceful.

“Are you mental?” James
cried, suddenly at my side. Throwing an arm around my waist, he
dragged me towards the door.

I let myself be pulled to the door, torn
between apologizing profusely and defending my actions. If it
weren’t for my dislodging the fish, James probably would’ve been
purple by now, rolling around on the floor of the restaurant.

The angry shouts followed us out onto the
street. The man, I guessed he was the pub owner, was hot on our
heels, still slashing the air with his spatula and hurling insults.
Between his thick accent and the unfamiliar expressions, I could
only speculate as to the meanings of a lot of his words. It seemed
like a safe assumption that most were profanities.

“I spot you near my pub
again and you’ll be sorry, you will! Your kind ain’t welcome round
here!” the pub owner hollered.

I expected the man to give up the chase once
we were through the entranceway, but he was relentless. As James
and I ducked and dodged the crowd on Tiber Street, so did the pub
owner.

“What does he think he’s
going to do if he catches us?” I asked nervously.

“Flatten us with that
spatula,” James said, laughing. “Quick, in here.” He pushed me into
an alleyway.

“Um, he would’ve seen us
duck in here, he wasn’t far behind us,” I mumbled as James hurried
me into the darkness.

“Trust me, will
you?”

Heavy footsteps came to a stop behind us.
The pub owner was winded, panting and wheezing like an asthmatic in
need of a hit from his inhaler.

Rancid meat and old trash assaulted my nose
with every breath I took. Somehow, even with all of the noxious
smells around me, our pursuer’s body odor was just noticeable over
the rest, like the top note of the worst perfume ever. I tried
shutting down my olfactory sense like I’d been taught, but the
valve seemed to be stuck in the open position.

“In there,” James
whispered, his mouth so close to my ear that his breath warmed my
cheek.

I slipped into a small alcove just wide
enough for two people.

“Clear off, the lot of you!
Nobody fancies your kind round here!” The pub owner yelled, taking
several tentative steps into the dark alleyway.

I held my breath as James wedged in beside
me. I braced myself for the lecture, wondering if he’d dig in now,
or wait until the guy left. To my surprise, I found him grinning
down at me.

“James, I—”

“That was bloody
brilliant,” he said, his mouth only inches away from
mine.

Staring at those full, soft lips, time was
suspended. Our bodies were touching in so many places that I was
tingling all over from the various points of contact. I looked
down, to where his hand was still holding mine, his thumb brushing
a gentle circle over a patch of skin. When I dared to meet his
eyes, the silver seared through the darkness.

Since we’d met, I’d noted how the platinum
expressed each of his emotions, but I was unfamiliar with this one.
He reached up to brush a stray hair back from my face, his fingers
lingering, threading through my hair. The hand holding mine moved
slowly up to wrap around my waist, his gaze darting down to look at
my lips, pausing there. When he—

“I have a right mind to
call the pair of you in!”

The moment shattered, disappearing in an
instant. I froze, completely forgetting about James, his lips, my
beating heart and weak knees.

Call us in? Like to the cops? To UNITED?

My fingerprints were all over the menu, my
silverware, my glass. And in the TOXIC registry. One scan, and the
authorities would know who they belonged to. UNITED would know I
was in London. Unlike the man still standing at the entrance of the
alleyway, I’d never win a foot race with their agents. Once they
had me in their crosshairs, I was as good as contained. I would
be—

Don’t think about that now. Handle the
immediate predicament. Get you and James as far away from here as
possible.

“We need to go,
now,” I
hissed.

“Give it a second, he’s
leaving.”

“James, you don’t
understand,” I shot back. “If he calls the authorities—”

“I know, Kenly,” James
soothed. He ran his palms up and down my bare arms. “I
know.”

With one last barrage of politically
incorrect slurs, the pub owner finally retreated.

“See? We’re good. Just
breathe,” James whispered.

I took a moment to slow my rapid pulse. “I’m
sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I mean, in the restaurant.”

“Sorry?” James laughed
softly. “For what? Saving my life? Are you mad? I’m tremendously
grateful that you did.”

Right, but you wouldn’t have needed saving
if I hadn’t asked you such a piercing question.

I couldn’t bring myself to point that
out.

“Really?” I asked instead.
“No lectures?”

“No lectures.” James
reached up to where the hair had fallen into my eyes once more,
gently pushing it back again. “But we really should get out of
here. Whether that wanker calls us in or not, there are a lot of
angry people around who want our heads. We’ll catch a cab over to
the Giraffe, it’ll be safe there.”

“Can we afford another cab
ride?” I asked, feeling ridiculously guilty over him having to
spend more because of something I did.

“Well we didn’t have to pay
for dinner now, did we?” he chuckled. “Besides, better safe than
sorry. Especially right now.” James was still holding my hand as we
stepped back into the alley.

“Why especially right now?”
I asked suspiciously. There was a lot going on, what with enemies
crawling out of the sewers, but something about the way James said,
‘especially right now’ had me feeling instantly
unnerved.

After a long pause, James said, “Let’s wait
on that until we reach the Giraffe. It’d be best if Willa explains
it.”

This does not bode well.
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TUG’S PUB WAS a ghost town. Willa and a
part-time waiter/dishwasher/busboy named Gabe, who I’d seen a
handful of times, were both standing behind the bar watching the
local news on the wallscreen. Tug himself was nowhere in sight.

The lack of customers did little to ease the
tension that was making me twitchy. There was an ominous atmosphere
inside the Giraffe that I couldn’t shake.

You’re being
paranoid, I told myself.
It’s just slow tonight. Those old guys have to
take a night off from drinking every once in a while.

“Hey,” Willa called as
James closed the door behind us.

I gave a terse smile in reply and Willa’s
hazel gaze shifted to James. One look from my companion and Gabe
muttered something about unclogging the grease trap and disappeared
into the back.

“Wasn’t expecting you two
for a while yet. Everything alright?” Willa asked, eyes bouncing
between James and me.

I slid onto a barstool and James claimed the
one next to mine.

“Where’s Tug?” James
asked.

Willa’s jaw tightened. “Granddad’s still a
bit under the weather. He went to have a lie down. Why?”

“We had a spot of a run-in
on Tiber, at the King’s Pub. With some Chrome-haters. The owner
threatened to call the bobbies,” James explained.

I stared guiltily down at my hands. I didn’t
regret what I’d done, obviously. And even with that coil of anger
that had been unfurling in my belly, I was proud of the restraint
I’d managed. But now that we were on safe ground, I was thinking of
all the things I should’ve done differently, the ways I could’ve
better handled the situation. For instance, instead of using my
Talents to free the fish from James’s throat, I could’ve used the
Heimlich maneuver. Having been trained in rudimentary first-aid I
actually knew the technique. Instead, I’d panicked, acting on
instincts so ingrained, so much a part of who I was that, I hadn’t
given a second thought to the consequences. That momentary lapse in
discretion had cost us. Judging by the alarmed expression on
Willa’s face as James recounted the events at the King’s Pub,
probably a lot more than I even realized.

“Bloody hell. And tonight
of all nights,” Willa muttered when James finished telling the
story. Well, a slightly edited version of it. He left out the part
about my intrusive line of questioning that caused him to
choke.

“It’s before long then, is
it?” James asked.

“I reckon so. Looks as if
they’re going full monty tonight, doing a final roundup. The
Network is reporting an upturn in attacks, warning all Chromes to
keep off the streets.” Willa shook her head disgustedly and
gestured towards the now mute wallscreen. “Course proper media has
their gobs shut ‘bout it. Typical prats.”

Deciphering my new friends’ foreign brand of
English had become second nature to me, but now it seemed they were
talking in riddles. What was coming soon? What was a roundup? What
was the Network?

I opened my mouth to give voice to these
troubling thoughts when the chimes over the door tinkled. We all
three turned in unison to find two regulars hurrying inside. Both
men I recognized and knew were friends with Tug. They were the men
who usually sat at a table playing chess or checkers while drinking
pints. Tonight, they bee-lined straight for the bar.

“Willa, dear, go fetch your
granddad,” one, a small dark man with even darker eyes, said. Not
quite an order but close. He was middle-aged and wore twisted bands
of gold around several fingers of each hand, an odd contrast to his
cargo pants and tee shirt that declared, “God Save the Queen,” in
black block letters with a giant red tongue underneath the
words.

“He’s having a kip,” Willa
replied, swiping a wet dish rag along the bar and avoiding eye
contact with the man. “Is something the matter?”

“Dunkins, Monroes, Huttons,
the lot of them all out in full force, working together even.
That’s one for the books,” the small man said. “Just got word the
sale’s on for night after next. Rumour has it that they’ve quite a
lot of up-scale merchandise.”

James stiffened and turned to the
speaker.

“Are they close by? Have
you actually seen them, Ali?” he demanded.

“No, son. Not with my own
eyes, but my spooks have. Word is the Poachers, they’ve caught
themselves some of them Americans. Bidding supposed to start at
million half Globes for their lot. The auction will be the most
sizable by far in decades. Even us Chromes aren’t safe either, mind
you. What with the Treaty renewal likely to fail, a lot of fretting
among the Poachers about going out of business if we’re all sent to
the islands.”

Run. Run. Run.

James’s hand on my arm stopped me before I
could put my single-minded plan into action.

He’s right. More information. Knowledge is
king. Find out what you’re up against.

“Down here? In the Slums?
They’ve caught Created here,” I asked, a frantic quality to
my voice that I barely recognized.

An odd mix of terror and longing filled me.
Was it possible that I wasn’t the only person from the McDonough
School, from TOXIC, who’d sought refuge in London? Since the area
was home to the largest population of Talents in the world, I felt
a little naïve for not considering the possibility before now. All
the time I’d spent screwing around with my new friends, I should’ve
been trying to locate my classmates.

Stupid. Stupid.
Stupid.

From beside me, I felt James’s icy glare.
Even Willa appeared distressed that I’d spoken. She shot me a
warning glance, a quick slit of her hazel eyes, before returning
her attention to Ali.

“Blimey! You American,
girl?” Ali asked me, interest piqued.

“We’re leaving,” James
said, already on his feet. He grabbed my hand, ready to forcibly
remove me if necessary. He gently stroked the back of my hand with
his thumb, reassuring me, but the strength of his grip belied his
comforting.

“Comm Riley. Tell him to go
to the café and collect Honora now. Her guvnor will let her go
early. Close up and wait here for Riley and Nora. The three of you
go to Tug. Whatever you do, don’t come round the flat.”

“Not without me, you aren’t
leaving,” Willa cried, tossing her dishtowel aside and reaching for
the knot of apron strings at the small of her back. “You
need me,” she added
pointedly.

Ali was openly studying me
with dollar signs in his eyes. Friendship and loyalty to Tug were
enough for the man to run over here with the horrific news, but
apparently not enough to prevent him from cashing in on what he
clearly perceived as a gold mine. And for the first time, I
realized how rare a find Willa and James and the others truly were,
how lucky I’d been that they’d taken me in. My new friends saw me,
a Created, as one of them, as their
kind. Clearly that feeling was not shared
by all Chromes.

James’s fingers gripped my hand hard enough
to leave bruises.

“Riley will never forgive
me if something happens to you, Willa,” he said, tone gentle but
firm.

“She’s my friend, too,”
Willa hissed, defiant.

Willa held out her hands to me and that was
when I noticed the slash across her right palm, an angry red line
that triggered a dizzying memory. In my last Vision, Willa’s palm
had been cut. At the time I’d assumed the injury had occurred
during her altercation with the ginger-haired boy. Now I wasn’t so
sure.

Oh my God, please let that be a
coincidence.

James died in that Vision. But I could
change that outcome. By altering the circumstances. Maybe if Willa
wasn’t with us, James and I wouldn’t be separated. If we weren’t
separated, maybe he would live. Then again, maybe not. Maybe
tonight wasn’t even the night. But there was no way I was chancing
that. The risk was far too great.

I let go of James’s hand, and clasped both
of Willa’s in mine.

“Please trust me when I say
this. It will be safer for all of us if you stay here,” I told her
in a low voice. Willa’s lips parted and she was about to offer
another protest when I cut her off. “Trust me, Willa. Please. Just trust me.”

Indecision warred in her hazel irises. Willa
was concerned about her own safety, enough so that she was relieved
that I’d asked her to stay behind. Yet she was also genuinely
worried for me, and considering whether to make fuss and demand to
go. Beyond all of that, I could see the hesitation that my adamancy
added.

“You’ve been a wonderful
friend to me, Willa. I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate
it. And that’s why I can’t let you come. I swear, it really is
safer for me, for all of us, if you wait here for Riley and
Honora,” I said gently.

“You can’t know that,”
Willa said.

“But I do.
Trust me,” I whispered in
reply, repeating the plea with more emphasis.

She was still unconvinced. I found myself
wishing that the Director had added in the gift of Mind
Manipulation. Then I could’ve compelled Willa into compliance, to
stop wasting precious seconds. Ali was toying with something in his
pocket, indecision clear in his eyes. I would have bet anything
that it was a communicator. I was running out of time to get
away.

Finally, Willa bit her bottom lip and nodded
her acquiescence.

“Alright then. But swear it
to me you’ll come back.”

“I promise,” I said. Both
of us were well aware that the situation was beyond my control and
promises of return were futile.

Turning my attention to James, I was intent
on delivering a nearly identical plea. He needed to stay away from
me. It was far too dangerous. And I would never forgive myself if
he was killed because of me.

“You can’t come with me
either,” I said quietly. Leaning in closer to whisper in his ear, I
inhaled his wonderfully clean scent, soap and fresh grass. It was
so very James. “I have to tell you something. I saw—”

He pulled back, cutting me off.

“I don’t care,” he said
plainly.

If he was set on coming, I had to tell him
about the Vision. An informed decision was impossible until he had
all of the information. Putting my hand on his shoulder, I pulled
myself up again right next to his ear, so only he could hear
me.

“Seriously, I
need to tell you this,
just listen. When I—”

Much to my dismay, he pulled back again.
Leave it to James to be this aggravating when I was trying to save
his life. I looked up at him, ready to give him the death glare to
end all death glares, to force him to at least listen to what I
knew.

But when our eyes met, I knew in my heart
that I was wasting my breath. There was no way he was going to let
me venture out alone. In that moment, I was torn between gratitude
and exasperation.

The trouble was, while I wanted to keep
James safe, I also really didn’t want to be alone. I was terrified.
And if that wasn’t bad enough, if I was being truthful, my other
motivation for staying with him was even more selfish than the
first. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to James. In our short time
together he’d become an integral part of my life. One that I didn’t
want to lose. I didn’t know how much more I could stand being the
voice of reason.

“Let’s go. Now.” He
whispered his next words in my ear. “Don’t speak again, for any
reason.”

It took everything in me to
hesitate when he started towards the door, to ignore my mind
chanting run, run, run. My feet rooted in place, I knew I needed to tell him to
stay. To stay safe. To stay alive. To stay away from me.

Since he still had a firm grip on my hand,
our arms pulled taut when he started forward and I didn’t. Once he
realized I wasn’t moving, James looked back at me. Since he told me
not to speak I pleaded with my eyes, asking him if he was sure, if
he really wanted to stick with someone who was the night’s most
valuable prize. The faintest trace of his trademark smirk surfaced.
With a brusque shake of his head, I was done protesting. For better
or for worse, we were in this together. All I could do was pray
that we were changing things by leaving Willa behind.

As we reached the door, he called back to
Willa. “Comm Riley, tell him I’ll be in touch soon as it’s
safe.”

I was used to following orders. That was one
thing the McDonough School had taught me well, which was why I let
James take the lead. I followed him out of the Giraffe, matching
his long strides easily, with a parting wave to Willa over my
shoulder. Terror was blatant in her expression and I wondered if
this would be the last time I saw my friend.

“Hang on a sec,” I said to
James, turning back.

The door to the Giraffe was still swinging
closed as I pulled it open again. The men were speaking tersely and
adamantly to Willa, but I couldn’t make out their words from across
the room. The conversation stopped abruptly and they all looked up
when I stepped back across the threshold.

“Kenly!” Willa exclaimed,
her wide eyes darting back and forth between me and the
men.

“Forget something?” the
small one sneered.

With a wave of my hand, I sent them both
sailing through the air. The pictures on the back wall of the pub
shuddered as they slammed into the boards. The two figures came to
rest on the pine floors, neither moving. Willa’s jaw was
practically resting on the bar as she gaped at the crumpled
forms.

“Hope they weren’t too
close to Tug!” I said as I ran back out the door, blowing a kiss in
her direction.

“That was wicked!” she
called back, a huge grin on her face.

Once I was back out on the street, James
stopped his frantic assessment of the street and turned to face me.
He placed his calloused palms on my shoulders and squeezed
lightly.

“Keep your head down and
your eyes open,” James said. “Better yet, turn
invisible.”

“But then you’ll look like
you’re alone,” I protested, not wanting him to seem like an easy
target.

“Don’t worry about me.
Worry about you.
Yes, they’ll take me if they see me and have a chance. But you…,”
he paused, worry evident on his features. “They’ll
hunt you, Kenly. Now come
on. We can’t just keep standing here.”

The incorporeal state came
easily, as if I’d been born with the Talent instead of acquiring
the ability mere weeks ago. Thankfully I’d eaten most of my burger
before causing a scene, so I had plenty of energy. James began
walking and I fell in step beside him. Looking down to where our
fingers were laced together, I realized I had to let him go.
Just for now, I thought.
He glanced over in my direction in surprise when I tried to pull my
hand back, keeping a firm grip on me. Evidently, he thought I was
going to run. Just when I thought I was going to have to break the
no-talking rule, comprehension dawned on his features. Strolling
along like that was a dead giveaway that he was walking with the
Invisible Woman. I squeezed his hand tightly while he did the same
to mine. Taking all of the comfort I could from his touch, I stored
it up for later when I would surely need it most. My palm felt
empty, cold, once his was gone.

The night was pleasant, if a little wet with
the light drizzle that started to fall from the sky above. In
jeans, Honora’s sleeveless blouse, and sneakers, I was comfortable.
I squinted down at my feet before remembering that they weren’t
visible. The soles of my tennis shoes were well worn, but I was
counting on still being able to outrun most any foe despite
that.

“Who were those men? Ali
and the other guy?” I asked, my voice the lowest
whisper.

James spoke out of the side of his mouth,
lips barely moving.

“Tug’s mates. Network
blokes.”

“Network?” I
breathed.

“Chromes who run a sort of
underground news frequency. They report things that mainstream
media can’t. Or won’t. Like when an auction is scheduled. Tug’s
involved with them, too. Though not as much since he’s taken ill.
The Network used to be more proactive, doing the sort of things
Riley was proposing the other night—you know, hunting the Poachers
and all that.”

“Used to?” I asked, honing
in on the two words like a heat-seeking missile.

“Yeah. The practice fell
out of favor when it became clear the Network was losing more
people than they were saving. A dead Chrome isn’t worth anything to
the Poachers, but that doesn’t mean they’re above killing us,”
James said, still attempting to speak like a
ventriloquist.

Apparently I’d been remiss in not finding
out everything there was to know about the Poachers before now.
Truthfully, I hadn’t realized how much there still was to learn. I
finally got up the nerve to ask the one question I’d been dreading
the most.

“What did Ali mean about an
auction? People don’t actually bid
on Talents, do they?”

James glanced over in my general direction,
platinum eyes scanning the air for signs of a disturbance.

“That’s precisely what they do. It’s bloody
disgusting. Now be quiet, please. Someone will hear us.”

Ignoring his warning, I asked the other
question that had been on the tip of my tongue since James started
talking about the Network.

“How long have you known
the Poachers were planning this huge auction? Is that what you were
talking about earlier when you said it would be better if Willa
told me?” Despite speaking as quietly as possible, I didn’t bother
to hide the accusation in my tone. I was pissed and wanted him to
know it.

James sighed, whether from my ignoring his
warning or my incessant questions, I wasn’t sure. Either way, my
anger was stopping me from caring. I prayed the answer was
something innocent, like he’d just found out.

“Rumors of a big auction
began not long after TOXIC was quelled and bits started coming out
about the Created. Willa and Tug had been thinking up ways to bring
you into the fold for weeks, but Tug was worried you’d leg it.
Which would’ve been worse than you not knowing, but us still being
able to keep an eye out for you. When Willa was tracking you that
night, the one you had a bout with Monroe, we all knew we’d waited
too long. You required protection. We took a poll, and Honora and I
voted to tell you everything. About the Network, the
Poachers, and the
auction. The others opposed it.”

“You should have told me,”
I said.

“Would you have run?” James
asked.

“Yes,” I replied
automatically. And I would have too. Where? I didn’t have a clue.
But had I known just how much danger the Poachers posed, that they
were specifically seeking out Created to sell us off to the highest
bidder, I’d have fled London in a heartbeat.

“Then I’m glad we didn’t,”
he said quietly. He looked down at his feet, and then smiled shyly,
peeking over to where he estimated I was. Nervousness swam in those
platinum of his eyes. Unsure of whether he meant for my safety’s
sake, or for a different reason, I decided to just ask. If the
answer was what I hoped it would be, he’d get a bit of
much-deserved torturing. He wasn’t getting off the hook that
easily.

Before the words were out of my mouth, James
came to an abrupt halt. Flinging out his arm to stop me, he
inadvertently smacked me across the chest. I groaned. He held his
finger to his lips then tugged on his earlobe. I nodded that I
understood before remembering he couldn’t see me. This whole
invisibility thing was hard to get used to.

I focused my energy on my auditory senses,
straining to hear whatever it was that had James’s hackles up. I
saw them before I heard them. One block in front of us, four
figures rounded the corner. My heart skipped two full beats when I
recognized the ginger-haired boy. Light from a nearby streetlamp
glinted off what I knew to be a large metal ring in his nose.

James swore.

I almost cried.

“At least they aren’t
Poachers,” he muttered.

“How can you be sure?” I
asked, surprised to find my mouth capable of forming words, let
alone a coherent sentence.

“Not well enough dressed.
Even the lowest Poacher on the totem pole is well paid. They’re
likely prigs looking to pick up some Globes. The Poachers gladly
pay a pittance to other people for catching Chromes. And dodgy
blokes like those are just as glad to take it,” he said.

The quartet of prigs, as James called them,
were laughing raucously as they made their way towards us. They had
yet to notice us. Well, notice James anyway, since I was
invisible.

“Listen to me carefully,” I
whispered as loudly as I dared. I moved closer to him so I could
speak even softer, hoping my adamancy was being communicated
without the volume. “We need to get away from them. We
absolutely cannot engage in a fight with that group of people, do you
understand? Please trust me, we must stay as far from those guys as
possible.”

As I spoke, I was already searching the
street for possible escape routes and ranking them according to
viability.

James squinted briefly towards me, obviously
frustrated with the lack of visual tells. He sucked in a deep
breath.

“How strong is your
invisibility?” James whispered, skipping the indecision and
questions. Once again, he reached a hand in my general
direction.

Without hesitation, I threaded my fingers
with his. I knew what he wanted me to do and I hated that the
outcome was probably going to disappoint him.

Light Manipulators were able to extend their
invisibility to objects they touched: clothes, bags, small
trinkets. Particularly strong Light Manipulators were able to cloak
larger items: chairs, couches, and, in some cases, other people.
Being that it was a newly acquired Talent, I had no idea what the
limits of my powers were.

“Kenly?” James gently
prompted.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.
“I’ve never put it to the test.”

James squeezed my hand, rubbing those small
circles with his thumb again.

“I think you can do it. I
believe in you.”

All my life I’d been told my Higher
Reasoning Talent was strong. My instructors at the McDonough School
awarded me high marks on my exams. I’d been assured that a position
in the Crypto Division was mine for the taking upon graduation. But
when I’d expressed interest in becoming a Hunter instead, no one
had encouraged me. I was told that my Telekinesis was too weak and
that Brains didn’t belong in the Hunters. No one believed that with
hard work and dedication I could strengthen the weaker Talent and
actually stand more than a snowball’s chance in hell of being
placed in my dream post.

Talia did,
a pesky inner voice reminded me. And she’d paid me
the highest possible compliment at the time, at least in my eyes.
Talia Lyons—at the time, the darling of TOXIC and arguably the
strongest natural Talent alive—told me that I reminded her of
herself. And then she’d promised to help me achieve my
dream.

Searching James’s
expression, I found the same unconditional faith that I’d seen in
Talia’s eyes the day she asked to become my mentor. He
really did believe in me.

That was all the encouragement I needed.

I closed my eyes and summoned every last bit
of energy in my body. The rush that followed was intoxicating. I
swelled with pride when I realized how easily I was now able to
call my new Talents to the surface. Harnessing the power proved a
little more difficult, however. I focused the energy, channeling it
down my arm, into my fingers, and out through the pores of my skin
that connected with James’s.

He gasped. Even before I
dared a peek, I knew James was incorporeal too. I’d
actually done
it.

“Now what?” I asked,
panting a bit from the effort of keeping both of us
invisible.

“Now we run.”

His large warm hand still enveloping mine,
James and I turned and ran in the opposite direction of our
would-be attackers. Wordlessly, I tugged James to guide him across
the street towards a small, dilapidated park. According to my
earlier calculations, it was the most accessible and safest escape
route. Accepting the role reversal without protest, he followed.
Our shoes made soft scuffing noises on the pavement, but the
foursome was too busy singing some bawdy tune about a girl named
Nan to hear our getaway.

James and I slipped through an open gate at
the park’s entrance. My breathing was becoming labored, despite
only running the equivalent of half a city block.

TOO MUCH POWER. You’re
overloading the circuits, my brain
screamed.

Talents are sort of like muscles, in that
you have to build your way up. We were taught to incrementally
increase the power to prevent injury or incident. And here I was,
attempting a marathon when I’d previously only walked once around
the block. This wasn’t good.

I spotted a cluster of ancient trees beyond
the fence. The three-foot thick trunks and plethora of low hanging
branches seeped the surrounding area in shadows, providing an
optimal hiding place.

Yanking James toward the leafy shelter, I
prayed that I could control the power just a little bit longer.

Almost there. If you give up now and they
see you, that was all a waste. This can’t end like your Vision.

Sweat poured in a steady stream down my
back, pooling at the base of my spine. My legs shook, knees
threatening to buckle.

Crap. Crap. Crap. Focus. Breathe. Clear your
head. Don’t panic. The worst thing you can do right now is
overthink the situation and drop your focus.

As had been happening a lot
lately, the voice inside of my head was not my own. Tonight, like
most of the time I was in a panic, the words of wisdom were
Talia’s. This time I welcomed them wholeheartedly. The familiar
rage that was usually invoked by simply thinking her name didn’t
consume me. Odd, I
thought. A twinge of anger had made my already accelerated pulse
kick up another notch, but that was all.

Why the change?

Black spots started to dot my vision.

Forget it, save the guessing games for
later. Now, concentrate. You will not give in. You can do this.
You’re strong. You’re Created.

I blinked and the spots disappeared. The
trembling, though, had spread from my legs to my other
appendages.

“Kenly? Are you alright?”
James asked quietly, the vibrations causing our fingers to rub
against each other.

The scumbags were parallel to us now,
passing directly in front of the entrance to the park. In our haste
to escape, we’d left the gate ajar.

Shit. Mistake. Is it a big one, though? Need
to be more careful. Attention to detail is what keeps you
alive.

The woman who’d attacked me
with a butter knife in my Vision paused by the open gate, peering
into the park. Her eyes narrowed to slits, as if trying to make out
something in the distance. Trying to make us out, I realized. Pulling on
James’s arm so he’d get the message, I abruptly halted, hoping it
would give her less to pick up on.

“Don’t move,” I breathed,
cursing the fact he couldn’t read my lips. He seemed to understand,
though, and held completely still.

“See something, Karin?” one
of the woman’s companions asked.

Karin blinked and shook her head. “Naw. Just
a trick of the lights all it is.”

I blew out a breath I didn’t know I’d been
holding. A trick of the light—that was exactly what most people
told themselves when they caught the faint glimmer of someone who’d
gone invisible.

The quartet began moving again.

“We’re safe. You can
relax,” James whispered once they’d passed.

I wanted to hold still a while longer,
remain invisible, and stay undetectable. Just in case one of the
thugs decided to look back. Logic and a healthy dose of foreboding
told me to conserve my energy. It was a safe bet I was going to
need it later. Hesitantly, I let go. Let the store of energy race
back throughout my body with a snap.

As if coming from the opposite end of a
tunnel, I heard a voice calling my name. James. But it was too far,
too faint, and I was too…done.

Releasing all of that power, after working
so hard to maintain and focus it, left me utterly deflated. My
knees literally gave out from under me, and I fell to the
leaf-strewn ground. It was just like I imagined a too-full balloon
must feel when all of the air was forcefully expelled. On the plus
side, I no longer felt like I was breathing through a wet cloth, so
that was a bonus.

“Answer me, Kenly. Are you
alright?” James demanded sharply, leaning over and shaking my
shoulder. I could tell it was concern, not anger, making him
cross.

I weakly nodded, still kneeling in the dirt,
hoping the gesture was convincing.

James visibly relaxed, seemingly assured
that I wasn’t going to faint from overexertion. That made one of
us—I still thought smelling salts might be in my immediate
future.

“That was
brilliant, truly. I’ve
never met someone who could pull off something like that.
Particularly for so long.” His concern had been swapped for a
million watt smile, lighting up our shadowy shelter.

“What? Did you doubt me?
What happened to believing in me?” I attempted to scoff, not quite
able to fully embrace the ploy yet.

This is
so not the time to flirt,
Kenly.

“I did. I mean, I do. I
knew you’d be able to do it.”

I preened under the praise, only to have his
next words tear the smile from my face.

“Right lucky that Willa
wasn’t with us, isn’t it?” he said, using the British slang for
lucky. “I reckon cloaking three people would’ve been bloody
impossible.”

I instantly felt cold all over. The world
began to tilt to the left. Only James’s firm grip on my shoulder
kept me from falling over to lay in the dirt.

I’d changed the future. I’d
prevented James’s death. I should be exuberant, thrilled that I’d
been able to use my gift to help someone. To help
him.

Why, then, was I so scared?
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JAMES AND I stayed huddled in the shadows,
listening for signs of the next threat. And there would be a next
threat I knew. With the way things were unfolding, it would take
nothing short of a miracle for us to make it through the night
without fighting for our lives. And our freedom.

Unfortunately I was now paying a hefty price
for using so much power to evade the group from my Vision. But I
didn’t even want to think about what could have happened if it had
actually come to blows. Would Willa’s absence have been enough to
save James? Or would it have ended in tears regardless, his
lifeless body lying abandoned in an alleyway.

Just the thought of it made my heart ache.
And the exhaustion settling in my bones was a physical ache. There
was literally not an inch of me, from my head to my toes, that
didn’t pulse with a steady pain. I made a vow right then and there:
if we made it through the night, I was going to start practicing
with my Created Talents every day. I never wanted to be in this
position again. After all, what was the point in having all these
cool gifts if I couldn’t use them properly?

Buck up, Kenly. Put your big girl pants on.
You’ve survived war, days without food, assaults from random
strangers. Throbbing muscles and a little fatigue is nothing.

The mental pep talk breathed new life into
me, giving me just enough strength to still the tremors and right
the world around me.

On either side of the narrow park, the
streets were eerily quiet. Traffic was nonexistent. Pedestrians had
long since vacated the sidewalks. It seemed as though all of London
was inside, reluctant—rightfully so—to leave the safety and comfort
of home for fear of never returning.

“We should probably get
moving, huh?” I asked. “Find a better hiding place for the
night?”

While the trees provided decent cover on one
side, the semicircle configuration left us exposed on the other.
The hazy, cloud-covered moon helped, but a keen eye would be able
to see our silhouettes.

“Let’s rest here a bit
longer,” James said, studying me intently. “Catch our
breath.”

I knew the respite was entirely for me.
James didn’t break a sweat in our half block sprint and, if his
antsy disposition was any indicator, he was still riding an
adrenaline wave. I envied him that. Normally, I would have been
have been right there alongside him, raring and ready to go.

I leaned against a tree, the rough bark
scratchy through the thin material of my shirt. Looking back
towards the road, I realized we were creating large silhouettes
that were easily seen from back there. My brain told me we needed
to minimize our visibility.

“I know this is um, kind of
awkward, but…,” I trailed off, feeling stupid even saying
it.

“What?” James asked, still
trying to discern my features in the dark.

“We, um…well, we should lay
down. Or at least sit. We’ll be less noticeable to people passing
by on the street, especially if they’re looking for human-sized
shadows in the darkness.”

James quirked an eyebrow at me, his smirk
materializing.

“Is that so? You think we
should lay down, do you?”

It was obvious he knew I was right, but he
was evidently going to make me pay for suggesting it. Instead of
engaging, I peered down at the ground and swiped back and forth at
the spot with the bottom of my shoe to clear any large rocks. With
a glare at James, who was still grinning at me, I plopped
unceremoniously to the ground. It’s not like there was any graceful
way to do it.

Settled in with my back against the tree and
a large root to one side of me, I gave him an expectant look.

“Oh, forget laying down.
Just sit.”

James crossed the space between us and sank
to the ground next to me, leaning against the same tree. For a
moment I forgot about everything happening outside of our grove of
trees. His shoulder was flush with mine, his knee brushing against
mine as it rocked back and forth. Evidently his pent-up energy
still needed an outlet. I leaned my head back and looked up, the
sky barely visible in small gaps between the leaves. Taking in a
deep breath, I savored the moment.

“Can I ask you a rather
personal question?” James sounded almost shy.

I laughed quietly.

“I think we’re past
preempting personal questions.”

“Could’ve warned me,” James
muttered.

 

Cringing, I remembered too late that I’d
broached the delicate subject matter at the King’s Pub without so
much as a warning. The one that made him choke.

“Ask away,” I said quickly
before the situation could become awkward.

James turned his head slightly, looking over
at me while I resumed finding patterns in the foliage above.

“Is Invisibility one of
your Created Chromes?”

The question caught me off guard and my head
snapped back down. It took a long moment to answer.

“Um, yeah. It is,” I said.
“Why?”

“That posh school of yours
was all about instructing in the use of your abilities, am I right?
Keeping them fit, perfecting the pupil’s skills and so
on?”

“You sound like a
brochure,” I snickered.

“Well, just before, you
weren’t certain of your capacities. With Invisibility, I mean. I
inferred it wasn’t your strong suit. It simply made me wonder how
long you’ve had the gift,” James said, speaking as though I hadn’t
interrupted.

“Yeah…you sure you don’t
have some Higher Reasoning genes?” I joked.

Even though I was mocking him—it’s not like
that was an impressive deduction—I’d actually considered the
possibility before. James frequently made innate observations and
was an extremely quick, logical thinker. They were the same
qualities—although slower, as if unpracticed—I’d only seen in other
Higher Reasoning Talents.

James shrugged, not picking up on my
sarcasm.

“I suppose it’s possible
that I do. We aren’t tested the way your lot is. Honestly, most of
us don’t know all that we’re capable of.”

He paused, and I could see the gears
churning in his head. James slowly opened his mouth to speak, as if
taking a moment to consider his next words carefully, and then
abruptly closed it, deciding to stay quiet.

“Let me guess,” I said
glibly. “You want to know all of my Talents?”

“It’s only fair,” he said,
leaning forward and turning to the side so he could face me fully.
“I’m out here risking my life with you. Shouldn’t I know what I’m
protecting?” James’s eyes twinkled, as if he meant the words as a
joke.

I might’ve have bought that, too, since all
along we’d been revealing ourselves to one another with a playful
undertone, as a game. But his tone was gruff. Reminiscent of the
way he’d spoken to me when we first met. Before I’d broken down and
shared every sordid detail of my life, from the time Talia ran
until I’d crawled onto that hoverplane. After all of that, he was
suddenly a stranger to me once more. Speaking to me as he had
before he knew me, when I was just a naïve threat magnet. Suddenly,
joking or not, I was livid.

“No one asked you to come,” I shot back. “I
don’t need a bodyguard, I’m not some fragile little bird. I’m
Created, I can handle myself.”

“Okay, okay, I get it.”
James looked wounded and I instantly felt guilty. He held up his
hands, palms out, in a placating gesture. “Look, I apologize if I
was speaking out of turn. You’re spot on—you didn’t ask me to come
and you aren’t fragile. But…well, you do need looking after. I mean, just
have a look at yourself. You’re right knackered after going full on
with your Chrome for only a few minutes.”

I stiffened at the insult. Turning to the
side and mirroring his position, I straightened my spine so our
eyes were on an even keel and glared at James.

“I. Am. Fine,” I said,
enunciating each word.

James sighed and leaned towards me, clasping
my hands in his. My body defied me, relishing the feel of his long
fingers wrapped around mine, the rough skin perfectly balanced by
his gentle touch. There was a comfort there that I longed to
embrace. To wrap his arms around me and envelope myself in his
warmth. To let him protect me from the night.

Ugh, you’re such a girl!
This is so not the
time for this, Kenly!

Unable to let go of that sense of wellbeing
brought on by his touch, I didn’t pull away. But I at least refused
to move my fingers a millimeter, lest he thought I was returning
the gesture. Fighting to hold completely still, I didn’t let my
steely exterior give away my melting interior.

“I. Am. Sorry. Kenly,” he
said, enunciating the words as I’d done. “Truly. I meant what I
said. What you did before, to get us over here? It was fecking
brilliant. The effort did
tire you, though. Be as stubborn as you like and
refuse to admit it, but I can tell.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but my voice was
lost in my throat when he held a finger against my lips. When he
continued, his voice was just as sure, but a gruff undertone crept
in.

“And yes, I’m aware it was
all for my benefit. You wouldn’t be so spent if it weren’t for
aiding me. I’m bloody grateful. As soon as we find somewhere safe
to hide out and all the nutters bugger off, I’ll think of a way to
properly thank you for that.”

There was barely any space between us. I
hoped the darkness was cloaking the blush that crept up into my
cheeks at the thought of a ‘proper thank you.’ I leaned back
against the trunk again, once more facing the trees opposite us,
instead of the handsome boy with the strong hands and soft lips
just inches away.

His apology went a long way towards
alleviating my anger. In fact, in hindsight, I was ashamed of how
quickly it had risen. I had many faults, but that wasn’t one of
them. Anger was irrational, and my brain kept me logical most of
the time.

It dawned on me that I’d seen this effect
before, on someone else. On Talia. According to Donavon, she’d
always had a short temper. But in the year she’d spent recovering
for her final mission with the Hunters, that temper had become
explosive. The doctors and the Director had fretted over her mental
stability, constantly worried that Talia was on the verge of a
nervous breakdown.

An ominous chill snaked up my spine.

Stop it. You are not her. You’re okay,
you’re just edgy from using your Talents so much today. Try to
relax, chill out…before he starts to regret coming with you.

I took a deep breath. There was a simple way
to get past my outburst. Simple, but not easy.

“Visionary,” I
whispered.

James froze, his gaze narrowed in my
direction.

“Pardon?”

“You wanted to know all of
my Talents. Including my new Created ones, I have four. You already
know about three of them: Light Manipulation, Telekinesis, and
Higher Reasoning. The fourth, the one I didn’t tell you about—I
mean, it’s not like I just didn’t tell you, I’ve actually never told
anyone—is future
glimpsing. Those of us with the ability are called
Visionaries.”

James rose to his feet, and took several
slow steps away from me. As if I’d just admitted to having a
contagious disease.

“What? Don’t you have those
over here?” I asked, confused. Even though I’d just told myself to relax, I couldn’t
help feeling kind of offended. I wasn’t a leper.

James whirled around, seeking my gaze
through the mist.

“Of course we do. But
they’re particularly rare here, Kenly. You must know
that.”

“Yeah, I do. Visionaries
are rare back home, too,” I said, shrugging. “But it’s nothing to
get all disturbed about, it’s not like I’m going to hurt you or
anything.”

James’s laugh was hollow and absolutely
devoid of humor.

“Really? Is that why you
were so forthcoming with the information, Kenly? Why you kept it a
secret this whole time? The Poachers would do anything to get their hands on you if
they knew.”

“Then it’s a good thing
they don’t know!” I shot back, fighting to keep my voice down. “And
if I do get caught, which I won’t, it’s not like I plan to
advertise my abilities. I refuse to help those creeps in any way,
least of all telling them about anything in the future. Believe me,
I appreciate how dangerous this particular gift can be in the wrong
hands.”

“You refuse, do you? That’s
it, you’ll just refuse?” James mocked. “You don’t
get to refuse, Kenly.
That’s not how they operate. The Poachers, they’re animals. They
have no moral qualms whatsoever. Believe me, their creativity is
astounding when it comes to assuring obedience.”

James paced back and forth, anxiously
running one hand through his hair while flexing the other at his
side. The repetitive head rubbing was creating an impressive amount
of static electricity and strands of his silky hair were standing
at attention.

James came to a stop in front of me, looking
me in the eye for the first time since assuring me a ‘proper thank
you’ was forthcoming. I’d give anything to go back to that moment.
The whirling silver softened when he saw how tense I’d become.

Maybe you’re not as
invincible as you think you are, an
annoying whisper echoed in the back of my mind.

But I was, maybe not invincible exactly but
close damn it. I was Created. If I refused to do something, that
was that. All of those people out hunting should be terrified of
me, not the other way around. The Poachers, too.

I had half a mind to let them catch me, just
to teach them not to screw with the Created. How would they even
contain me? Locks could be disengaged with a blink. Cages could be
disassembled at the seams with only a thought. Jailors would be
brought to their knees, begging for mercy, simply because I’d
considered it.

And yet…I hadn’t been terrorizing the
Monroes in my Vision. I hadn’t been gliding out the front door, the
house taken to pieces in my wake. I hadn’t been able to stop Libby
from causing James that excruciating, soul-shattering pain. A
niggling doubt crept up, wondering how accurate the Visions really
were.

I thought of the crew we saw prowling down
the alleyway, less than fifty feet from us. The one I’d been
desperate to evade.

The useless butter knife glinting under the
streetlights.

If I’d been able to do
those things, to make the Monroes fear the Created, fear
me, surely I would have
seen it in the Vision.

Fear slithered up my spine, chilling me to
the core and causing the hairs to rise on my arms. James’s words
whispered over and over in my mind: ‘their creativity is astounding
when it comes to assuring obedience.’ I couldn’t let them use him
to get to me. I just couldn’t.

James crouched down in front of me. His
hands were on my forearms, gently rubbing away the goose bumps and
bringing me out of my thoughts.

“Kenly, I’m sorry. I’m
merely frustrated. Honestly, I’ve been caught by the Poachers once
before. I don’t mind telling you, I’m a bit unnerved by the
prospect of going through the experience for a second time. Please,
let’s not have us a row.”

“I’m sorry, too,” I sighed,
feeling like we were just continuously apologizing back and forth
in a loop. “I should have told you before about the Visions. It’s
just, I’ve only had a couple, and I’m not even sure yet what it’s
all about. And, well…I sort of thought you might react like this,”
I peeked up at him, gauging his response. “I don’t want to fight
either.”

Awkward silence descended between us,
neither sure what to say next. James sank back down beside me,
fiddling with several sparse blades of grass. With all of the
insanity racing through my mind, I wanted to grasp onto something
finite. Maybe it wasn’t the best time—it certainly wasn’t the best
lead-in—but I figured it was no holds barred at this point.

“What was it like?” I
finally asked.

I didn’t elaborate—we both knew I was asking
about his time with the Poachers. The question was exceedingly
personal, and I half-expected him to tell me to mind my own
business.

Crossing his arms over his chest, James
tipped his head back so the trunk was supporting the weight of it.
He closed his eyes, acting almost as if he hadn’t heard the
question, and let the mist bathe his face. After a long sigh, he
spoke so quietly that I had to lean in to hear him.

“Absolutely terrifying.
I’ve never been more frightened. Not before, and not
since.”

What he’d been through was beyond my
comprehension. There was no adequate response to his statement.
Saying “I’m sorry,” would’ve been trite and trivial and didn’t come
close to expressing how regretful I truly felt. So I sat quietly,
waiting for him to speak again.

Out of the darkness I heard a snort. “Still
think I’m something of a badass?”

There were so many other things I wanted to
say, but I followed suit, keeping the tone as light as the subject
matter was dark.

“Don’t be ridiculous, give
yourself a break. You were, what? Ten? You were still a child. Of
course you were scared. It’s irrelevant to the badass you’ve
become,” I replied, nudging his shoulder.

“It was the Monroes who
caught me,” James continued as though I hadn’t spoken. “Earlier,
when I told you the reason I got tossed from school, I wasn’t
entirely truthful.”

“So you did electrocute
Jaylen Monroe on purpose. I knew it,” I said, smiling despite the
grim topic.

“No, it was truly an
accident. But I hit him with enough charge that he wet his
knickers. One of our schoolmates, he was an Intellect, like you,
though he carried on as if he were just an absolute whiz with
computers. Hacked into the live feeds from the surveillance camera
that covered the sporting yard, and commed the recording to every
bloke in school.” James laughed at the memory. “It was absolutely
brilliant. Jaylen was humiliated, of course, and livid. Can’t say I
fault him for that. But, apparently…having me tossed wasn’t good
enough.” The mirth was gone from James’s voice, as he continued
into the part of the story he’d left out before.

“Monroe wanted to settle
the score, to get back at me. I suppose his father, the Duke, felt
the same way. He came for me himself. Once they had me locked up,
Jaylen came to have a chat. Said he wanted there to be no mistake
about who was responsible for my capture, that it was no turn of
fate when the Duke found me on the streets. Jaylen told me he was
in control, that he owned me.”

I leaned in next to him and found his
trembling hands in the dark. Winding our fingers together, I cupped
my other hand on top of his and held on tight. A bitter bark of
laughter escaped James’s lips.

“I have half a mind to
thank him for that. That smug sneer of his made me so furious that
I forgot to be scared for a time. The Monroes held me prisoner in
that dungeon of theirs for nearly a month. Gave me just enough food
to prevent starvation. I recall—”

James’s voice broke and I wanted to tell him
to stop, that I didn’t need to know anymore, that I didn’t care.
I’d already heard enough to want to tear Jaylen and his spoiling
father limb from limb, slowly removing pieces while keeping them
alive. Despite my violent thoughts, I could tell that this was
something James needed to say out loud, that it was a form of
catharsis

No longer feeling self-conscious, I scooted
closer and wrapped my other arm around his stomach, locking him in
what I hoped was a comforting embrace. Then I sat quietly with my
head on chest, listing to every beat of his heart while waiting for
him to continue.

“I recall being so weak
that I could barely form a proper thought. All I could think of was
the pain in my stomach, my mind consumed by longing for just a sip
of water. With so little energy, I wouldn’t have been able to use
my Chromes anyway. But still, they…they injected me a formulary
that suppressed my powers. Do you know what it’s like to be kept
apart from your Chromes, Kenly?”

Even though James wasn’t looking at me, I
shook my head.

“It’s the worst feeling in
the world. Imagine you haven’t eaten in days. And there, just
ahead, is an apple dangling on a cord. Scarcely beyond your reach.
You stand on your tiptoes, jutting your shoulder out, praying for
your limbs to stretch the smallest amount. Mere millimeters are
needed for your fingers to make contact with the fruit. But they
don’t.

“So you jump, knowing
that’ll do the trick. And the apple seems to jump with you, forever
suspended a bit too high. You can’t keep from trying again,
continuing to jump over and over again until you’re too weak to
carry on. Even then, you tell yourself that the next time will be
it. You’ll get it. You just need a bit of rest. Because you are so
starved, and because you crave that apple so badly, and because it
is so very close, you cannot help but repeat the process. Over and
over, even if drives you mad.

“Attempting to get hold of
my Chromes almost drove me mad. They were right there, I
could feel them,
just a bit further on. Hating
Jaylen Monroe is all that kept me from going mad trying to get to
them. I couldn’t stop reaching for my
Chromes, because they’re a part of me, just as yours are a part of
you. I just had to get them back. It would’ve been so easy for me
to fry them all, to show Jaylen what it was like to really feel my
power. I just…I just had
to reach them. I was…desperate.”

James let his head fall
back against the tree again. I felt the deep sigh rising up in his
chest before I heard the sound of him letting it out. It was
obvious that he was frustrated with the inability of words to
convey the depth of his emotions, the exhaustion, and the rage, and
the need. It had
been psychological torture, even crueler than the physical
sufferings they’d put his body through. Our Talents were a
fundamental element of us, just as integral as an arm or leg. The
loss of them was a pain I couldn’t fathom.

Never in my life had I felt so much fury on
behalf of another person. Honestly, I couldn’t recall ever being so
angry for myself, and that was saying something. I wished that I
could go back in time and demand the ability to manipulate minds
from TOXIC. There was nothing I’d ever wanted as much as that, so I
could erase every last trace of James’s time with the Monroes.

Since that wasn’t an option, I extricated my
fingers from his, wrapped both arms around his abdomen, and
squeezed him as hard as I dared, longing to wring the memories
right out of him. When he looked down at me, the faintest beginning
of a wry smile was there, as if he understood what I was trying to
do. Suddenly feeling embarrassed, I pulled back with a jerk, moving
away so we weren’t touching at all and leaning against the rough
bark once more.

My awkwardness was rewarded with a full-on
grin from James. For a moment I didn’t care about anything other
than seeing him really smile again, even if from laughing at me.
James reached over, snatched my hand back, and rested it in his
lap, pulling me closer to him. Interlacing our fingers once more,
he used the other hand to absently trace lazy patterns up and down
my forearm, as though I was the one who needed comforting.

As my heart ached for James and what he’d
gone through, my brain plotted inventive ways to avenge the
injustice. If we made it through the night, I was going to tell
Riley to count me in for his Poacher hunting party.

We spent several blissful minutes like that,
no longer wanting or needing to talk, with only the trees shielding
us from a potential combat zone.

And then our small bit of peace was abruptly
shattered.

Somewhere in the distance, tires screeched
as a road vehicle took a corner too fast. James’s platinum gaze
found mine, his alarmed expression mirroring my own. He held one
finger to his lips, as if I needed a reminder to stay quiet.
Grabbing for me with his free hand, James pulled me over so that my
back was flush against his chest.

For the space of a single heartbeat, I
weighed the pros and cons of using the little energy that had
returned to mask both James and I in an invisible cocoon.

The road vehicle was speeding up the street
on the west side of the park, the side where we were most
exposed.

Do it. Do it now.

With so many points of contact between our
bodies, I didn’t exert nearly as much power as I’d previously
needed to achieve an incorporeal state.

“Kenly,” James protested
into my ear.

“Did you have a better
idea?” I retorted in a sharp whisper. “Because just sitting here
like idiots probably wasn’t going to work out so well.”

The car flew by our hiding spot without
slowing. I sagged with relief.

Only to have my muscles go taut again when
the vehicle made a U-turn up ahead.

Now driving in the opposite direction, the
car made a second pass.

What the hell?

I felt James’s sharp intake of breath as the
vehicle made another U-turn.

“Now is the time to run,” I
whispered, pulling him to his feet, ready to take
flight.

The telltale hum of a newer-model hovercar
sounded overhead. James wrapped his arms around my midsection
again, tighter, successfully immobilizing me.

“Listen to me, Kenly,” he
breathed into my ear, voice calm and silky smooth with a hint of
underlying desperation. “Remain invisible. And run. Get as far from
here as possible. And then keep going. No matter what you hear or
see, Kenly, do not come back. Promise me.”

“No. Absolutely not,” I
protested. “We remain invisible. We
run. We
get as far away from here as possible.”

The road car halted outside the west
entrance to the park.

Behind me, James was vehemently shaking his
head from side to side.

“Bollocks. For Christ’s
sake, listen to me. You will make it further on your own. You’ll be
able to stay invisible longer. Together we don’t stand a bloody
chance.”

“Together is the only
chance we have,” I insisted. “I won’t leave you.”

The hovercar touched down by the East
entrance.

We were surrounded.

With both teams unable to see us, I took the
opportunity to go visible, to retain as much energy as possible for
when we desperately needed it.

“Go, now.” James shoved me
forward. I clung desperately to his arm, determined not to let him
slip through my grasp.

“Damn it, Kenly,” James
swore, yanking hard in an attempt to extricate himself from my
grip.

On both streets, vehicle doors flew open.
Boots thumped against pavement as people exited the vehicles. The
unmistakable sound of guns being cocked made the fine hairs on my
arms stand up.

“They’re here,” a man’s
voice called out. “Have me three heat signatures, two close at once
in the northeast corner and one in the south.”

Heat signatures?
Shit. Were these UNITED
agents? Who else would have the high-tech gadgets? And did he say
three? There’d been someone else in the park the entire time? What,
listening to James and me bicker? Listening to his story? I
mentally kicked myself for not securing the area, checking to make
sure we were alone.

The grassy knoll was
relatively small but not tiny, comprising a full square city block.
Trees and hedges dotted the landscape, all providing decent hiding
places. But when we listened and hadn’t heard any noises, I’d
assumed the shadows were empty. Sloppy. I knew better than to
assume.

“Watch yourselves
everyone,” a different voice added, this one young and female. “My
readings are off the charts. We’re talking serious
power.”

James drew me in close again, wrapping his
body protectively around mine as if to mask my essence in case one
of the newcomers was a sensitive. Though I wanted to assure him, to
convey that I was strong, an equal, my body denied my intentions. I
clung to him. After everything I’d been through, the weeks of
running, they’d found me. And I was terrified.

“Poachers,” he whispered,
his breath a warm caress on my cheek.

“I don’t think so,” I
whispered back. “I think it’s UNITED.”

“Unfortunately, I recognize
the girl’s voice. I’m certain of it, they’re Poachers.”

I couldn’t decide which alternative was
worse.

Sweat poured down my back profusely, and I
worried that I might slide right through James’s arms like a
mud-covered pig. My heart hammered against my ribcage, trying to
break free.

Get yourself together. Now is not the time
to freak out. You’ve been in more critical situations.

And I had. The battle in D.C., for example.
But even then, when death seemed a forgone conclusion, I hadn’t
felt terror like this. I’d been oddly detached, gladly ready to
accept whatever hand fate dealt me. Glad to give my life for the
good of TOXIC. It had felt like nothing, like my service, my
duty.

Now, all I could think
was, I am not ready to die. I don’t want
to be a slave. I am not ready to die. I don’t want to be a
slave.

The mantra repeated over and over in my head
until the words ran together, blurring into desperation.

Then don’t! Get your ass in gear and prepare
to fight! You are stronger than these people, whoever they are. You
are faster. You are better. You are Created.

I took a deep breath and pushed everything
not related to an exit strategy out of my mind.

Concentrate. Eight sets of footsteps total.
Four on each side. Two on the right are lighter than the others,
probably female. Uneven steps to the left, man’s limping slightly.
Injury not severe but bad enough to change his gait. Exploitable
weakness.

The west gate creaked open. Four shadows
entered the park. Three were approximately the same height and one
markedly smaller. They were moving slowly, methodically. Guns were
raised as the swept the area for signs of life. In a couple more
feet, I’d be able to make out their features.

On the east side, the remaining Poachers
filed through the entrance. Even though I was viewing them through
gaps in the leaves, our hiding spot was much closer to the east
gate and I had no trouble identifying four distinct silhouettes.
All but one was heavy muscle. The type seen on professional
wrestlers. Tall enough to dwarf an average human. The fourth man
was equally as tall, but where the others were bulky with muscle,
he was lean to the point of being gangly.

“Here Chromies, Chromies,
Chromies,” the young female voice sing-songed to my right. “Come
out, come out wherever you are. Filthy twits.”

“Do I perchance want to
know our odds of us taking them on and coming out on top?” James
whispered.

“Probably not,” I admitted.
“But I couldn’t tell you anyway. I don’t have enough
information.”

“Not one of the lot is a
Chrome. Does that help?”

You don’t have time to wonder how he knows
that. Just add another tick in the column of his Talents, another
question to the list.

I’d already figured as much, since they were
touting gadgets and guns, but the confirmation did slightly improve
my outlook. Barely.

“It helps,” I said. “It
raises our chances from dismal to lousy.”

The group of Poachers who’d
come in through the east entrance were nearly on top of our hiding
place. Of course, it had
to be the big muscle. After just a couple more
steps, they would be inside the tree alcove. The four approaching
from the west had taken a detour towards the south side of the park
in search of the other Talent.

Excellent.

“As soon as this lot comes
round the tree, I say we make our move,” James muttered, his mouth
so close to my ear now that his lips brushed the lobe. Had it been
any other time, I would’ve found the touch incredibly distracting.
“Remain invisible as long as possible. Keep them unwitting while
you can. The element of surprise will be an asset we need. If we
can fight our way past them, we might be able to leg it, reach the
gate, and duck the others before they double back. Whatever you do,
don’t let them get a shot off at you. The guns are most likely
loaded with tranquilizer darts. The drugs will knock you
unconscious before your head hits the grass.”

As he spoke James unfurled one of his arms
from my waist and awkwardly sought out the hem of my shirt. Stunned
speechless, I tensed as his hand slid underneath my top—how long
had it been since I carefully chose it for our date?—and closed
around my hipbone.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.
“Contact has to be skin to skin, right?”

I felt my face grow hot and a pleasant
tingling sensation skittered down my spine as his other hand came
to rest on my stomach.

“It does,” I managed, my
mouth as dry as cotton.

I considered pointing out the obvious—that
he could have just moved his hands to my bare shoulders or
somewhere else as equally benign. But the intimate contact gave me
a thrill I’d never experienced before and, despite this being the
absolute worst time and place for it, I savored every millisecond
just in case this first time was the last time it happened.

The gangly man was the first around the
tree. In one hand he held a small pistol, in the other a flashlight
that emitted a thin stream of blue light. The last threads of hope
that I’d been clinging to broke. Light in that area of the spectrum
was often used to see things that were otherwise invisible to the
naked eye. Once his beam swept over us, James and my outlines would
become visible and we’d lose our only advantage: surprise.

I didn’t wait for that to happen.

I exploded forward, hurtling towards Mr.
Gangly. As I did, I diverted just enough energy to my Telekinesis
to tear the pistol out of his hand, flinging it harmlessly off to
the side. I came in low, shoulder dipped to ram the Poacher in the
solar plexus.

“Oomph,” he grunted when I
made contact, stumbling backwards and falling to the ground with me
on top.

Flashlight still in hand, the man used it as
a weapon, blindly aiming blows at a body he couldn’t see. One of
his hits landed hard against my temple, causing stars to dance in
my blurred vision.

The other three Poachers in the group were
surrounding us, tranquilizer guns bobbing and weaving as they tried
to determine where my body was exactly, to get off a clear shot.
Their reluctance was blatant, concerned about missing their
target—me—and inadvertently hitting my opponent.

While Gangly was feeling confident from his
landed blow, I executed a textbook-perfect uppercut to the
underside of his chin. His head snapped backwards, skull smacking
into packed earth. Regrettably, he didn’t stay down for long.

With the commotion of my surprise attack and
facing a yet-unseen adversary, James had gone temporarily
unnoticed. I’d provided enough of a distraction for James to slip
around the trees and, using their shadows as cover, come up behind
the other Poachers. Gangly was back up and hopping, and I was
dodging jabs that were coming too close for comfort, when—

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

It was the wail heard around the world. The
other two Poachers collapsed to their knees, arms flailing like
weak branches in a tornado. One fell forward, landing on his face,
torso bucking up and down like a puppet whose strings were being
pulled. The other fell on his back, arms and legs akimbo.

I’d seen James use his electrical powers
before, but not nearly to this degree. Before, in the alleyway
behind the Circus of Wonders, he’d merely stunned my attacker. This
time, I’d be surprised if the men walked away without lasting
damage. If they walked away at all. I couldn’t bring myself to feel
even the slightest bit bad for them.

James turned his attention to the lone man
left near him. Despite having just witnessed his two friends being
electrocuted, he wore a wicked grin that implied he knew something
James did not. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to puzzle out what
that something might be.

I paid dearly for those moments my attention
was diverted. The vertebrae in my neck popped and a second later my
cheek was on fire. My opponent had backhanded me with enough force
to leave an impression of his knuckles behind. I whimpered, palm
flying instinctively to my face to assess the damage. A welt was
blossoming over my cheekbone, but it didn’t appear as though he’d
broken the skin. Thank goodness for small favors.

“You ain’t nothin’ but a
lil girl, are you now?” the gangly man said, grinning at me with
red tinged teeth.

The pain in my cheek suddenly felt much
better, knowing that one of my blows had drawn his blood. Then,
understanding dawned. He could see me. I was no longer
invisible.

Crap.

I swung at my opponent, at the same time
attempting to gather the energy needed to disappear from view
again. He caught my fist inches from his face and twisted. Tears
blurred my vision as the pain became excruciating. I couldn’t
focus, couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t think straight. As a result,
I was unable to reach my Talents

Fully able to be seen, I felt exposed,
vulnerable, and less sure about my movements. Just a moment ago I’d
had the upper hand, artfully dodging my attacker’s fists while
managing to land several solid hits of my own. Now my maneuvers
were awkward. The glancing blows that did make contact had little
effect.

My attacker flipped me like a rag doll,
slamming my back into muddy grass. I bit down on my lip to keep
from crying out when my skull bounced off a knobby tree root. The
man had ahold of my wrists now, pinning them both with one hand and
reaching for something on his belt with the other.

Moonlight glinted off of a thick, metal
syringe as the Poacher placed the top between his yellowed teeth
and pulled the cap free, revealing a large gauge needle
beneath.

“James!” I screamed his
name at the top of my lungs. The gangly man was bent over top of
me, his knees jammed into my thighs so that I couldn’t get a decent
kick in. Frantic, I thrashed wildly underneath of him like a fish
out of water. Much as I wanted to close my eyes, I couldn’t seem to
look away from the needle that was moving steadily towards my
carotid artery.

Tranquilizer. Don’t let that needle touch
you. If you do, you’re done.

“You bastard!” I hollered,
doubling my efforts to break free.

The Poacher scoffed. He was too strong.

You are stronger. You are faster. You are
Created. You can get away from him. Don’t you dare give up.

The needle pricked the skin over my throat,
bearing down into my vein.

No! Do something!

I stopped struggling entirely, instead
channeling my energy towards my Telekinesis. The man’s face split
into another toothy grin as his thumb started to push the plunger,
a hummingbird’s wing flap from dispensing the sedative into my
bloodstream. Several cold, metallic-feeling drops leaked out before
I summoned enough strength to tear the syringe from his grasp,
sending it sailing backwards. The pointy end struck the gangly man
just below his Adam’s apple. With my mind I slammed the plunger all
the way down.

The Poacher stared at his empty hand, his
disbelieving expression almost comical. A single blink ago the
syringe had been in his hand, and now it was dangling from his
throat, empty.

“Why, you daft lil’ bitch,”
he wheezed, just before his eyes rolled back in his head. One
hundred and eighty pounds of dead weight landed on top of me,
knocking the wind from my lungs for a second time.

“Kenly! Bloody hell, are
you alright?” James’s worried voice was music to my ears. When he’d
failed to respond to my screams earlier, I’d assumed the
worst.

“I’m okay,” I grunted.
“You?”

James didn’t answer as he rolled the Poacher
off of me and then hauled me to my feet with one hand. I gave him a
quick once over. His button down was now open, the two halves
flapping like birds wings when he moved. A crimson smear ran across
his well-defined stomach muscles, but there was no visible cut. The
blood was not his. The right side of his mouth was swollen and the
skin over his jaw was already in the early stages of bruising.

Touch feather-light, James ran his
fingertips over my cheekbone, where the gangly Poacher had
backhanded me. We both winced.

“Does it hurt much?” he
asked.

“Only a little,” I said,
partially telling the truth. The pain was bearable for now, but
once the adrenaline subsided I’d be in agony.

“Move and you die,” a voice
shouted behind us.

James spun, deftly shielding me from the new
threat.

Four Poachers, all unconscious, lay
scattered in the small alcove of trees. But the other four, the
group who had started their search at the opposite end of the park,
were standing approximately twenty feet away. A tiny, doll-like
girl with black hair styled in a pixie cut stood closest, feet
shoulder width apart, two bone-whites hands clasped around the
handle of a gun. Flanking her on either side like meaty bookends
were two stocky men. The fourth Poacher, another woman, was
marching a small figure, cuffed and shackled, towards the west
exit.

The third heat signature, I realized. James
and I hadn’t been the only ones hiding out in the park after
all.

“Put your hands where I can
see them,” the tiny Poacher ordered.

Neither James nor I moved.

“I won’t ask you nicely a
second time,” she said, flipping the safety off the gun.

“You didn’t ask all that
nicely the first time,” James shot back.

The girl squinted, cocking her head and
narrowing her dark eyes as she studied James.

“Gordon Bennett! I’ll be
damned, this is my lucky night!” she said, excitement in her voice.
“James Wellington, what a treasure. And who’s your
mate?”

“Do you have enough energy
left to turn invisible?” James quietly asked me, pitching his voice
low enough that only I could hear.

“I can try,” I said with
more confidence than I felt.

“Don’t be difficult,
Wellington. You and I both know how this is going to end. Save you
and your girlfriend a lot of pain and come without a fuss.” The
girl’s voice was calm and steady, but the two goons at her sides
were growing agitated.

The banter between James and the girl had
given my energy reserves some time to replenish. Without too much
difficulty, I became incorporeal again.

“Not a smart move!” the
pint-sized Poacher called.

Reaching for James’s hand, I cast my powers
out like a net to encompass him, too. Only, I was too slow. The
projectile struck James just above the collarbone. My heart skipped
a beat.

“No!” I cried.

James howled in pain and his face turned
bright red. A vein in his forehead throbbed beneath the skin like a
pulsing blue worm.

“Go. Run.
Please,” James
grunted.

Blue light appeared three feet to my left.
The beam traced a path across where I stood, motionless, as James
sank to his knees.

“There you are, lassie,”
one of the male Poachers called triumphantly.

I dropped to the ground beside James at
precisely the right second. The first tranquilizer dart whizzed
over my head. The second flew past my ear, nicking the lobe. A
third would have lodged right where my shoulder met my torso, had
James not flung out his arm, letting the dart strike him
instead.

Suddenly, holding onto the invisibility was
too draining. It wasn’t helping anyway, since the Poachers had that
damned blue light. I dropped the shield and rerouted the energy
towards my Telekinesis. If I could just turn the darts around and
send them back at the Poachers, we might still have a chance.

James was fading fast, his movements
sluggish and haphazard. His fingers fumbled with the first dart,
unable to grip the end and pull it free. The Poachers seemed
reluctant to close the distance between us, instead firing another
round of tranquilizers from where they stood.

Stopping the darts proved simple enough.
Turning them around on our attackers gave me trouble.

Concentrate. They’re light, easy to move.
You could have done this before becoming Created. This should be a
cakewalk.

Another round of darts came towards us. And
again, I only succeeded in knocking them to the ground.

Time is running out. Try for the guns. Need
to finish this fight soon.

Beside me, James was struggling to his feet,
sliding something out from beneath his pants leg as he did. His
fingers weren’t cooperating though and the knife tumbled from his
grip. Another wave of darts flew towards us, and I swatted them
away with my mind. I focused on the gun in each Poacher’s hand,
envisioning a string running from each weapon to my mind, and then
I gave a hard mental yank.

To my shock and horror, only the girl’s gun
came free.

What’s wrong with me? Why are my Talents
failing? This can’t be right. I’m low on energy, but not that low.
Crap. What do I do now? Can’t just sit here. Need to move. Need to
get James out of here.

Something warm and sticky ran down the side
of my neck. I touched the substance and my finger came away
crimson. Blood. I was bleeding. Realization hit me. The syringe had
pierced my skin, releasing several drops of sedative into my body.
Even that small amount had affected my Talents.

The female Poacher cursed and, without
missing a beat, reached around her back and withdrew a handgun. My
gaze locked on the barrel. This gun was different. It was the kind
TOXIC had handed out before the battle. It was not loaded with
tranquilizer darts. Real bullets would be coming my way very
soon.

“Kenly, run. Save yourself,” James
wheezed.

“Damaged goods are worth
only just a bit less. Don’t go getting it into your head that I
won’t shoot you,” the girl called. She started towards us.
Evidently, whatever reservations she had about getting too close
were gone.

I scooped up James’s discarded knife and
rose, the old adage about bringing a knife to a gun fight played in
my head. An odd sensation washed over me and suddenly I was
disoriented. The girl Poacher was still speaking, but her voice
sounded a million miles away as if echoing off the walls of a long
tunnel. My surroundings became fuzzy. The trees, a bench near the
west entrance, James, the tiny Poacher and her gun, all swam
through my vision.

Fight it. You have to fight it. Follow your
instincts. Don’t think, just act.

My mind was spinning out of control,
computing the odds of every possible outcome from escape to death
to losing a sneaker in the fight on autopilot. I wasn’t interested
in facts and figures, only survival and freedom. But my brain
seemed to be stuck in the ‘on’ position. No matter how hard I
tried, the switch wouldn’t flip back.

So without the help of my thoughts, I lunged
forward, blade arm extended fully in front of me to meet the
woman’s attack head on. My limbs were too heavy and my depth
perception was off. The knife met nothing but air.

Somehow, James found a second wind. One
moment he was tottering back and forth, like a weeble-wobble ready
to tip over at any second, the next he was charging the young
Poacher. His knuckles caught her just below the eye, causing her
head to snap backwards. Surprised, she lost her grip on the gun.
The weapon hit the ground at the wrong angle, discharging a bullet
skyward. Bark exploded from a nearby tree, raining tiny wooden
splinters down on all three of us. I cradled my face against my
arms protectively and let loose an involuntary shriek.

A particularly pointy shard found a home at
the base of my skull. The actual impact smarted only a little, no
more than a bee sting. But after a second my neck began to throb,
pain blossoming and searing, and then spreading outwards from the
entry point. Fingers trembling, I reached for the wood, intending
to pull it free, when I felt a prick between my bottom two ribs.
Another splinter. And then another in my upper thigh. It was like I
was caught in a splinter tornado, they were circling me.

Not splinters. Darts. Hit. You’ve been hit.
Sixty seconds, ninety tops, before loss of consciousness. Make them
count. James. Where is James?

Every fiber of my being was on fire. An
agonizing scream tore from my throat and I didn’t even care. I
scrambled to my feet. All I wanted was for the torture to end.

“Hit her again,” I heard
someone say.

Another pinprick, followed by what felt like
a white hot spear burrowing through my skin. My knees buckled.
Earth’s axis shifted.

James. Where is James? Safe. Must make sure
he’s safe. Eyelids too heavy. No! Fight. Not a quitter. Survivor.
Survive.

I blinked and found two steel-toed boots
mere inches in front of my nose. One of the boots nudged my
shoulder and suddenly I was staring up at the night sky. An
unfortunate looking face obstructed my view of the moon and the few
visible stars. His front two teeth were blackened by decay. The
rest were yellow and crooked as he leered at me. The large bump on
the bridge of his extremely crooked nose told me it’d been broken
more than once.

“Beast of a girl, aren’t
you lass? I’ve taken down elephants with fewer darts.” He grinned
obscenely. I recoiled. Using most of my remaining energy, I turned
my pounding head to the side, putting as much distance as possible
between my face and his noxious breath—a fetid mixture of rotten
onions, skunk, steaming garbage, and stale pipe smoke.

Grunts, groans, and thuds nearby were a
trickle of hope in a sea of bleakness. James was still standing,
fighting even.

Sheer force of will allowed me to stretch my
neck and tilt my head just enough to see James. Through heavily
lidded eyes, I watched him spar with the tiny female Poacher and
her much larger, much more terrifying, colleague.

My combat instructor at the McDonough School
used to say that watching two truly great opponents fight was like
watching an intricately choreographed dance. I’d never understood
what he meant until now. James fighting was a beautiful sight. He
was impossibly light on his feet, agile and graceful as he
transitioned fluidly from one combination to the next. His
movements were swift and precise, with a quickness that minimized
the number of blows his attackers were able to land.

How is he even still on his feet, let alone
so lovely?

The Poacher with horrid breath rolled me
over onto my stomach. I struggled but my limbs were leaden and
useless. My hands were yanked roughly behind my back. Cold metal
surrounded my wrists as cuffs snapped shut. Part of me, the part
that clung to reason and logic, knew I should be terrified. But the
ridiculous amount of sedative coursing through my veins had
paralyzed my body and anesthetized my mind to the point that I no
longer felt anything but appreciation for the pretty colors of the
grass and sky. I wished the man with the rotten mouth would flip me
back over, so I could enjoy the velvety canvas of the purples
before dawn again. Even anger, my constant companion for the last
month, stayed away.

“James.” His name squeaked
out from between numb, rubbery lips. I wanted to say more, scream
at him to run, to leave me and save himself. My mouth couldn’t form
the words.

Abruptly as if he’d heard my thoughts, James
glanced over to where I lay facedown on the soggy ground.

“Kenly!” he hollered, his
gorgeous platinum eyes locking with mine.

I liked looking at them, but somewhere I was
aware of the fact he shouldn’t be gawking at me.

That one second of distraction was all his
tormentors needed. The male Poacher, a bald guy with red and black
vines tattooed around his throat in a gross approximation of a
permanent necklace, grabbed hold of James’s arm as my friend surged
forward to help me. He spun James around to face his fellow
Poacher. The petite brunette slapped James across the face,
splitting his bottom lip with the chunky gold ring wound around her
middle finger. In that instant she reminded me of Talia, so small
yet capable of doing so much damage.

James swung with his free hand, but the
tattooed Poacher caught his arm before he could make contact. The
more James struggled, the harder his captor twisted his arms. His
face turned a sickly shade of green, but he refused to acknowledge
the pain by crying out.

“No,” I moaned, but no one
paid attention to me. They probably didn’t hear me or, if they did,
they didn’t care about my protests. More likely the
latter.

“Don’t mess up his pretty
face any more than you already have,” the Poacher standing over me
called.

“Mess up his face?” the
woman called, indignant. “The prig electrocuted two of our boys,
broke Artie’s leg, and gave me a black eye that I’ll be wearing at
the auction. So pardon me if I want a little payback before I turn
him in.”

From a low-slung belt around her hips, the
woman withdrew a long, thin metal baton. She held the baton like a
batter waiting for a pitch, took several small practice swings, and
then drove it into James’s ribs. He grunted, again stubbornly
refusing to give the Poachers any satisfaction by screaming or
yelling. But when our gazes locked, his eyes were shiny and wet.
One solitary tear leaked from the corner of my eye right before
James finally faded into blackness.
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THERE WERE BRIEF moments of clarity, when
the fog encasing my brain lifted and I became cognizant of my
surroundings. At one point, I woke in the backseat of a road car,
wedged between two other people and blindfolded. Immediately, even
before my brain could register fear, my Higher Reasoning kicked in,
processing sounds and smells to determine my location.

Ride is smooth, ground even. Major road? Car
not starting and stopping, no traffic lights. No longer in the
city. Highway? Other cars passing us by. Driver cautious, trying
not to draw attention. Tire rotations per minute? Sixty-five mph,
give or take a mile.

Inside, the vehicle smelled of new leather,
floral perfume, hair gel, and tobacco smoke. I couldn’t recall any
of the male Poachers having enough hair to use product. Five had
buzz cuts. And the styling aid James used wasn’t that potent. Oh,
the other Talent who had been in the park? That was most
likely.

Where was James? Had they separated us? Was
he beside me? Or maybe in the hovercar they’d also had there?

The blindfold covered my eyes and the bridge
of my nose, with a small gap at the bottom. Peering through it, I
saw the faint outline of a seatbelt across my hips and nothing
more. I wrinkled my nose, wiggling it up and down, trying to work
the fabric higher and widen the gap. When the rudimentary maneuver
failed, I switched tactics. Letting my head lull to one side, I
discreetly pushed at the blindfold with my shoulder. This worked.
If I just—

“Girl’s moving. See if
she’s awake, Mic.”

I froze. Great. Exactly what I’d been trying
to avoid: drawing my captors’ attention.

Mic, apparently sitting on my right, reached
over and shook me hard. I kept my muscles slack, feigning
unconsciousness. My act must not have been entirely convincing
because Mic pinched the inside of my bicep and twisted the
skin.

Don’t react. Don’t react. Don’t react.

“Musta been a muscle jerk
or something. The bird’s out like a light.”

“Give her another dose,
just to be safe.” It was the pixie-haired girl who spoke this time;
I recognized her voice.

“I don’t reckon that’s such
a fine idea,” someone else interjected.

Listen to him. Please listen to him.

“And why not?” the female
Poacher snapped.

“She’s already had loads
more than we normally dole out. ‘Nother hit might just kill
‘er.”

Definitely listen to him

“What are you, a bloody
chemist? What do you care about one dead Chrome? Not going nancy on
us, are you?” the girl asked, tinkling laughter filling the
car.

“Shut it, you. I reckon she
might be one of ‘em Created. Never seen a common Chrome take that
many darts and keep on with ‘er powers, have you?”

Oh no. Not good.

“All the more reason to
give her a further measure. I don’t want her coming round, but if
she does, then I want her dormant. Inject her. Straight
away.”

Dormant? What does that mean?

Apparently the pocket-sized Poacher held a
position of authority, because the discussion ended after that.
Before I’d finished computing the odds of rolling to my left, over
the lap of whomever was sitting next to me, finding the door handle
with my hands cuffed behind my back, and then surviving a fall from
a vehicle going over sixty miles an hour, the needle pierced my
skin. Unlike in the park, the ascent into darkness didn’t come
gradually. Rather, it was all at once, like a battery-operated doll
whose batteries were removed.

The next time the fog cleared, I was
weightless. My legs were suspended in midair, while my torso was
supported from underneath. The pungent stench of body odor, so
intense the person couldn’t have bathed in the last month, made my
stomach do somersaults. I turned my head to one side and
dry-heaved.

“No you don’t!” a man’s
voice snapped. “Don’t want Chrome cooties messing up my new
boots.”

I peeled my eyes open and realized the
blindfold was gone. I stared down at the Poacher’s polished black
footwear. It did appear new and expensive.

“If you took half as much
care with your personal hygiene as you do with those shoes, the
world would be a better place.”

My tongue felt thick and my voice came out
low and raspy, the words all jumbled together in a barely audible
heap of nonsense. Probably for the best, I decided. Antagonizing
large men with weapons was never smart, particularly when they were
carrying you.

“What’s that, you rubbish?
Think you’re clever, do you? Didn’t your old mum teach you to
respect your betters? You Chromes need to learn your proper place.
We’ll show you, all right. It’s in a cage.”

Part of me wanted smack the condescending
smile right off of his face. Part of me wanted to laugh at his
ignorance. Respect my betters? My proper place? Seriously? Talents
were at the top of the evolutionary ladder, far surpassing the
average human. And labeling this moron as average would have been
an insult to the entire human race. And a kindness he clearly
didn’t deserve.

Still, part of me wanted to curl into the
fetal position and bawl. No one had ever spoken to me with so much
disgust before. Not even the people in the King’s Pub had hated me
as much as this Poacher did. Simply because I was different. Was
this the majority opinion?

Without warning, my legs were underneath me,
too wobbly to support my weight. Rough hands closed around my upper
arms and squeezed hard enough to make me grit my teeth. The pain
did, however, clear the remaining cobwebs from my mind. I couldn’t
decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Having a clear head
was the first step in plotting an escape, but it also meant I was
fully aware of just how crappy the situation was and how scared I
should be.

The Poacher with the black and red neck
tattoo stared down at me with deep-set eyes the color of dried
blood. My mouth went dry and tiny beads of sweat broke out along my
hairline. I refused to acknowledge the fear. No way was I giving
him the satisfaction.

“You’ve got legs. Use
them,” he snapped, a rank odor of stale beefy jerky chasing his
words.

I gagged again. This time the bile actually
rose in my throat. Anticipating that I was going to throw up, the
Poacher shoved me backwards to ensure his new boots were out of the
splash zone.

Don’t get sick. Don’t get sick. Breathe
through your mouth.

Sheer willpower was all that prevented the
cheeseburger from the King’s Pub from making a reappearance.

“Pint!” Tattoo-neck
hollered.

The soft pitter patter of feet sounded
behind me. I whirled to face the new threat, nearly face-planting
in the process. Between the wooziness and restricted motion in my
arms, which were still cuffed behind my back, my movements were
awkward and clumsy. My feet became tangled and I pitched forward,
the marble floor and my head on a collision course. Tattoo-neck
caught my elbow and jerked me upright.

The girl with the pixie haircut, the
ruthless one who’d used James as a punching bag, was descending a
long, curved wooden staircase. With her milk-white complexion and
so-black-it-was-nearly-blue hair, she appeared otherworldly. Well,
if other worlds had tiny child ninja assassins. She was lithe and
graceful on her feet, practically floating down the last several
steps and across the foyer to join us. Midnight blue eyes swept me
from head to toe, a curious half-smile on her cupie-doll mouth.

“Yes?” she asked in a
melodic voice that made her sound much younger than she had while
barking orders earlier.

“This one’s
awake.”

“Is that right? Am I blind?
No. I’m not,” Pint hissed as she continued her in depth study of
every inch of my person. The intense scrutiny was off-putting and I
had to work hard not to squirm.

“Want me to dose her
again?”

Pint tilted her head to one side and
narrowed her gaze.

“No,” she said after a long
pause. “She’ll behave, won’t you?”

I glared at the tiny Poacher and refused to
respond to her taunting.

Pint’s tinkling laughter echoed throughout
the foyer.

“The obstinate ones are my
favorite.” Her lips parted in a wide grin. “Breaking their will is
so terribly thrilling.”

This time when the nausea swept over me it
had nothing to do with the foul smelling Poacher and everything to
do with the terror Pint’s words invoked. How exactly did these
people plan on breaking my will? Actually, screw that. I didn’t
give a shit. I needed to get the hell out of here, wherever here
was, before I ever found out the answer to that question.

Pint leaned towards me, her face so close
that I could count the freckles on her cheeks.

“If you get sick on me, you
will be tremendously sorry. Do I make myself clear?”

The more Pint tried to bully me, the more I
want to hit her. And now that she was so close to me, the urge to
lash out was nearly impossible to suppress.

With only two opponents, the odds of
fighting my out of this situation should have been decent. Add in
my slow reflexes and generally compromised central nervous system
and those odds diminished considerably. Plus, of course, the
immobility of my arms had to be considered. Also, I had no idea
where I was and whether more Poachers were close by.

Better to be safe than sorry. Wait for the
right opportunity. You’ll probably only get one chance, ever.

Pint wrapped her hand around my arm. Black
painted nails, filed sharp as knives, bit into my skin as I was
pulled towards the staircase she’d come down earlier. I scanned the
foyer, my gaze sweeping from floor to ceiling, reaching every nook
and cranny as I committed the floor plan to memory.

Doors: Five visible. One behind me—front
door? Two on my left. One on my right. One underneath the
staircase—basement? Storage closet? Windows: Two. Both rectangular,
on either side of the front door, stained glass, can’t see through.
One set of stairs leading to an upper level. House?

An umbrella stand/coat tree at the bottom of
the stairs caught my eye. Three umbrellas with pointy metal tips
hung from the branches like Christmas ornaments. Jackpot.

“Don’t bother,” Pint
trilled, as if reading my mind.

Could she read minds? Willa had said that the Monroes had Talents in
their organization. Maybe some of the other Poaching groups did
too. Then I remembered how Pint had called us ‘filthy twits’ in the
park. Yeah, definitely not Talented.

I kept my expression neutral and said
nothing.

I was purposely dragging my feet now, buying
my muddled brain more time to analyze the situation and predict
possible outcomes. I still didn’t like my odds, but I was getting
desperate. Wherever Pint was taking me most likely had more
security and bars.

My planned actions were rash. Born of fear.
And ultimately stupid.

James.

The thought made me hesitate. Even if I
defeated both Pint and Tattoo-neck, broke out of my cuffs, and
escaped, James would still be a prisoner. He’d been caught trying
to protect me. No way was I leaving him behind. At the very least,
I owed him that much.

Light Manipulation. Turn invisible, search
the house for James. Leave together. First, take Pint and
Tattoo-neck out of the equation.

We were at the bottom step.

Now or never.

As we walked away from him, Tattoo-neck’s
beady eyes bore into the back of my skull like twin drill bits. The
sensation gave me the chills.

Shake it off. Concentrate.

Pint began to ascend the stairs.

Now. Do it now.

With my Telekinesis I yanked one of the
umbrellas free from the stand and used it like a golf club, with
Pint’s head as the ball. The makeshift weapon made a thwacking
sound when it connected with the girl’s skull. Pint emitted a
startled scream as she pitched forward, releasing my arm and
landing spread-eagle on the staircase.

Tattoo-neck’s boots pounded across the foyer
floor. I spun just in time to see him draw the gun from a holster
at his side.

“Live or die, Chrome!
Choice is yours! Don’t make a bit of difference to me, I get paid
either way,” the Poacher shouted.

The umbrella was already sailing through the
air towards my next victim. It slammed down hard on Tattoo-neck’s
gun hand. He dropped the weapon, which skated across the smooth
marble floor and was lost beneath a velvet settee. Behind me, Pint
groaned. I brought the umbrella down across Tattoo-neck’s face. He
raised his hands to fend off the blows, attempting to grab hold of
the umbrella and stop the assault. Every time his fingers touched
the vinyl, I yanked my weapon back from his reach.

In a single breath, it was like a rug had
been pulled out from beneath my feet. One second I was standing,
the next I was flat on my stomach. The air rushed from my lungs and
I was left gasping and floundering on the floor. A weight slammed
into the small of my back, pinning me down. Knobby knees ground
into either side of my ribcage. Pint. She wound a chunk of my hair
around her fist and pulled. I bucked, trying to throw her off, but
the girl was resilient and clung to me with all her strength. She
used her hold on my hair to force my head to one side.

“You’re even more daft than
you look,” Pint hissed, bending low to look me in the
eye.

A trickle of blood was leaking from her
right nostril. I grinned. Maybe I was going to lose this fight, but
at least I’d done some damage along the way.

Can’t lose. Only chance. Don’t waste
opportunity.

Weak with fatigue and desperate with the
knowledge that my one shot at freedom was all but lost, it was near
impossible to think straight. Pint was pulling so hard that strands
of my brown hair were snapping under the pressure. Tattoo-neck was
still battling the umbrella. But with my concentration divided
between the two, it was only a matter of time before I lost control
of the weapon. Once that happened…. Well, I just couldn’t let that
happen.

Go invisible.

Pint was attached to me, so she would still
know where I was, but it might surprise her enough to give me the
upper hand.

I concentrated, diverting just enough energy
from my Telekinetic powers to my Light Manipulation. An instant
later, I was disembodied. Mostly. But mostly, as it turned out, was
sufficient to temporarily stop Pint’s assault. I rolled to the
side, Pint’s legs still wrapped around my waist. With our positions
reversed, I jumped and dove backwards, slamming Pint against the
ground. She let loose a strangled cry, a mixture of pain and rage.
The vice-like grip squeezing the breath from my body finally
loosened. The second time I smashed Pint against the marble was the
charm. Groaning, she lost her hold on me. I tucked my head and
somersaulted forward, using the momentum to carry me all the way to
my feet.

Not one to throw in the towel, Pint didn’t
let a pesky concussion keep her down. She too was on her feet a
second later, eyes crazed and unfocused as she blindly searched the
surrounding area for me. She reached for the gun at her waist and
began indiscriminately firing shots into thin air. Avoiding the
bullets was easy since none came anywhere near where I was crouched
behind the umbrella stand.

“Show yourself!” Pint
screeched. Her precisely styled pixie cut was mussed, clumps of
inky black hair sticking out from the sides of her head like an
insect’s legs. Her clothes were torn and rumpled and the blood
dripping down her chin made her look like a vampire who’d just
finished a meal.

In the scuffle with Pint, I’d lost control
of the umbrella and it was now in two pieces, both lying harmlessly
at Tattoo-neck’s feet. His face was swelling rapidly and he had a
cut near his left temple. That at least made me smile.

“This is your fault!” he
screamed at Pint. “We shoulda dosed her!”

“Shut your gob and find
her!” Pint yelled back.

“There!” Tattoo-neck
exclaimed, excitedly pointing towards my hiding place. “I seen
something move by the brolly stand! I’d swear it.”

I looked down. My form was flickering in and
out of view.

Run. Doorway. Now.

But I was too slow, had waited a beat too
long. Or maybe Pint was simply too fast. The bullet was arcing
through the air, trajectory set for a collision course with my
chest, before the shot rang in my ears.

Dumbstruck by how quickly the tides of
fortune kept changing, I stared down at the long, metal dart lodged
directly above my heart.

Heat swept over my body
like a tsunami, overtaking my chest, moving down my arms, over my
stomach, and into my legs, a smooth journey that left me numb in
its wake. Now you know what Miami Beach
felt like, the thought came from nowhere,
but it felt right. And the water had me spinning, churning around
and around. No, not water, the room. The room was spinning. Or
maybe it was me. That was it, I was spinning. More accurately, I
was weaving from side to side like a drunk. My knees hit marble and
my brain didn’t register any pain.

That’s nice,
I thought. They had soft
marble installed here.

I slumped forward, sending the umbrella
stand clattering to the ground with me not far behind.

“Next time maybe you’ll
listen to me,” I heard Tattoo-neck say as the darkness crept into
my peripheral vision.

“Oh that’s just aces, you
git. If you hadn’t allowed a brolly to beat you about the head,
there wouldn’t have been any trouble at all,” Pint shot
back.

“What about you? You’re the
one who got in an argy-bargy with her, you should’ve had her. She
bested you, she did,” Tattoo-neck insisted.

“Hit her again.” Pint
snapped. “This time I want to be certain she remains
dormant.”

Large spots of color obscured my vision. The
bickering Poachers were little more than silhouettes. I could tell
by the darkness approaching that one of them was coming over. A
hand shoved my head to one side. The barrel of a gun pressed hard
against my neck, directly over the carotid artery. I felt the dart
pierce my skin and another wave, this one smaller but faster,
rushed over my body, breaking at my toes. They tickled for a
moment, before I couldn’t feel them at all.

Too soon. Should’ve played
it safe a little longer. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
Poachers: two. Kenly: zero.
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“ANOTHER ONE, PINT?” The
voice was female, accent faint and Scandinavian.

“Last one, Mole,” Pint
replied.

“Is that her work?” the
other woman asked.

My first thought once I regained
consciousness was to keep my eyes closed. They were likely to say
more if they thought I was still unconscious. Time felt distorted,
and I couldn’t determine if I’d been out for ten minutes or ten
hours. Ten days could’ve been an option for all I knew, but I had a
feeling they wouldn’t spare me from experiencing the auction. The
only thing I was certain of was that I’d been feigning sleep for
fifteen minutes.

When I’d first started to come around, I was
in a wide hallway lined with oil paintings of ascot-wearing men and
corseted women in gilded frames. Pint was pushing me in an
old-fashioned wheelchair. My wrists were cuffed to the armrests,
ankles chained to the footrests. But that wasn’t the worst
part.

The worst part? Pint sang
the entire way. And that tiny little person could
not sing. Besides the
fact my ears were screaming from what equated to mental torture,
her screeching made it difficult to hear the subtle changes as we
moved from wood to carpet, carpet to marble. Background
noises—music, wallscreens, muffled conversations, passing
footsteps, all of it—were also hard to identify over Pint’s
irritating melody.

One thing I knew for sure—the house was
enormous. More like a compound than a house, really. By my
estimation, we’d traveled approximately a quarter of a mile through
winding hallways, down three separate elevators, and never left the
interior.

Letting my head lull to the side, I peeked
up at Pint through the slits of my eyelids. It took all of my
willpower not to grin. There was a fist-sized knot on Pint’s
temple, a bruise blossoming under one of her eyes, and faint smears
of dried blood on her cheek. And that was my work.

Talia and Donavon would be
really proud.

I was surprised and a little relieved when
the thought of Talia invoked only an intense longing for my former
life without any accompanying anger. For the first time since she
abandoned me, I actually wanted to see my mentor. I was glad for
her all-knowing voice inside my head, instructing me, guiding me.
Glad that my brain had carefully catalogued every scrap of her
advice and was pulling it up when it was applicable and desperately
needed. Glad that I had it all to rely on when making decisions
that I was clearly ill-equipped to make on my own. Though even with
her advice, nearly every choice I’d made since arriving in London
had been the wrong one. That was evident by my current
predicament—they’d all led me here.

“She’s practically immune
to the sedative and the neutralizer,” Pint was saying. After our
final trip down an elevator, we’d stopped. I’d closed the small
gaps in my eyelids, ready for scrutiny. “Don’t worry, though. I
gave her three times the normal dosage of the neutralizer
downstairs. She’ll be dormant for a good while. Sedative should
wear off soon, though. Figured you’d want the bitty awake for her
cleanup.”

Fingers snapped in front of my face and I
bit down on the inside of my cheek, trying not to react. A muscle
twitch, a facial tick, something gave me away. I was about to open
my eyes and admit that I was conscious, when a palm imprinted on my
cheek.

My eyes snapped open and Pint’s nose was
nearly touching mine.

“Think you’re clever, do
you? Think you have us fooled? Don’t be absurd. I know what you
are.”

I held my breath. She knew I was
Created.

Shit. Totally shouldn’t have used both
Telekinesis and Light Manipulation in front of them. Big mistake.
Big mistake. Huge.

“You’re absolute rubbish,”
Pint continued in a low voice. “Slummy Chrome rubbish. Just because
you’ve managed to get on for this long without being pinched does
not make you special. Go on, be smug as you like now. Once you’re
up on that auction block, you will tremble and sob, just the same
as the rest of the rubbish we put up there.”

It took all my willpower to keep a blank
face. I would not let her rattle me. I would not show fear. I would
not lose hope.

Pint straightened.

“You know what, Mole? I’ll
take her through cleanup myself. I really should be more hands-on
with the process.”

A tall, solidly built woman—maybe a
long-lost Viking?—with a long blonde ponytail came into view. She
peered at me, as if examining a wild dog, and arched her bushy
eyebrows. A scar sliced through the left one, giving the impression
that she had three caterpillars instead of two crawling across her
forehead. “Are you sure?” she asked my miniature captor.

“Positive,” Pint
sneered.

Next to the other woman, Pint appeared even
smaller than before. Thinking of the tiny terror she’d been when we
were fighting, I had to remind myself that appearances are often
deceiving. I’d underestimated her downstairs and she’d come out on
top. That would not happen again.

Pint pushed me across the room to a set of
double glass doors and left me sitting several feet back from them
while she approached. She spread her feet shoulder width apart,
arms down by her sides, palms facing the glass.

“Initializing scan,” a
pleasant female voice said.

Biometric security features, I noted. Up
until this point, Pint had used physical keys to open all locked
doors. While those would be difficult to procure, at least they
could be stolen. Or the locks could probably be jimmied. Or shot
out, if I was going maverick-style. But a full-body scan? These
doors would be much harder to get back through.

Engage now? Once you go through there’s no
coming back.

I looked around. Unfortunately, between my
limbs being cuffed, the mini menace standing right next to me, her
face and her ego still bruised from our earlier fight, and a Viking
four feet away, this clearly wasn’t the right time. And if I had
another opportunity, I didn’t want to ruin it by being hog-tied, or
whatever the next stage of precautions would be.

“Dunkin, Priya, authorized
for entry to Female Ward,” the melodic voice said.

So Pint’s real name was Priya. I filed that
piece of information away for later. Dunkin. Dunkin, Dunkin,
Dunkin…. Where had I heard that name before? Ali. The sketchy guy
in the Giraffe. He’d said the Dunkins were the ones out hunting for
their upcoming auction.

So Pint didn’t just work for one of the
Poaching families. She was one of them. Whether that was
significant or not, I wasn’t sure yet, but it was one more detail
for my mental Pint file. The deference the other Poachers had
showed towards her at the park also made a lot more sense now.

The doors slid apart and Pint returned to
her spot behind my wheelchair. Mole-the-Viking, led the way into
the next room—a long rectangle with no windows and one set of doors
at each end. Blue tiling covered the floors, walls, and ceiling.
Glass partitions stood approximately seven feet high on either side
of a conveyor belt, which ran nearly the entire length of the room.
The air was cool and damp and reminded me of the communal showers
in my dorm back at school, only way scarier and with much less
privacy.

I started to sweat despite the chill. So
when Pint said ‘cleanup,’ the words had been literal. The indecency
of what was about to happen struck me and had my pulse racing. I
may not be modest, but there was no way I was stripping down and
getting naked in front of these two.

“Mole here is going to
remove your restraints,” Pint said. “If you raise a finger or try
to use your powers, I will shoot you. This time, they won’t be
darts. One less bit of merchandise won’t have a bearing at this
point. Do you understand?”

I nodded my head and glared daggers at Pint.
Though the gun she had drawn looked just like the gun she’d shot me
with earlier, I wasn’t about to test that theory.

“Say it,” Pint demanded.
“‘I understand.’ Open your gob and say the words.”

It was a pivotal moment. Throughout
everything with the Poachers, I hadn’t spoken. They still didn’t
know I was from the U.S. As soon as I said it, they’d know. And
they’d know exactly what that meant.

Briefly, I contemplated using my fake
accent. But, really, what was the use? The Poachers had me. If even
one of them who was at the park had half a brain, they already knew
I possessed at least two Talents. If they’d somehow managed to miss
that glaring fact there, I’d used both downstairs with Pint and
tattoo-neck, as well. And no matter what, unless I came up with an
escape strategy, they were going to sell me.

Oh my God. They’re going
to sell you. Put
you up on a—

I immediately silenced my thoughts before
slipping into that ocean of despair. There would be no emerging
again once I plunged in. That would be the end of me. And I really
wasn’t ready for the end. For the time being, I had to hold it
together. I owed it to James.

No, do not think of James.

Firm and steady.

Keep your head clear, keep it together.

Cool, calm, and collected.

You’re Created. The very
tip top of the food chain. These people will pay, just bide your
time.

Dangerous and terrifying.

That’s it! Now intimidate these bitches.

Might as well put a little fear into Pint
and Mole while I had the chance.

“I understand,” I said
coldly, enunciating the words so there was no mistaking
it.

Mole was bending down, unfastening my ankle
cuffs. She froze, then whipped her head around to look at Pint.
Pint kept her eyes trained on me and smiled.

“So, you’re an American,
are you?” Pint said.

“Created,” I countered
evenly, matching her stare.

“Pint?” Mole asked
uncertainly, drawing out the word. The distress in her voice was
hugely satisfying.

“Go on then, uncuff her,”
Pint said to the Viking, not breaking eye contact with
me.

“What’s your
name?”

Lie? Truth? Did it matter?

“Kenly. Kenly
Baker.”

Pint’s smile was icy, but I thought I
detected a flicker of fear in her dark gaze. Maybe that was just
wishful thinking, but I hoped not.

My leg restraints were off and I rotated my
ankles to restore circulation. Mole moved on to the cuffs holding
my wrists to the wheelchair. Seconds later, I was free. I didn’t
try to tap into my powers. Not because I’d promised Pint that I
wouldn’t, but because the likelihood of escaping from here was not
great. I had no doubt that Pint would shoot me before I moved a
muscle. She might pay dearly when her family found out she’d killed
a Created, but I wouldn’t be around to enjoy it.

“Go and fetch Elizabeth.
Have her come round to the cells,” Pint directed Mole. The other
woman scurried out through the same doors we’d come in
through.

No scan needed going out through the doors,
only to get in. Good to know.

Pint turned back to me.

“You. Stand. Get on there,”
she said, motioning to the belt with her gun.

Head held high, spine ramrod straight, I
stood and did as I was told. Though she’d already taken a lot from
me, and would continue to do so, my dignity was the one thing Pint
Dunkin couldn’t have. I hoped. At least, not yet.

“Face forward!” she
called.

Once both feet were on the conveyor belt, it
began to move. Not quickly enough to make me lose my balance, but
enough to cause another adrenaline spike. My eyes darted from side
to side, seeing only the tall glass walls inches away, holding me
prisoner. Pint’s silhouette was visible through the right side. She
was keeping pace with the conveyor belt. The barrel of the gun was
still pointed at my head.

It was all suddenly too much. My natural
fight or flight instincts took over and my heart began to pound
harder and harder until the sensation became painful. Every thump
hammered brutally. Standing still became agonizing. My entire body
abruptly felt as if the muscles were pulled too tautly. With my arm
still at my side, I stretched it as much as I could. My hand
clenched into a fist that I slowly rotated, trying to remedy the
way my insides were feeling. I repeated the process with the other
arm, moving as little as possible so Pint wouldn’t think I was
trying to pull anything. My whole body was tensing violently in
spasms.

Breathe, breathe, breathe. Deep breaths.
You’re okay. You’re going to be okay. Relax. Breathe.

Just as I was working myself into a rhythm
of deep inhales and calming exhales, heat shot up one side of my
body and down the other. It was more surprising than painful and I
yelped before I could stop myself. Blue beams of light were
crisscrossing my body. Without warning, my blouse and jeans fell
away in pieces. Frantically, I tried to hold the scraps in place.
The maneuver worked for a minute. But then, as if I’d entered a
wind tunnel, a blast of cool air hit me with such force that my
eyes filled with tears and strands of hair whipped my cheeks. The
clothes I’d been desperately trying to hold on to were blown away.
I let loose an inhuman, rage-fueled scream. Even over the sound of
air rushing in my ears, I thought I heard Pint laugh.

Sadistic bitch.

The cold air left me shaking from head to
toe, goosebumps covering my icy naked skin. All at once, streams of
water pelted me from above, soaking my hair and causing me to
sputter as it collected in my open mouth. The conveyor belt slowed
to a standstill, keeping me motionless under the cascade of cold
water.

Seriously? The assholes couldn’t even give
us the grace of using warm water?

I pursed my lips, both to keep the water out
and my screams in. My eyes were open, though, blinking rapidly in
an attempt to keep my bearings. Struggling was futile, but I
pounded on the glass wall to my right anyway, desperate to release
the white-hot fury that was building up inside of me. The belt
started moving forward again and I fell to my knees. Twin bolts of
pain shot down my shins and I pounded harder. Pint’s silhouette
cocked its head to one side.

“Get to your feet, Miss
Baker!” she shouted.

As much as I wanted to rebel against the
diminutive dictator, the humiliation of crouching on that conveyor
belt was too great. I scrambled to my feet, just as streams of pink
scented foam shot out from nozzles on both walls. A glob landed in
my eye and I wiped it away with the back of my hand, but not before
some of the foam had worked its way under the lid, stinging my
eyeball.

The next assault came from below. Hot
geysers erupted beneath my feet. It was obviously ironic, when I’d
just been praying for warmth, but the water must have been heated
in a volcano. The pain was all-consuming, every inch of my skin set
ablaze all at once. Nearly knocked off-balance again by the force
of the spray, I tried to use my Telekinesis to keep me upright. The
power wouldn’t come.

Not good, not good.

Instead, I relied on my natural reflexes,
barely managing to stay on my feet.

There was a brief intermission between acts,
giving me just enough time to catch my breath. It also gave me time
to glimpse the next obstacle looming between me and the end of the
tunnel. A ten by ten grid of nozzles hung from the ceiling,
mirroring the grid underneath the belt. Identical grids were on
both glass walls as well. Once they turned on, there wouldn’t be
just a wall of water. There would be a cube of it, ten feet
square.

They’re going to drown
me, I thought frantically.

I turned and ran backwards. Much like a fish
attempting to swim upstream, I got nowhere fast. Before I knew it,
the belt was carrying me through the liquid death. The water was
neither hot nor cold, but somewhere in between. Which would’ve been
an improvement, if not for the jets themselves. It was almost as if
they’d sought out ways to torture at every single stage.
Needle-sharp streams stung my exposed skin, as if a horde of angry
bees were attacking from every direction. I felt battered and
bruised and desperately in need of oxygen.

And just like every other time, as if they’d
genuinely designed it that way, the old adage came to mind: be
careful what you wish for. In the next instant, there was too much
air. Hot blasts of steam that made my lungs burn and my flesh feel
like it was being flayed. It was too much, I couldn’t breathe.
Spots exploded in my vision and I fought to remain conscious. There
was no way I was going to pass out naked. It was the ultimate
indignity.

The air eventually stopped, as did the
conveyor belt. I was left standing on shaking legs at the end of
the tunnel. Pint was there, dark hair frizzy from humidity, gun in
one hand, a smock-looking thing in the other, and a beam of delight
on her face. She threw the smock at me.

“Put this on,” Pint
ordered.

I slipped it over my head, rivulets of water
still running down my body and creating puddles around my feet.
Pint reached for a pair of cuffs at her waist and gestured towards
my hands with her gun. Compliance was my only option for the time
being. Disobedience would result in instant death. Glaring, I held
my wrists together in front of me and let her snap on the
cuffs.

The ordeal was the single most humbling and
mortifying experience I’d ever lived through. Which, I understood,
was precisely the point. It was meant to strip the prisoner of all
humanity and wash away the old life in preparation for a new one.
It was a first step in asserting control, a not-so-subtle way of
introducing the dichotomy between captor and captive. The
psychoanalysis helped me distance myself from the nightmare, as if
it had only taken place in theory and not reality.

Pint led me through a set of double
doors.

“Where are we going?” I
asked, not really expecting a response. To my surprise, she
answered.

“A holding cell, for now.
Elizabeth will meet us there.”

“Who’s Elizabeth?” I asked,
deciding to push my luck and hope she was feeling
talkative.

Pint turned her head and grinned over at me,
a full set of gleaming white teeth on display and a twinkle of
excitement in her dark eyes.

“You’ll see,” she
sing-songed.

I shivered. Anyone who made Pint this happy
was not someone I wanted to meet.

We entered a cavernous room with six by
eight foot cages, stacked two stories high, lining both sides of a
wide cement walkway. Overhead, guards patrolled the area from a
metal gangplank that ran the length of the prison block. The main
area was brightly lit by fluorescent bulbs with the cells seeped in
darkness. Soft sobbing drifted out from the shadows and made my
heart hurt.

Would that soon be me? So far I’d done a
decent job of holding the fear inside. Would that change once I was
alone, locked behind bars with nothing to distract my mind from
forecasting future horrors?

No. Stay strong. That’s what they want, to
break you. Don’t let that happen. Even if just to spite Pint.
Remember what James said about anger keeping him sane. It’s time to
stop holding the fury back. Get livid.

As we passed the cells, I tried to catch a
glimpse of the prisoners inside. Pint kept forcing me forward,
though. Every time I turned my head to look she would pinch my arm,
giving the wad of skin a hard twist for good measure. I’d never
hated someone as much as I hated Pint Dunkin. Not even Jaylen
Monroe, who I loathed. I now understood just how deep James’s rage
for Monroe truly ran. It was a bottomless cavern that sank into a
black hole. Someday we would drop the two of them in it, smiling as
their screams faded into the abyss.

We finally stopped at the last cell on the
left. Pint pressed her hand to a black box in the center of the
bars and the gate slid open.

The communicator on Pint’s belt dinged with
an incoming message. She glanced down quickly and swore.

“Well then, change of
plans. Seems you’re all the rage. The Duke himself wants to make
your acquaintance.”

Pint’s smirk was smug, as if this news
should inspire fear, cause me to quake in my nonexistent boots.
Sadly for her, my knowledge of British aristocracy was extremely
limited. I had no clue what a Duke was or where they ranked in the
hierarchy, let alone why I should be afraid of one.

“Come on then,” Pint said,
slamming the cell door closed. “The Duke gets a bit cross when he’s
put off.”

Pint led me through the set of doors at the
end of the cellblock, which opened into yet another elevator car.
Pint jabbed a button marked “S” with the muzzle of the gun and the
car shot upward. When the doors opened again, we exited into a
spacious study with high ceilings, leather furniture, and a
fireplace.

I froze, paralyzed by the sight in front of
me. My breath caught in my throat and I wanted to cry. I’d been
inside this room once before, in my Vision. The present and the
future were finally meeting. I wasn’t going to escape this
hellhole. I was destined to be a prisoner, to watch James be
tortured, to witness the brutal collapse of the Talented on a
wallscreen, unable to do anything to help.

A loud click thundered inside my head, like
a deadbolt being slammed into place, locking away the hope I’d been
holding onto.
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“OUT OF THE lift,” Pint
snapped, the muzzle of her gun creating an imprint between my
shoulder blades. Her irritation grew by leaps and bounds when my
feet still refused to carry me forward.

“Gone deaf have you? This
loud enough for you?” Suddenly the gun was next to my ear, hammer
cocked, and—

BANG.

I let loose an ear-piercing scream.

She really did it. That pint-sized whackjob
shot me.

Tremors rocketed through my body, causing my
knees to buckle. Next I knew, I was a shaking puddle on the
elevator floor.

Wait. Okay. You’re okay. Not dead. You’re
alive. You’re alive. Crazy bitch!

Pint crouched in front of me, casually
tossing a bullet into the air with her free hand.

“Next time this will be in
the chamber.” The slug was nearly touching my nose when she held it
between her thumb and forefinger for emphasis. “Now, are we ready
to follow orders?” she asked in the tone that adults use when
speaking to very young children.

I hated that I couldn’t stop shaking and
that my skin likely resembled wax paper. I also hated how she said
‘we’ in that condescending way. I wanted to respond with a witty
quip. To show her that it was going to take a lot more than cruel
tricks to break me. But words seemed to fail me at that moment. And
even if I’d thought up an intelligent comeback, my lips were too
numb to move. It was probably for the best. I didn’t exactly want
to be pistol-whipped, and Pint obviously had masses of underlying
rage seeking an outlet. Instead, I nodded, hating myself for being
so weak.

“Aces. I’m so pleased we’ve
come round to an understanding.” Pint looped her arm through mine
and pulled me to my feet.

Oh, we’ve reached an understanding alright.
I understand that you’re a lunatic.

“Sit,” Pint demanded once
we’d crossed the study, to where a sofa and two armchairs were
arranged in front of the fireplace.

I sat perched on the edge of the cushion.
Pint took one of the armchairs, her feet dangling several inches
from the floors. Crossing her short legs, she rested the gun on top
of her knee, finger still on the trigger.

Several minutes of tense silence passed.

My Talents were still dormant. At least, my
Telekinesis and Light Manipulation were. My Higher Reasoning
abilities seemed to be working just fine, allowing me to catalogue
every detail of the room with one sweep of my eyes.

Elevator leads back to the cells below.
Other exits: door to right of seating area, door in the far left
corner behind desk, picture window covered by heavy drapes. Red and
white roses visible through part in curtains—we’re on the ground
floor. Should survive a jump unharmed.

The task was completed in seconds, leaving
me desperate for a new way to occupy my mind.

My Vision—that was something. I stared into
the unlit fireplace and allowed my mind to wander back to the scene
that had taken place in this very room. A lump formed in my throat.
The hysteria that had overtaken me in the elevator was on the verge
of a repeat performance.

Hold it together. Vision is important. Can’t
fall to pieces every time you think about it.

The old man had been the
only person in the room with me. The fireplace had been lit, a
roaring fire. Pint’s presence and the absence of the vibrant flames
meant that I wasn’t about to live out the scene from my first
Vision. But that knowledge didn’t put my mind at ease. All it meant
was that I was destined to remain here. Wherever
here was. And so was
James.

James. His name made my heart ache. Was he
okay? Had he tried to fight his captors as I’d done? Had he been
successful? I hoped so. I prayed that he’d broken free and wasn’t
currently doing something stupid. Like wandering around this
mammoth house searching for me in some misguided act of chivalry.
Knowing what both of our futures held, how intertwined our fates
would become unless we did something to alter the outcome, I needed
him as far away from here as possible. Otherwise, because of me,
James would be tortured. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

The click of heels on hardwood echoed by
several sets of boots brought me back to the present. Pint stood
and faced the door to the right. I followed her gaze almost
reluctantly. Nerves had my stomach doing backflips and I had to
clasp my hands together to stop the shaking.

The first person through the door was Jaylen
Monroe, followed closely by his sister.

Libby Monroe. Libby, short
for Elizabeth. I should have known.

Behind Libby was an older man with the same
golden coloring as the twins, except his hair was shot through with
streaks of white. Bringing up the rear were two men dressed in
fatigues. One was tall and wiry with a large nose and smattering of
pimples. The other looked like he’d stepped right off the pages of
one of the fashion magazines Alana was always flipping through.
High, sharp cheekbones. Smooth, radiant skin. Silky blonde hair,
not a piece out of place. And eyes the color of the sky on a
perfect spring day. It was the sneer on his full lips that made him
ugly, when by all other accounts he should have been beautiful.

Between the two goons was James. Relief and
trepidation washed over me in equal parts. He was okay. At least,
okay as a captive could be. But why was he here? Was this when it
began? Was this the start of the path to my Visions? Would it
eventually lead to a room where I was forced to watch James being
tortured on a wallscreen?

How can I change it?

“Hello, Kenly,” Libby said,
her tone light and conversational, like we were old
friends.

Ignoring her, I focused on James. His hair
was damp. I bit down hard on my bottom lip to keep from crying, as
the memory of the most degrading shower in history surfaced. I
hated that he’d been subjected to the same humiliation. And hated
even more that he knew it’d happened to me, as well. I’d planned to
never tell anyone about that shower.

James wore a shapeless gray smock, identical
to mine. Someone had given him plastic shoes to cover his feet.
They didn’t look particularly comfortable, but they were better
than what I had—nothing. I searched his face for signs of abuse.
Besides bloodshot eyes and a pissed off expression, he seemed okay.
When our eyes met, he even managed a small, reassuring smile.

With a curt nod to Pint and a quick flit of
his eyes towards me, the older man settled into the remaining
armchair without greeting or introductions. The twins flanked him.
Libby perched on the arm next to him and crossed her long legs.
Jaylen remained standing, posture stiff and expression vacant. As
if no one was home behind his golden eyes. The guards led James
around to the opposite side of the coffee table, positioning him
directly in front of the fireplace and in my line of sight.

Just when I realized that no one had
bothered to close the door, it slammed shut on its own. Well, not
entirely on its own. Someone had helped it along. By the smug smile
on Libby Monroe’s irritatingly pretty face, I assumed she was the
culprit.

“Good afternoon, Miss
Baker. I am Sir Nigel Henry Caldwell Monroe, the fourth Duke of
Shrewsbury and London Isle. If it pleases you, you may call me
Nigel.” The man’s clear, uppity British accent was laced with
condescension, though I had a sneaking suspicion it was always
there and wasn’t necessarily directed at me. Wearing black cargo
pants and a thermal top, his voice didn’t quite match his attire.
“Welcome to Andrew’s Rock.”

Andrew’s Rock. Where had I heard that
before?

The alleyway. Where I’d
stopped after running from Jaylen. Where Willa’s tracking led the
group to find me. Riley had used the name when first addressing
Jaylen—You’re quite a ways from Andrew’s
Rock, aren’t you now, Monroe? And another
time. The Vision again. The man, the same one speaking to me now,
had said, Even the rats here at Andrew’s
Rock live under better conditions than those locked up in our fine
city’s prisons.”

By the looks of things, Andrew’s Rock was a
family home. At least, part of it was. This estate belonged to the
Monroes.

“Do you know who we are?
What it is that we do?” Nigel Monroe asked, not waiting for me to
reply nor wasting any time before getting down to
business.

I glanced at James, hoping for a sign, some
indication of whether I should admit what I knew or play dumb. He
gave me a barely perceptible nod.

“You’re Poachers,” I said,
interpreting James’s response as a signal to tell the
truth.

“Now, now, we don’t refer
to our work in such a crude manner, my dear. We’re Purveyors,
acquiring rare goods for the most discerning of buyers.
Nevertheless, you do understand why you are here, then? That you
will be sold at auction later today?”

I could no longer even try to deny why I’d
been kidnapped or what their plans for me might be. There was no
more pretending—I’d heard the truth in surprising candor from the
man in charge. Afraid that my voice might crack and betray my
apprehension, I didn’t respond. I needed to appear strong,
confident, and in control, just like the Duke.

“As I understand it, only a
thousand or so Created were fashioned, most of whom are already
dead or in captivity,” Nigel continued, not bothered in the least
by my silence. This was a man who loved hearing the sound of his
own voice more than he enjoyed conversing. “You are a member of a
very rare species indeed, Miss Baker. Which makes you exceedingly
valuable. Many of my regular patrons are quite keen to acquire a
Created, practically salivating to get their hands on one of your
lot. I’d have no difficulty at all taking in a tidy sum for you.
Nonetheless, I’d like to propose an opportunity. One that will keep
you from the public sale and prove gainful to the both of us. Does
that strike your fancy?”

It was highly unlikely that anything he
offered was going to benefit me. Just like the devil, people like
the Duke only made self-serving deals. I also doubted that the
aristocrat actually cared if his offer interested me. James had
been brought here for a reason. Almost certainly, that was to
ensure my acceptance. I was ninety-four percent sure of it. Maybe
if I played my cards right, I could haggle for James’s release. As
long as they let him go free, I was willing to endure whatever the
Monroes threw my way.

“It might…,” I said,
carefully feigning indifference. “Depends what you’re
offering.”

“Kenly, no,” James protested.

Ignoring him, I focused on the Duke. James
hadn’t seen the future. He didn’t understand what was at stake,
what I was trying to prevent. Avoiding that horrific scene of him
in agonizing pain was worth anything to me. That this might be my
only chance to alter the course that led to the events I’d
witnessed in my Vision.

“I am offering total
freedom, in every conceivable manner, Miss Baker,” Nigel said,
leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. The eager body
language belied his cool, bored tone. He hadn’t expected me to even
consider his proposal and was clearly excited by the prospect of
having a willing Created on board. “Employment. I would like for
you to come work for me.”

Taken by surprise, I couldn’t help my
disbelieving snort.

Work for him? Seriously?

“As a Poacher?” I blurted out.

“Purveyor,” he corrected. “Hear me
out, Miss Baker. Surely you are aware that the Coexistence Treaty
is on the verge of being overturned. Once that happens, you and all
your kind will be in grave danger. My clientele include some of the
most powerful individuals in the world—Heads of State, Prime
Ministers, Sheiks, Monarchs, heirs to thrones, celebrities,
billionaires…you get the picture. They have both the resources and
the funds to protect the Chromes in their possession at such a time
that the Treaty is declared null and void. The rest of your sort
roaming about will be fair game, as you Americans say. As I am sure
you are aware, bands of rogue citizens are already hunting your
lot. It will only become more prevalent once laws declaring Chromes
equal no longer exist.

“So you see, working for
me, you will actually be doing a service to your kind. They will be
protected from those who wish them harm. My clientele values
Chromes and provides well for them. Facilitating my organization
with placements in suitable households will ensure the survival of
your species.”

Placing Chromes? Like finding families for
lost puppies? Did he really expect me to buy that garbage?

Stunned silent, I sat with my mouth agape,
wondering how he could so rationally justify what he was doing.

Across the room, James sneered.

“Come off it, Monroe. You
aren’t running a bloody orphanage here. You nick Chromes and sell
them into slavery, bottom line. Give Kenly the respect she deserves
and say it like it is.”

The Duke’s gaze narrowed in irritation, but
his voice was still calm and even when he spoke.

“We all look at the world
differently, Mr. Wellington. I believe in my organization and the
charitable works we do. Many of the Chromes we have placed live
much better, much more fulfilling lives in their new homes. Not
only do they achieve a sense of purpose, they never have to wonder
where the next meal is coming from, or how to afford flat rental
fees, or even—”

“They’re slaves!” James
screamed.

Pure, unadulterated hatred shone in his
platinum eyes. For one brief second I thought he was going to break
free from the guards and attack the Duke. I wanted to stand up and
cheer. James was saying exactly what I was thinking, what I was
unable to verbalize for fear of antagonizing the Duke. I wasn’t
scared for myself. Okay, I was, but that wasn’t why I was holding
back. I was afraid they’d punish James for any unruliness from
me.

Nigel Monroe clucked his tongue, making a
tsk, tsk noise as he shook his head like an instructor who was
disappointed in his star pupil. He nodded at his henchmen, and my
fears were realized. The model-looking guard drilled his fist into
James’s gut. James doubled over, groaning. I winced and clutched my
own stomach best I could manage with bound hands, as if the blow
had somehow hurt me too.

The Duke turned his attention back to
me.

“Let me share a bit of our
family’s history with you, Miss Baker. Andrew’s Rock has not always
been our ancestral home. Prior to the Great Contamination, the
Monroes were in livestock, you see. It wasn’t the most lucrative of
professions, but a well-respected one all the same. My ancestors
supplied beef to a number of notable restaurants, groceries,
butchers, and even the Royal Family. But the Contamination ruined
the grains we fed them and polluted the water they drank. Most of
the animals were killed. And not just ours either—farmers all over
the U.K. faced the same fate. Debts began to pile up and our family
was soon on the verge of ruin.

“My Great-Great Aunt Anabel
was among the first generation of children born in post
contamination era England. She was a beauty, much like my Libby.”
He smiled up at his daughter, who preened under her father’s
praise. “Also like my Libby, Anabel Monroe was a powerful Telepath.
At eighteen, she caught the attention of young King Jenson, only
twenty-two when he succeeded his mother to the throne.

“He was known for his
arrogance, his love of beautiful women, and his poor decision
making. Many feared that King Jenson would be the ruin of our great
nation. Were it a different time, he might have eventually matured
to handle the position with grace and wisdom. Might have grown to
be a great king. However, he took the throne when the whole world
was in an upheaval. There was so much uncertainty in the world.
Loads of tension over how to handle the Chromes. Of course, instead
of delving in to those pressing issues, his unrequited love was
first and foremost in his mind. Perhaps he needed the distraction,
but he would not let go of the notion.

“For her part, Anabel
wanted nothing to do with the young king. She loved her quiet home
in the countryside with her parents and wanted no part of life at
court or world politics. But King Jenson was undaunted by her
refusal and unaccustomed to being denied. He approached Andrew
Monroe, Anabel’s father, and offered to clear the family’s debts in
exchange for his daughter’s hand. Andrew was known for being a
savvy business man and made the King a counteroffer. On the very
day of Anabel Monroe’s coronation, not only did Andrew Monroe
become a wealthy man once again, he also gained a dukedom and
become Lord of this castle. Of course, he promptly renamed the
island Andrew’s Rock.”

The Duke sat back in his chair and smiled at
me expectantly, as if his long-winded story somehow proved his
point about the Poachers helping Talents find better lives. There
was nothing in it that either interested me or changed my mind,
though. All I got out of the story was that Anabel’s dad was a jerk
who sold his daughter to the King for money, a title, and a new
house.

Apparently my silence and failure to be
impressed didn’t sit well with the Monroes.

“Anabel went from a poor
farmer’s daughter to Queen!” Libby snapped, as if I were too dumb
to grasp the moral of the story. “Her life was vastly improved,
despite her reticence. Duke Andrew knew what was best for her, a
life she would eventually embrace, even though it wasn’t what she
desired.”

For a moment I just stared at Libby, stunned
that she was advocating life without free will.

“So, what you’re saying is
that you and your family know what’s best for the Talented? You’re
all just saving us from making bad decisions?” I asked,
disgusted.

These people are seriously bat shit
insane.

“If helping your fellow
Chromes find protection—” the Duke began.

“Chromes will be safe on
the Isle of Exile!” James cut him off. “We don’t need your
protection. Kenly, don’t listen to him. The whole lot of them are
completely mental.”

This time the model-like guard needed no
prompting from the Duke. He quickly withdrew the baton at his belt
and whacked James in the back of the knees. James sagged against
the pimple-faced guard, who shoved him towards the floor before
planting one steel-toed boot in James’s ribs.

“Stop it!” I screamed.
“You’re hurting him!”

I was on my feet and halfway around the
coffee table before Pint caught hold of my arm and forced me back
to the couch at gunpoint. Fuming, I sat back down and glared at
Nigel Monroe and his children. Libby appeared fascinated by the
drama, eyes fixed on the scene in front of her as if watching a
particularly engaging stage play. Her brother, however, didn’t
share her excitement. Staring pointedly at his overly polished
loafers, Jaylen kept his head down.

“That will do now, let us
all calm down. Please aid Mr. Wellington to his feet,” the Duke
said, lazily waving a hand at the guard before turning back to me.
“The Isle is owned by, and therefore under the control of, UNITED.
Being that you are Created, Miss Baker, I believe it is safe to say
that you will be placed in containment the moment you step off the
hoverplane. One assumes that this is not the fate you wish for
yourself, now is it? As for natural born Chromes, the space is
limited. To my knowledge, it will be a first come, first served
situation. As I understand it, the Isle, inclusive of all of its
islands, has a capacity equal to one-third of the world’s Chrome
population. It seems this will leave an overwhelming majority of
your lot to fend for themselves.”

With every eye in the room on me, I didn’t
want to admit that I knew next to nothing about the islands. Other
than what they’d said and what I inferred, I was clueless.
Although, somewhere in the back of my head, I knew I’d heard the
term ‘Isle of Exile’ before. Clearing my mind, I allowed my brain
to sift through memories, conversations, and dr—

Oh no.

With a sinking feeling, I remembered exactly
where I’d heard the islands referenced—in a Vision. When Libby
forced me to watch that horrible newscast. The reporter had said
that Chromes were being attacked while waiting for boats to the
Isle of Exile. I’d seen the brutal assaults with my own eyes.

One moment I was weighing what the Duke said
with what I’d seen, calculating the odds of safe passage. The next,
an insistent pounding was reverberating between my ears. Pressure
built steadily inside my head and I actually calculated the odds of
my skull splitting open. It was high. Squeezing my eyes shut, I
tried to block the pain.

Maybe freedom is a fair exchange for
protection. Chromes will die once the Treaty is overturned. Unless,
of course, they have a protector, someone to watch over them. I
will die unless the Monroes protect me. Thank goodness they will, I
only have to agree to work for them. James and I can stay,
together. Here at Andrew’s Rock, we’ll be safe from the mobs and
free from containment.

“Kenly, look at me!
Please,” James called, his tone almost pleading.

“Only you can make this
decision, Kenly,” the Duke said.

The Duke is a proper good man. Chromes
aren’t treated as equals nowadays. Out in the streets, they’re
subjected to humiliation, starvation, unemployment. The wonderful
people who purchase Chromes give them better food, nicer clothes,
and luxurious places to live. Every aspect is an improvement over
the Chrome’s previous life. This is what’s best for my kind, to be
protected and cared for as the assets we are.

“Say I do agree,” I
mumbled, unsure of myself. “That prevents my sale at tonight’s
auction. But what about James?”

“Kenly!” James begged.
“Please don’t do this.”

To my surprise, Libby answered, her golden
eyes boring into mine.

“All you have to do is
answer a few questions with the absolute truth, and your boyfriend
may remain here, as well,” Libby said, her tone warm and friendly.
“Back in America, you were mates with a girl called Natalia Lyons,
is that correct?”

Hearing Talia’s name sent an odd sensation
through me. It was neither the anger I’d grown accustomed to, nor
the desire to see her that I’d felt earlier that night. Instead, I
felt a nagging in the back of my mind, telling me that I was
forgetting something or maybe overlooking a crucial piece of
information.

Think about it. Was I really free whilst
working for TOXIC? I’d lacked a choice when joining TOXIC, being
recruited as a young child. All young Chromes had been made to go
there. Regardless, it had been the best option for me. Aren’t the
Purveyors sort of the same? The Chromes who are acquired at auction
probably feel the same way once they’ve spent time in their new
homes and become acquainted with their protectors.

“Natalia Lyons, do you know
her?” Libby repeated, louder this time.

“Um, yeah, I do,” I said.
“Wait, I don’t want James to stay here. I want him returned to
London, to the Slums.”

“Where is she now?” Libby
asked, ignoring my request about James.

“Depending on what you tell
us, I may be persuaded to allow Mr. Wellington to return to his
former life,” the Duke interjected.

Best offer you’re going to get.
Seventy-eight percent chance he’s lying. Need to take the risk.
James will be sold tonight if you don’t.

“Don’t, Kenly. Please, I’m
not worth it. Look at me, please, Kenly, just look at me,” James
insisted.

You are worth so much more to me.

Once again I refused to look at him, afraid
that if I did I might start crying.

“Where is Natalia Lyons
now?” Libby repeated, clearly losing her patience.

I shrugged.

“Couldn’t tell
you.”

The sound of knuckles hitting flesh was
followed by a deep grunt. White hot pain exploded in my brain at
the same instant. It felt like a machete was cleaving it in two. I
screamed and covered my ears, as if to prevent gray matter from
leaking out. As quickly as the pain had come, it was gone.

“Wrong answer, Kenly.”
Libby’s voice sounded very far away. “Let us try again. Where is
Natalia Lyons?”

“I don’t know,” I said
through clenched teeth.

The pain was worse the second time. I
doubled over, clutching my head and praying for an end to the
agony. Something hot and sticky slid down my cheek, off my chin,
and onto the gray smock. In the distance James grunted again and
swore loudly.

“UNITED!” I shouted. “She’s
working for UNITED!”

The pain subsided, but I was shaking all
over. Cold clammy fingers were kneading my brain like dough.

Everything clicked in to place.

And also like my Libby, Anabel Monroe was a
powerful Telepath.

The door slamming after she’d first entered
the study.

Libby was both telepathic and telekinetic.
Plus, of course, the brain-splitting sensation. Libby Monroe was a
full-on Mind Manipulator, just like Talia.

Mental Manipulators could either quietly
ease knowledge out of your mind or tear the place apart looking for
it, ripping information from the passages of your brain and leaving
behind a muddled mess. The other alternative was to inflict the
sort of pain that could only come from the nerve center of the
brain, torturing it out of you. No matter the method, psychic
interrogation was unpleasant at best and excruciating at worst.
Libby was a sadist, apparently, and preferred the latter.

“Good girl. Next question.
Where is she stationed?”

This I really didn’t know. I glanced at
James through clumps of drying hair. A thin smear of blood ran from
one corner of his mouth and he was trying hard not to grimace. I
sucked in a shaky breath. Plausible lie. I needed a plausible lie.
James shook his head, a quick side to side motion that told me to
keep my mouth shut.

I sat up straight and faced Libby, Jaylen,
and Nigel Monroe. In a surprisingly clear voice, I told the
truth.

“I don’t know. I haven’t
seen Talia in almost a month. Not since she helped UNITED defeat
TOXIC.”

Libby squinted her eyes, concentrating hard.
I clenched my teeth and waited for pain that never came.

“Okay. Moving on. What do
you know of the boy?”

“Boy?” I asked, confused.
Erik Kelley was a little old to be called a boy.

“The child,” Libby corrected. “Natalia
Lyons has a child, a boy. What do you know about him?”

Talia didn’t have a son…that I knew of. Was
it possible Talia she had a child that she’d never said anything
about? Quickly doing the math in my head, I concluded that it was
impossible. At least not one who was old enough to be called a boy
instead of a baby. No, no way.

“Could you be any more
daft? Not her child. She watches over him. I suppose one might call him her
ward.” Libby gave a dramatic eye roll.

Wait—how did…

Great. Libby was in my head, reading my
thoughts as quickly as I could think them.

That was the nagging I’d felt at the mention
of Talia’s name, I realized. My brain was trying to warn me to
protect myself from the implantation of ideas.

Since I’d never experienced
the sensation I hadn’t noticed as she seamlessly supplanted my
thoughts with her own. Except, I absolutely should have detected
it. Chromes. With
that one word, Libby had given herself away. I never thought of Talents as
Chromes.

Help your fellow Chromes. Agree to work for
the Duke. Only Chromes who are in captivity will survive after the
Treaty is overturned.

GET OUT OF MY HEAD.

Picturing Libby playing my mind like a
piano—which was precisely what she was doing—gave me the rage and
strength to fight Libby’s mental intrusions. She’d underestimated
me. Underestimated my training. However the Monroes knew about
Talia, about my connection to her, their research was lacking.
Combat skills were not the only lessons I’d received from Talia.
With Donavon’s help, the duo had also instructed me on blocking
mental attacks. Even though I wasn’t great at building the
conceptual walls, I was willing to gamble that Libby wasn’t great
at knocking them down either. Luckily, this defense didn’t require
the use of my Talents. Especially since I still couldn’t touch the
power.

While keeping my expression neutral, I
imagined thick steel walls dropping down to enclose my brain,
creating an impenetrable fortress that housed my private
thoughts.

Libby pounded her fist against her thigh and
a very unlady-like groan slipped through her pursed lips. I
couldn’t help the smile that slipped out. The barriers worked.

Unfortunately, my mental walls did nothing
to stop James’s attackers from physically assailing him. Seeing
Libby nodding angrily, I turned just in time to see James’s head
snap to the side, a mixture of blood and saliva flew from his cut
lip and sprayed the coffee table.

“No!” I screamed, too
late.

Pimple-face buried his fist in James’s
abdomen.

“You think you are just too
clever, don’t you?” Libby growled. She was on her feet now,
stomping one foot repeatedly until the spiked heel split up the
middle. “Someone taught you a bit of blocking and now you’re acting
all smug and superior. Fine, don’t let me you in. But don’t think
for a second that you can keep me out. Impudent little
twit.”

James took a knee to the stomach, followed
by an uppercut to his chin. The two thugs were alternating turns,
trading blows, each attempting to outshine the other. I couldn’t
stand another moment of it.

“Leave him alone!” I
shouted. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“Shut up,” Pint snapped,
thrusting the end of the gun directly against my temple.

“Be reasonable, Kenly,”
Jaylen said, speaking up for the first time. “So you don’t agree
that we are simply matching Chromes with protectors. Fine. But
helping us will save Wellington. He’s the only one paying the price for your
stubbornness.”

“I don’t know anything
about a boy Talia is taking care of! I’ve never seen her with a
little boy! Honestly, I haven’t seen Talia in a month. And the last
time I did see
her, she and her boyfriend were picking off TOXIC operatives right
and left and she definitely didn’t have a kid with her,” I spat,
the words tumbling from my mouth in a single breath.

“Now, now, dearest,” the
Duke said soothingly. “I believe you. Truly, I do. However, your
lack of knowledge does nothing to further my search for the child.
Therefore, I cannot allow Mr. Wellington to return to London.” The
Duke shook his head sadly, as if he was actually sorry for me and
my lack of useful information. “I’ve always been a sporting man. To
prove just how generous I really am, I shall amend the terms of my
original offer. Join my employ, and I will allow Mr. Wellington to
remain at Andrew’s Rock with you. How does that sound?”

“So your goon squad can use
him as a punching bag every time you want something from me? No
way. No deal,” I snapped back, tired of all the bullshit and
nonsense. Regret for my harsh tone only came once I remembered that
James was suffering every time I stepped out of line. It was past
time to look out for him instead of giving in to
impulse.

Holding my breath, I silently apologized to
James for the beating that was about to come, knowing that saying
sorry was nowhere close to adequate. For some reason, neither goon
raised so much as a finger, nor did the Duke give the order to
punish him on my behalf. I sagged with relief.

Nigel Monroe’s patience had finally reached
a breaking point, however. His golden eyes became cold, hard, and
terrifying. Under his piercing gaze, I shrunk back
involuntarily.

“I had hoped this
negotiation would be more civilized, that we would amicably reach
an agreement beneficial to us all. Unfortunately, that appears
impossible, and I do detest when my time is wasted,” the Duke said
coolly.

Tense silence filled the study, so thick an
axe wouldn’t have made a dent. An uncomfortable pressure bore down
on my skull as Libby pushed on my mental walls with all of her
strength. Thankfully, she got nowhere. The effort of keeping her
out of my mind was taking its toll, though. Sweat was beading
across my brow and my breathing was labored. Too much longer and
I’d cave under the pressure.

Nigel stood and put a gentle hand on his
daughter’s shoulder.

“Do not bother, Elizabeth.
The girl has made up her mind. We shall let her see the
consequences of her refusal. Once she has a taste of the
alternative, I am of the mind she will soften to our cause.” He
turned his golden eyes on me but spoke to Pint. “Take Miss Baker
downstairs. Prepare her for sale.”
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PINT DID NOT take me back to the holding
cells after the meeting with the Monroes. Instead, I was whisked
back down the elevator, to another set of frosted glass doors.
Above the entrance was a sign that read “Prep Room.” Inside, old
women waited to torture me in an entirely different fashion than
the mind filleting I’d just endured.

Four cubicles sat on either side of a wide
center hallway, partitioned off with sliding doors made of the same
frosted glass as every other wall I’d encountered downstairs. Each
partitioned area was a small workspace. One wall was lined with
metal shelves holding scary-looking beauty instruments, another had
a rack of crimson silk dresses, and the third had chains attached
to the floor and ceiling. A single female guard was stationed by
each door, ready to shut down anyone showing the slightest sign of
resistance.

Three of the cubicles were occupied, two
with girls that I didn’t know but felt an immediate kinship with.
The sight of the third girl, however, made me gasp. Stopping in my
tracks, not even the feel of Pint’s gun lodged between my shoulder
blades made me move forward. Her name was on the tip of my tongue,
a whispered plea when it left my lips. As soon as I uttered the two
syllables, I regretted the slip-up. Exposing our friendship would
put her in a worse position than she already was—if that was
possible. Only the reality of my situation and what they might do
to her if they knew of our connection caused me to finally move
forward. When Pint peered around to look at me, I did my best to
appear weak, mentally urging her to believe that I’d stopped to
catch my breath.

Francie Owens. My other best friend from
school. What the hell was she doing here? Had she been in London
this entire time? Had she really been so close to me? So close that
we could’ve helped each other, watched out for each other? Worse,
did she know about Alana’s capture?

Shock was quickly replaced by horror. My
eyes filled with the tears I’d been holding back for what felt like
years. My knees wobbled, and all the fight left me. Watching the
Monroe’s thugs beat James because of me had been horrific. Seeing
Francie, her ankles chained to the floor, her arms suspended over
her head, while two women painted her face with garish makeup and
yanked her frizzy brown hair into submission was heartbreaking.

As I passed Francie’s cubicle, our eyes
locked and surprise registered in her gaze. Moving as little as
possible, I shook my head, silently warning her not to acknowledge
our friendship. Never great with nonverbal cues, Francie’s lips
parted and she mouthed my name. She began to struggle, as if seeing
me brought new life into her tired body. Squirming and twisting
like an eel, she tried, fruitlessly, to break free. The guard
outside Francie’s cube pressed her palm to the sensor by the door
and rushed in, tranquilizer gun drawn and aimed at my best friend’s
chest.

Neon caution signs flashed inside my head
and my overly analytical brain warned me against getting involved.
Intervening would only make the situation worse.

I ignored the warnings.

This was Francie we were talking about.
Being thousands of miles across the Atlantic, I’d been unable to do
anything to prevent Alana’s capture. Then I’d sat helplessly by,
watching James being pummeled. I was beyond tired of feeling so
damned useless. And so I was reckless, instead.

The guards in the room moved as one,
surrounding me before I’d even made it through the door to
Francie’s cell. Suddenly, I was the one being sedated. Pint fired
the dart into my neck, the chemicals raced through my veins, and I
was falling forward into the waiting arms of a guard. Just before I
lost consciousness, I sought out Francie, intending to say how
sorry I was for not being able to help her. But the mumbled words
that actually came out weren’t what I’d meant to utter.

“I’m so sorry,
James.”

“Much easier when they’re
asleep, ain’t it?” a wobbly female voice croaked.

“Don’t know why they don’t
simply tranq them all to begin with,” a second woman
said.

Blinking my eyes open, I found my mirror
image staring back at me in the glass door. Behind me, her
reflection barely taller than my own, I could just make out the
stooped silhouette of a woman holding my head between her hands. In
front of me stood a fossil of a woman. Shoulders rounded, a large
hump four inches beneath the back of her skull. Dull green eyes,
cloudy with cataracts. Shaggy auburn hair had probably once been
lush and beautiful, but time had thinned to the point that her
milk-white scalp was visible between the strands. Makeup brushes
were clutched in her gnarled hands as she painted glittery red
lipstick on my mouth. I tried to pull away, only to have hands
tighten around my head and hold it in place.

“Hold still, ducks, we’re
nearly done,” the old woman said, frowning as she licked her thumb
and wiped a smear of lipstick off my cheek.

Without meaning to, I shuddered when her
warm, wet skin made contact with mine.

My shoulders and head ached. I felt weak all
over, like I’d come down with the flu or something. The skin around
my eyes and on my forehead felt stretched, as if my hair had been
pulled up too tightly. When I tried to rub my temples, I found my
hands were chained above my head, metal bracelets digging into my
wrists.

Unable to bear the sight of my restraints, I
looked down. My toenails, painted a brash crimson with gold flecks,
stuck out from underneath the hem of a silk gown, precisely the
same shade as the nail polish. For the first time since my capture,
the reality of the situation slammed in to me.

Until that point, I hadn’t fully appreciated
what it meant to be sold at auction. It would’ve been less
demeaning if the Poachers had simply slapped a price tag on my
forehead. Instead, they’d stripped me, power-washed me like a
hovercar, and drugged me. Adding insult to injury, two old hags
were now playing dress up with me.

From what I could see of my reflection in
the door, the result was a cross between an elegant china doll and
a slutty streetwalker working the corner of Tiber. The silk dress
was too small, apparently designed to create curves where some of
us had none, and made me feel cheap, every inch of skin on display.
Nothing short of a chisel and hammer would remove the thick layers
of makeup. And the elaborately styled up-do was a disaster, with
every single wisp of brown twisted, braided, curled, and wound
around my head. I was meant for display, made to look as
aesthetically pleasing—in the Poachers’ eyes anyway—as possible to
maximize the price the buyers were willing to pay. It wasn’t hard
to imagine what type of client would pay a premium for their
“asset” to look like this.

Nausea rolled over me at the thought. In
that moment, the Duke’s offer was tempting. No matter the other
pitfalls of the job, I surely would be spared certain indignities
by staying with the Monroes.

No! You cannot give in. You will not.
Remember: if you break, the Vision comes true. James will be held
prisoner and tortured indefinitely. Denying the Duke wiped the
slate clean—the future has been altered, all of those things won’t
happen. Don’t change it back. If you find a way out of here, maybe
just maybe you can do something to stop the massacre at Anabel’s
Pier.

Wishful thinking.

“There!” the old woman
exclaimed, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “Pretty as a
picture.”

I actually considered spitting on her, but
my mouth was too dry. Besides, the act was beneath me.

The woman holding my head finally released
it and walked around to join her coworker. She too was ancient,
with grass-green eyes identical to her comrade and multiple white
stripes in her auburn hair. The close resemblance between the two
women suggested a familial relationship—sisters maybe.

“Lovely, just lovely,” the
second woman agreed. She reached out and stroked my cheek with one
arthritic finger.

Recoiling from her touch, I seriously
reconsidered what acts were and were not beneath me.

“The dress fits nicely,”
the first one said. “Though there are no curves, like a
boy.”

“Some like that,” the
second said, bobbing her head up and down knowingly.

The two women were so creepy that I was
almost relieved when Pint appeared on the other side of the glass.
Pint pressed her palm to the biometric scanner and the door slid
open. The tiny terror entered with Mole the Viking on her
heels.

“All done, aunties?” Pint
asked.

Evidence of our earlier fight was even more
noticeable on Pint’s alabaster skin than the last time I’d seen
her. I smiled despite my dismal surroundings, way more satisfied
that I should have been, considering Pint was walking free and I
was in chains.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she
Priya?” one ‘auntie’ asked, grinning like a fool.

Other than the voice that came from the
door, it was the first time I’d heard Pint addressed by her real
name.

“A real knockout,” Pint
said dryly.

“That I am,” I said, my
voice hoarse. “How’s your eye?”

Behind Pint, Mole let loose a snort of
laughter. It quickly morphed into a cough when Pint turned angry
eyes in her direction.

Pint seethed, and I wondered if she was
going to shoot me full of sedatives again. She was awfully trigger
happy, after all.

“Shut up,” she snapped at
me. “Don’t speak. Your accent annoys me.”

The fact that I was getting to Pint was like
a ray of sunshine in this dark hell. And I intended on basking in
it for as long as possible.

“The buyers are beginning
to arrive. Time to put this beautiful piece of merchandise on
display.” Pint’s tone could have frozen lava.

The old women clapped, confirming my
suspicion that they were completely insane. Pint jerked her head in
my direction, apparently commanding Mole to unchain me. The large
female guard freed me from my ankle cuffs and unhooked my hands
from the chains hanging from the ceiling, leaving the wrist cuffs
on.

Flanked by the small and the tall, while the
crazy aunties watched expectantly, I exited the prep room.

I was terrified.

I was humiliated.

I was furious.

Most of all, I was determined.


[image: tmp_42b89b6a3530fef407363262bf625be8_yjmBtW_html_m7b5c1e46.jpg]
















THE CORRIDOR THAT lay beyond appeared
endless. Other than our odd trio, the sterile white walls and the
stench of disinfectant, the walkway was empty. Given that I had no
idea where we were and who or what was nearby, I plodded along
between my captors, biding my time. Had I been alone, I might have
resigned myself to a life of slavery by that point. But James and
Francie were both here, likely nearby. And they needed my strength
and focus if we were all going to make it out of here alive and
free.

Pint and Mole gossiped about people I didn’t
know and hoped to never meet, seemingly unconcerned by my
eavesdropping ears. Some were fellow Poachers. Others were Talents
who’d passed through the same hall before me. And some were
buyers.

Those names I saved in my
mental hard drive, under a file labeled ‘payback’. If—no,
when—I escaped, I was
going to expose every single politician, celebrity, and billionaire
for who they were: slave owners. Maybe most of the world’s
population wouldn’t give a damn. We were, after all, lesser
citizens in the eyes of many, undeserving to walk the street among
the masses. But others would though, even if they didn’t believe in
Talent equality. They’d care simply because slavery was
wrong. If even one
politician was removed from office, one celebrity lost an
endorsement deal, or one billionaire’s stock quotes took a hit, I’d
feel as though I’d accomplished something.

Along with names and identifying details,
data on security camera placement, floor layout, and guard stations
was also catalogued for later use. Every square inch of the
corridor was under surveillance. It was a safe assumption that any
area with prisoners would be, too. Unless my Light Manipulation
resurfaced soon, odds were that freedom was not in my immediate
future. But I would never give up, no matter how long it took.

After what felt like the longest walk in
history—in reality it was only seven minutes and three turns—the
passageway dead-ended at an elevator. Inner turmoil yanked my
desires back and forth until I was no longer sure of what I hoped
for when the doors opened once more. I simultaneously wanted to
know where Pint and Mole were taking me and dreaded finding
out.

Fidgety with anxiety and in need of a
distraction from my thoughts, I was unable to keep my mouth shut
any longer.

“Are we going to the
auction now? Or to another holding cell?” I blurted out once the
metal box was traveling upwards. My voice came out low and wobbly,
and I immediately regretted speaking.

Pint was turned so she could see both me and
the doors in front of her. The one side of her mouth that I could
see curved upwards in satisfaction when she heard my distress.

“Shut your gob, will you?
No one gave you permission to speak.”

Mole remained silent.

The short ride, up two levels, was over too
quickly. When the doors slid apart, I would have done anything,
agreed to anything at all, to stay on that elevator forever.

Until that moment, the day I’d fled the
Hamilton Hotel in D.C. was the absolute worst time in my life,
hands down. I’d figured that it always would be, too.

The battle between TOXIC and UNITED had
still been going strong as I bolted through the city. Smoke so
thick that it obscured my vision. As I ran, I’d tripped over the
bodies of my friends and enemies alike.

Simply recalling the memory always made me
cough.

A Morpher—his teeth exactly like those of a
beast I’d seen in history books about the Jurassic age—bit his
opponent clean in two as I sprinted past. I remembered wanting to
help somehow, but being too frightened to stop running. It wasn’t
clear to me who I should’ve been helping, anyway. Obviously the
Morpher was Created, so technically on my side, but no one deserved
to face a monster like that.

Another guy—this one had a serious overbite
and sat at the computer next to mine in Advanced Cryptology—was
mowed down by UNITED gunfire. Spasms rocked his body with each
bullet. Tears sprang to my eyes when I couldn’t recall his name. It
wasn’t until I was thirty thousand feet above the Atlantic Ocean
that I remembered. Dave Sanchez. I’d never forget it again.

I’d also seen a girl whose test answers
Alana used to copy in our younger years. In a café on Wisconsin
Avenue, her head sat in a display beside the cash register. Though
I desperately hadn’t wanted to, I’d taken shelter behind the
counter, stuffing a bag full of stale bagels, questionable
lunchmeat, and chocolate chip cookies while trying to block reality
from my mind. Unsuccessful, I’d vomited until my sides ached when I
saw her lifeless hazel eyes staring out of the gelato case.

Despite all of those atrocities and so many
more, nothing was as horrific as the scene that lay before me.

“Welcome to the Auction
House at Andrew’s Rock,” Pint said with a wicked smile, shouting to
be heard over the deafening roar from the massive crowd.

The Auction House was enormous and round,
like an indoor sporting arena. I counted five levels above me,
stretching to a domed ceiling made of stained glass. The entire
front section of the arena was raised—a stage. A VIP section of
fifty velvet covered chairs was cordoned off with thick gold rope
directly in front of the dais. Apparently, everyone else was made
to stand. Demonstrated by the thousands of people milling around,
directly in front of us.

Pint leaned close to speak in my ear.

“Admittance fees vary
depending on who you are and whether you want to sit. Those front
row seats pay 1,500 Globes just for the pleasure of being close to
the merchandise. Of course, we deduct the fee from sale price,
should a purchase occur. But you wouldn’t believe how many come
just to gawk at your
kind.”

Pint obviously derived great pleasure from
causing me distress. She made a game of studying my reactions to
her taunts and barbs, her victories commiserate with how distraught
I became.

Point for you, Pint. I’m definitely
rattled.

“See the display booths up
there? They allow the buyers to inspect the goods,” Pint declared
with glee, pointing.

Each level above us was comprised of
hundreds of ten-by-ten glass panes sitting side-by-side, forming
rings around the arena. From the dim lighting behind most of them,
I concluded that the windows were actually one side of an all-glass
cube.

Some of these boxes had bright spotlights
turned on within, shining down on a small, round platform in the
very center of the glass prison. Standing upon the raised areas
were Talents, illuminated by the light.

Never before had I witnessed such
degradation.

I felt all the blood drain from my face.
Pressure built behind my eyes.

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.
Don’t cry.

Swallowing over the gigantic lump that
formed in my throat, I blinked back the tears and glared at Pint.
For a fleeting second, shock registered in her dark eyes.
Evidently, she’d anticipated a stronger reaction than my brief
lapse in composure. Even though the small sociopath and her
complete lack of empathy disgusted me, playing along gave me
something to focus on other than my nightmare-like reality.

Point for me.

Taking a different tactic, Pint quieted,
allowing me to absorb the spectacle. A jumbo, trifold wallscreen
hung over the stage. The images on-screen rotated in twenty second
intervals, showing close-ups of each cube in turn. An ID number was
placed over the bottom left corner of the view, with various specs
and the individual’s Talent on the right.

As I stared in disbelief, the terrified face
of a girl with chipmunk cheeks and blonde pigtails gazed out over
the crowd. The superimposed data proclaimed that she was only nine
years old. Her crimson dress was the same color as mine, but in a
style that was appropriate for her age.

“Collectors usually snatch
up the young ones,” Pint said.

Ninety-five percent sure I
was going to be sick, I swallowed repeatedly. Don’t do it, don’t do it, I told
myself, imagining the glee on Pint’s face if I did. That alone was
enough to keep my stomach contents in place.

With the screen’s next rotation, the
chubby-cheeked girl gave way to a guy with a split lip, hate-filled
platinum eyes, and a trademark pissed-off sneer. James. Even
battered and bruised, he was the most gorgeous guy I’d ever laid
eyes on.

I bit my bottom lip and wished that I could
turn back the clock to our time in the alley after fleeing the
King’s Pub. The kiss-that-almost-was would have been our first, and
probably our last. Now I’d never know what his lips felt like on
mine.

Don’t think like that. Don’t give up hope.
Be patient. Be alert. An opportunity will arise. Just keep
believing.

I will escape. I will escape. I will escape.
I will escape. I will escape.

Keeping my eyes glued to the wallscreen
until James’s image disappeared, I memorized every detail of his
perfect features.

Just in case.
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“SMILE FOR YOUR potential
owners,” Pint hissed in my ear, yanking me into the swarm of buyers
milling around the arena floor.

Digging my feet in, I resisted moving
forward. Both my revulsion and my rage held me back; whether I got
sick from their proximity or I started throwing punches at the
savages around me, I only knew that entering the crowd was a
terrifying prospect. Shouldn’t there be some back way to take me to
my display box? Surely they didn’t parade all of the Talents in
through the crowds.

The answer was evident. Pint’s delighted
expression as she bruised my ribs with her gun told me that this
was an experience reserved for a special few of us.

Men and women dressed in black-tie were
suddenly all around me, blocking off any semblance of an escape.
Whether it was Pint’s intention or not, the experience was a
foreboding metaphor for my future if I wasn’t able to escape.
Congregated in small groups, the dapper crowd was joking and
laughing with one another as if they were all old friends at a
cocktail party. Some watched the wallscreen and scribbled
occasionally on comm tablets, ostensibly noting the Talents that
they were interested in purchasing. Guards in black suits and clear
earpieces mingled among the buyers, as did costumed waiters
carrying bite-sized appetizers and flutes of pink champagne.
Acrobats spun and twirled on scarf ropes hanging from the ceiling,
giving the arena a carnival-like feel. The fact that the aerial
entertainers were Talented was not lost on me.

Once I began moving, desperate to make it
through to the other side of the throng, Mole served as both my
jailer and my bodyguard. Keeping a tight hold on my arm, she fended
off grabby buyers who, for some reason, seemed desperate to touch
me. Pint walked a step ahead of us, clearing a path.

A woman wearing a bright yellow slip dress
and black heels that laced up her thin calves stumbled drunkenly
into the space between Mole and me and Pint. The slit in her dress
ran to mid-thigh, catching every eye in the surrounding crowd.
Coordination impaired by the alcohol, her feet became tangled
together and she knocked into me before Mole could stop her. Using
my shoulder as a crutch, the woman giggled and managed to regain
her footing.

“Oopsy daisy! Champagne
totally goes straight to my head,” she tittered.

My ears perked up instantly. The woman was
American.

“Miss, please release the
merchandise,” Mole said stiffly.

“I like this one!” the
woman slurred. “She’s cute as a button.” She hiccupped and lightly
pinched my cheek between her thumb and forefinger. “What can she
do? How much does she cost?”

There was something very familiar about the
new president of my fan club. Not her wine-colored hair or spray
tanned golden complexion, though. It was the voice that I
recognized. And the glittering lime-green eyes. They were too
alert, too appraising, too knowing, and entirely too sober. I
searched my mental hard drive for some memory that would confirm
her identity. Despite running through every file twice, I couldn’t
place her.

“The auction has not yet
started,” Pint answered her, having doubled back when she’d noticed
we were no longer following her.

“One hundred thousand
Globes!” the woman exclaimed exuberantly.

Although her arm was still propped on my
shoulder, I was actually supporting very little of her weight.
Using the other hand, she reached into her delicate beaded clutch
and withdrew a bulky roll of ten thousand note Globes. It was the
first time I’d seen the denomination; I didn’t even know they went
up that high.

“You are welcome to place
an advance bid, Miss,” Pint said stiffly. “But, regrettably, all
merchandise must be placed on display. We must allow the same
opportunity for all buyers to evaluate the pieces before a sale is
made.”

“But I want her
now,” the woman pouted.
“I’ll pay whatever you like. You can bend the rules just this one
little time, can’t you?”

How do I know her? From school? No, she’s
too old for us to have been there at the same time. My mom’s
neighborhood? Possible, but not probable. Anyone with that much
money wouldn’t live in our middle class neighborhood. The eyes….
Here in London? Techno Hut? Maybe? Those eyes…. I know I’ve seen
those eyes before. Where? Think, Kenly. Why is she pretending to be
drunk? What could she possibly gain from it?

An attractive man in a black tuxedo hurried
to her side, evidently overhearing the exchange.

“And you will have her, my
love. Be patient,” he assured her, slipping an arm around her waist
and drawing her into his side.

He was also American, but nothing about him
triggered a memory.

“Promise, darling?” She drew out the
word, then hiccupped again.

“Anything for you, love,”
he cooed.

The affection between the two was genuine.
There were several tells, but the way she relaxed against him was a
dead giveaway. They were definitely in love. And yet, they didn’t
seem altogether comfortable with the terms of endearment they were
swapping. Evidently, the pair was unaccustomed to speaking to each
other in such a lovey-dovey manner.

What sort of game were they playing?

The woman turned to face me.

“Don’t worry, my pet.
You’ll be coming home with me tonight,” she said with a
wink.

Oddly, as creepy as her words were, they
didn’t give me chills or cause my stomach to turnover. I should’ve
been overwhelmingly terrified, on the verge of an anxiety attack. A
woman had just staked her claim to my person, declaring that she’d
own me before the night was over. But I didn’t feel anything of the
sort. Even her use of ‘pet’ didn’t come across as degrading. If
anything, the encounter left me feeling relaxed. Against all reason
and logic, I sort of welcomed the idea of this strange woman buying
me.

The man wrapped an arm around green eyes and
steered her into the throng of onlookers. They disappeared in an
instant. Only after they were gone did I notice how many people had
stopped to watch the spectacle. Suddenly countless eyes were on me
with interested, appraising looks. Which was why the man had
intervened, I realized. For some reason—and I had a feeling that it
had nothing to do with embarrassment—the man had not wanted the
woman to draw so much attention.

Weird.

“You see? I told you that
bringing her this way was a poor decision,” Mole hissed as the
crowd began to disperse.

Pint glared up at the guard.

“And I told you to keep
your opinions to yourself. These orders came directly from the
Duke, so we are following them.”

Pint and Mole continued to bicker as we wove
our way from one side of the arena to the other, our speed
considerably slower than before as more and more buyers arrived.
Since neither Poacher was paying attention to me, I searched for
the woman in the yellow dress, intent on getting another look at
her face. Hopefully, without the distractions, seeing her again
would jog my memory. Between the rich purple hair and sunshine
yellow dress, she should have been easy to spot, even in a horde as
dense as the one we were in. But she was nowhere to be seen, as if
she really had been swallowed by the whale of a crowd.

Shockingly, my gaze did snag on a familiar
face, but it wasn’t hers. I actually did a double-take, certain my
eyes had to be playing tricks on me.

No way. Impossible. He’s supposed to be
brain dead.

I blinked several times, figuring the drugs
were still wreaking havoc on my mind. Surprisingly, even after
mentally shoving off the remnants of the fog and dispatching all of
my energy to my sight, he was still leaning against the corner bar,
martini glass in hand, each time I opened my eyes.

The translucent skin that’d earned him the
nickname ‘Casper’ among his students—the result of spending day
after day staring at computing screens—now had a hint of color. In
the past, his stringy blond hair had always looked in need of
washing. Now it was combed neatly back from his face with just a
hint of styling gel. Still thin but no longer gangly, it was
surprising how nicely he filled out the white tuxedo.

Ernest Tate. Advanced
Crypto Techniques instructor extraordinaire. Somehow, he’d gone
from pale, awkward, total geek to astonishingly chic since the last
time I’d seen him. And yet, his physical transformation was not the
most alarming thing. The fact that he was standing here at all was
a miracle. Literally. An actual miracle.

Last school year, Talia had come to school
to uncover the person who’d betrayed her to the Coalition. That was
when I met her. She’d been a guest instructor in one of my classes
and, for some reason I’d never understand, had taken me on as her
charity case. Apparently, Ernest’s name had made the short of
potential Coalition spies within TOXIC. And Talia had been ordered
to psychically interrogate all of the suspects. From what I
understood, she lost control while questioning Ernest. She
accidentally erased his mind. By all accounts, including what I’d
been told from Talia herself, the genius man became a vegetable
with no hope of reclamation.

So how is he here? Why is he here?

Ernest turned to order another drink just as
our trio passed close by the bar. While he waited, he rolled his
head from side to side. As he rolled his neck, I caught sight of a
black ink design just below the base of his skull, previously
hidden by the collar of his shirt. In the instant it was visible, I
squinted for a better look. What I saw was both intriguing and
disconcerting.

Three interlocking circles with an eye in
the center were tattooed on my former instructor’s neck.

It was the same symbol I’d seen on that
TOXIC facility. The one in the background of the press conference,
when Dana Duval had peppered Victoria Walburton with questions
about UNITED’s future plans.

What the hell did
that mean? And where else
had I seen that damned symbol before? I’d completely forgotten
about it in light of everything else happening, but knowing the
answer to the second question felt important.

Unfortunately, you
do not have time
for this right now. Just add it to the long list of problems for
another time. Focus on escape. Worry about strange tattoos and
miraculous medical recoveries once you’re no longer
shackled.

Pint was practically glued to my right hip
at this point. So when I slowed to study Ernest’s tattoo, she
noticed.

“Keep moving,” she hissed
in my ear, yanking my arm so forcefully that I seriously worried
that my shoulder had dislocated.

Suddenly she laughed that high-pitched,
tinkling laughter of hers. Every time I heard it, my nerves felt
like a cheese grater ran down them, my ears on the verge of
spouting blood. She pointed to the enormous wallscreen at the
front, still cycling through the desperate Talents they had locked
up.

“Why look at that! That’s
your mate, is it not? Take a good look. Surely this is the last
time you’ll see her.”

All thoughts of Ernest and his tattoo were
forgotten. My mental planning and assessing abruptly halted.
Because the screen was trifold, the image on it was in triplicate.
Anguish personified, broadcasted for the scum of the earth to
assess evaluate.

Three Francies. Standing on the platform in
a display box. Cheeks flushed to match the color of the dresses we
all wore. Eyes red and swollen, brimming with unshed tears and
quiet panic. No lingering trace of the fighting spirit she’d
displayed downstairs in the prep room. She was utterly terrified.
Stunned. Desperate. Broken.

Oh my God. Francie. No. No…no…no…. What did
they do to you? Why are you even here?

My heartache spun into rage before I could
even process the emotion. Everything changed in that instant. I was
no longer focused entirely on our escape. That was just the first
step. Then and there, I vowed to get even. These people would pay,
dearly.

For Francie.

For James.

For every other Talent locked in a glass
cube.
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OUT OF NOWHERE, hot, thick fingers pinched
my chin. With an adamant tug, my gaze was forced away from my best
friend’s image, to the face of a man several inches shorter than
me. I sucked in a breath as I stared down into soulless black eyes.
The man’s hold was steadfast, his ironclad grip causing pain to
reverberate up my jawbone. As though I weren’t an actual human
being, he tilted my head forcefully to the left, right, down, and
finally upwards, carefully examining my face from every angle
possible.

Initially, I was too startled to react to
the manhandling. Then those sausage-like fingers found my waist and
began to roam, as the other hand slid the strap of my gown down
over my shoulder. I instantly snapped out of my shock. Enraged by
the violation, I jerked my knee up, intending to introduce it to
his groin.

“Who the
f—”

Mole jerked me backwards before I made
contact, adding to my fury. I was seething, ready to bite off the
next finger that came near me.

The groper threw his head back and let out a
loud, barking laugh.

“Mon dieux! Elle est
animée, c'est bon! J’aime les filles fougueuses.”

I have no clue what he’s
babbling about, but I’ll show him exactly how funny it is,
I thought, looking for vulnerabilities within my
reach. He’s seriously going to regret
that.

“Frrreeeskee! I laheek
zat!” he exclaimed to Pint in heavily accented English.

“Brilliant,” Pint replied.
“But, sir, I must insist that you not touch the sale items. This
here is one of our upmarket pieces. If you are keen to bid on her,
I suggest you clear assets with the auction master in advance.
Unfortunately, until you win the bid, our policy is ‘look but do
not touch’.” Pint’s words were chastising, but there was no
disapproval in her voice.

The chiding wasn’t for my sake, of course.
She certainly had no reservations about serving me up to be mauled
by the devil’s spawn. That much was obvious. It was only so that
she didn’t have to explain to her superiors why their cash cow was
bruised and disheveled, with sweaty palm prints on her torn silk
gown.

“Excusez-moi,
mademoiselle,” the groper replied, giving Pint a little bow and a
whole lot of respect she didn’t deserve. “Mye
apallogeez.”

Turning to his companion, a bald man built
like a fireplug, he began speaking in rapid French.

Every year since I started at the McDonough
School, we’d spent an hour each day on world languages. The focus
hadn’t been in-depth, but breadth. I was trained to recognize key
words and phrases in over thirty languages, which was how I
understood the gist of the Frenchmen’s conversation. Grabby hands
wanted to know if prospective buyers were still allowed to
test-drive the merchandise.

Still? Still? That was
something they did? I thought, panic
threatening to overtake my anger.

Thankfully his companion answered in the
negative before I could get to full-on hysteria. Baldie also added
something about the house’s disallowance, something that both
disgusted and frightened me: devaluing the goods for the eventual
buyer.

Wait, people buy Talents
for that? As if
slavery isn’t bad enough?

For some reason, surely naïveté fueled by
some degree of denial, the thought hadn’t occurred to me.

Don’t panic. It
will never come to
that. Don’t let them see you’re rattled.

The thought of Pint’s sick game overtook my
mental wanderings. Which is exactly why I was playing it with
her.

Compose yourself. She’s obviously doing this
to freak you out. Don’t let her win.

Pint stared at the blank
mask of indifference that I slipped on. I clung to it, imploring my
features to hide the revulsion and fury building within me. To some
extent, she must’ve known it was a farce. Of course what they were saying freaked
me out. But she was noticeably irritated that I’d been able to
conjure a façade at all. That icy smirk settled over her features
and my heart sank.

“Perhaps I should sanction
an exception in your case. After all, your true value lies with
your Created status alone, not your….” Her dark eyes traveled from
my head to my toes and back up again. “Certainly no would pay top
Globes simply for your looks.”

A girlish giggle—or the closest
approximation she could make of one—escaped her lips, punctuating
exactly how preposterous she found the idea.

Don’t flinch. She wants to watch you squirm.
There’s no way she’d really let that awful little man touch you.
Not when you’re a gold mine to the Duke.

Somewhere in the mass of people, a voice
rang out over the hum of conversations.

“Take it off! That’s not
what I want to see!”

Without warning, the crowd took up the
chant.

“Take it off! Take it
off!”

On and on they went, more and more people
chiming in.

It took me a moment to
grasp what was happening. They were pointing to the wallscreen as
they yelled. Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I dared to pray that
the masses were actually protesting. That someone had finally been
young and pitiful enough for them to demand the Poachers take them
off the screen. Obviously I didn’t want anyone young
or pitiful to have to
experience this. Nonetheless, almost anything was worth a change of
heart. Supply wouldn’t be necessary without demand. We needed to
eradicate the demand.

I sent up another prayer, this one for the
person on screen. Given the crowd and the way they’d all been
acting earlier, I was a little scared to peek at who could finally
pluck their heartstrings. Who’d gotten them to draw the line, to
say enough was enough?

Just as I opened my eyes, it dawned on me.
The chanting didn’t sound irate. Or upset. Or affronted.

It’s excitement….

Francie was still the main feature.

My mouth fell open in shock. It was
surprising in and of itself that I could still feel the emotion,
especially so overwhelmingly, after the day I’d had. Yet I was
stunned, all the same.

She was sixteen. These were the wealthiest,
most powerful, most influential humans on the planet. Together they
controlled every facet of the world, from pop culture and
entertainment to politics and the justice system. Many of the men
were old enough to be our grandfathers. Possibly even
great-grandfathers. They were celebrated for their lifetimes of
achievement.

And they were cheering for a sixteen year
old girl to take her top off.

Pigs. All of them. Revolting repulsive
repugnant pigs.

Before I could even conjure the first
imaginative way to destroy their lives and torture their souls,
five digit numbers were scrolling down the side of the screen to
the right of Francie’s despondent face. Shouts and cheers fell
away, as if someone muted the volume. Silence enveloped me.

It was happening. Sale prices were being
proposed. To purchase the ownership of a human. My sweet Francie.
The only noise that penetrated was the hammering of my heart. After
exactly twelve thumps, the offers for her jumped to six digits.
Everyone’s attention was suddenly on Francie.

My heart stopped beating. I forgot how to
breathe.

“Pre-bids,” Pint whispered
in my ear.

My rigidly tense body slackened. My sigh of
relief was audible.

No, I wasn’t relieved that
they were bidding on my best friend. But this was still preliminary. Not the
actual auction. No one could drag her away just yet. I still had
time to figure us a way out of here. Not much. But
some. No matter what,
that was better than none at all.

The feeling of hot breath on my shoulder
alerted me that Pint was up on her tip toes again for another
whispered attack. My skin crawled from her proximity.

Hasn’t she ever heard of boundaries?
Personal space?

Despite my best efforts, Mole was still
holding me tightly. I was helpless to move away. Steeling myself
for Pint’s next assault, I tried to think reassuring thoughts.
Thankfully—in a sadly contradictory way, obviously, not because I
was actually grateful for the misery—Pint would be hard-pressed to
show or tell me anything more horrifying than the numbers steadily
increasing as people tried to buy my best friend. We were reaching
the absolute peak of the emotional pain scale. Every possible
scenario at this level was so horrific, it was as unlikely to occur
as it was unfathomable.

Of course, by having a thought like
that—that things really couldn’t be any worse—I was essentially
daring the universe to prove me wrong.

Naturally, it did.

“That’s
the fit sort of body that buyers will pay top
Globe for,” Pint whispered. “Tell me, what do you think those men
are fancying as they offer so much money for her?”

Her words were nearly my undoing. All of the
atrocities taking place in the arena slammed into me at once. It
was simply too much for me to handle. In truth, I was ready for the
sweet bliss of oblivion again, actually longing for Pint to slam a
tranquilizer dart into my neck.

I knew it was cowardly and would effectively
obliterate my remaining hopes for escape. But parading me across
the arena, through a crowd of people who thought I was only an
object to be bought and sold, was a form of psychological torture.
And it was working. My psyche felt as fragile as spun glass. One
more hit and I might shatter completely.

Hysterical laughter bubbled inside my
stomach, exiting my lips as a strangled yelp. It was undeniable—I
was cracking.

Hearing the sound, Pint whirled to face me,
interest piqued.

Breathe,
I ordered myself. Calm.
Hold it together, just a little while longer. Breaking down is what
she wants. What the Duke and the rest of the Monroes want. Don’t
give them the satisfaction.

But taking in a breath was like inhaling the
thick air of a hot, too-humid day. The excitement in the air was
suffocating. The lavish atmosphere. Elegant gowns. Acrobats.
Display boxes holding Talents. My friends. My colleagues. All of us
kindred souls. Too much. Too much.

“Seen enough?” Pint asked,
her voice bright. The expectant gleam in her eye had grown into a
victorious beam of delight and satisfaction. In her eyes, she’d
won.

Thanks, tiny
terror. I needed that.

At the sight of her grin,
every oversaturated strand of emotion wove into an all-consuming
rage. My first thought was to rip the arms holding me back off of
Mole and beat Pint to death with them. Whoa, take it down a notch, the
sensible part of my brain advised. Use
it. Several calming inhales and slow
exhales later, my nerves steadied. The frenzy tempered.

The Monroes would gravely
regret forcing me to walk through the crowd. And Pint would
definitely regret making
me stand in the thick of it, bearing witness to Francie’s
humiliation while being gawked at myself.

Working as quickly and effectively as
possible, I studied the people in the arena, memorizing the face of
every buyer my gaze landed upon. Mercifully, Francie was no longer
on the big screen, allowing me to focus entirely on the task at
hand. The ability to recall them all later was a valuable gift in
general, but priceless in this situation. I wasn’t going to waste
the opportunity to catalogue the scumbags who kept the auctions in
business. I would put my fury to good use. Store it up, make—

A commotion in the crowd drew my attention.
Just ahead, to my right. Almost at the edge of the arena. More
rowdy men. Big surprise. A few were the same skeazy chanters from
earlier. They were shaking their fists in the air, but were facing
away from the wallscreen. Following their stares, I looked up.

Just ten feet above the heads of the men, in
the lowest ring of display windows, was Francie’s viewing booth.
Somehow, in the vast sea of glass cubes, they’d found hers.
Watching Francie sob while rich assholes heckled her from the arena
floor was a lit match held close to explosives.

Hold on to the anger until
the right time. It will give you strength. Must be smart. Don’t do
anything rash. Now is not the time. You’re completely outnumbered.
Get James. Get Francie. Get out. We’ll come back for these relentless bastards.

Forcing my gaze away from my friend, I went
back to scanning the attendees, making a special point to carefully
examine each of the men in front of her. Every single face I could
see went into a file. Just as the Duke had promised, the buyers in
the room were from society’s upper echelon. Bringing down an
organization of this magnitude, with endless power behind it…it
wouldn’t be easy. Nor difficult. It would be damned near
impossible.

I welcomed the challenge.
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AFTER THE ALTERCATION with the grabby
Frenchman, Pint and Mole didn’t seem to want to take any more
chances with me. Once we began winding through the crush of bodies
again, both the tiny Poacher and the Viking guard moved with
impressive speed, no longer catering to the would-be buyers who
thought it their right to touch or ogle me for longer than a
passing glance. Mole took the lead this time, practically bowling
through groups of people to clear our path.

Lewd suggestions were unceremoniously tossed
in my direction, like candy thrown from a parade float, as my
captors ushered me across the arena. Despite the wide berth the
Viking left in her wake, many of the patrons—both male and female,
young and old—reached out to touch me when I passed, as if my
powers could be disseminated through physical contact. Pint
admonished everyone who came within arm’s reach of me. Mole’s
tactics were more aggressive, lightly swatting roving hands with
her baton.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, we
reached the opposite edge of the arena. Guards blocked the exit
archway. Evidently, only very select individuals were permitted to
pass. With Mole leading the way, we breezed past the sentries
without stopping and continued to the end of the short hallway
beyond them. Our trio came to a halt at a six-car elevator
bank.

Pint scanned her palm at yet another
biometric lock and the middle set of doors on the right slid open.
Mole shoved me inside. The silence in the car was a balm to my
auditory senses. Finally, I could really breathe again. Oddly, I
wasn’t the only to have this reaction. For all their bravado, Pint
and Mole both appeared relieved to be out of the melee.

Five floors later, I was ushered into a
curved hallway with doors lining one side and guards against the
other. Other than the reinforced metal doorframes, the wall on the
right was made of frosted glass, opaque and impenetrable to the
eye. Having been in the arena, I was willing to wager on what lay
on the other side of the glass.

Talents. Like Francie. And James. And soon
me. All enclosed in neat little glass cubes, displayed for the
entire auction house to see.

Pint scanned her palm at a door labeled
‘581’. I counted to three before her identity was confirmed and the
airlocks released. The door swung open on its reinforced
hinges.

“Settle in. An auction this
large will likely go until morning,” Pint said. She turned to Mole.
“Go on, remove her cuffs.”

The guard’s blonde brows arched, but she
made no verbal comment as she complied with Pint’s order.

I, too, was surprised at the small kindness,
if not a little wary.

How tight must security be if my captors are
willing to leave me unrestrained?

Even before the second metal bracelet was
free of my wrist, Pint was shoving me through the open doorway. The
twisted grin of pure pleasure on her face made all the more
maniacal by the bruises she couldn’t hide.

Vicious freaking biotch. Soon, you’ll be the
one at my mercy.

Stumbling blindly into the dark room, I
tripped over the hem of my dress. Clumsy by nature and still
preoccupied with thoughts of Francie, James, and the 1001 ways I
would one day take revenge on the Poachers, I never even tried to
break my fall with my hands. I landed awkwardly on my hip
instead.

Seriously? Give a girl a break already.

Wincing, I bit my lip to hold back a moan.
Pint’s nails-on-a-chalkboard laughter was the last sound I heard
before the door whooshed shut. The locks clicked into place and I
officially became the newest resident of cube 581.

The glass prison was eerily quiet. The walls
must have been soundproofed, because I couldn’t hear even a hint of
the roar from below. The darkness was all-consuming and incredibly
disorienting. No matter which direction I looked, all I saw was
blackness and more blackness.

A scraping sound made my next breath hitch
in my throat.

The noise reminded me of the one the victim
always hears in the old horror films that Alana loved to watch. The
one the killer somehow makes to taunt his prey in those
tension-filled moments just before he reveals himself. And just
like the ditzy female character always did, I called out.

“Hello? Is someone
there?”

The grating clang came again. If this were
really a movie, I’d investigate the sound. But I wasn’t a moron. I
scuttled towards the door, putting as much distance as possible
between me and the potential homicidal maniac. Unfortunately, I’d
lost my bearings in the darkness. I kept moving in, what I hoped
was, the opposite direction of the masked madman who’d just escaped
from a mental asylum and wielded a chainsaw. My shoulder collided
with the rear wall. I pressed my back against the smooth surface,
knees pulled up to my chest in an effort to make myself as small as
possible.

Okay, clearly a chainsaw was crazy. It would
be entirely too loud in this tiny space and give him away in an
instant. So, a scythe. The masked madman—the one who would lop my
head off with a single swing of Death’s long curved blade—clattered
for a third time.

When he spoke, it was only three words. His
voice was hoarse, as if he’d been in a crypt for a hundred
years.

“Hey there,
Chief.”

Suddenly my mind’s attempt at levity in the
terrifying situation seemed cavalier and insensitive.

“James?” I gasped, choking
out his name on a sob.

Scrambling to my feet, I whirled in a
circle, expecting him to miraculously appear in front of me like an
apparition.

“Over here, Kenly,” James
said softly.

A beam of light sliced across the cube,
illuminating the raised platform where James sat. He was holding
back one of the heavy red drapes that covered the front pane of the
cube. In the light streaming in from the window facing the arena,
the swelling around James’s mouth and eye were visible. Inwardly, I
cringed.

My fault. The damage to his beautiful face
is my fault.

“I-I-I…” I stuttered, at a
loss for words. What exactly was the appropriate response in this
sort of a situation? Sorry sounded lame. So did telling him I’d
missed him. Even though I had.

“Hey.”

A computer for a brain
and that is your
best response? You’re a real wordsmith, Kenly.

“Come here.” James cocked
his head, beckoning me over.

I hurried to join him, so relieved not to be
alone in this hellhole anymore that I didn’t notice the chains
affixed to the middle of the platform. Somehow my ankle tangled in
the links and I pitched forward, landing right in James’s lap. That
wouldn’t have been the worst place to end up, except all of my
momentum slammed into his chest. Together we fell backwards,
James’s head bouncing off the platform.

Anxious, I quickly sat up. James’s hand flew
to his head, his low groan gradually becoming a hearty chuckle.
Surprise and embarrassment turned into delight as he descended into
a fit of long, roaring laughter. The sound reverberated off the
four glass walls.

It was music to my ears.

That I was the one to make
James laugh like that—even if it was at me, not with me—made my heart lighter than
should have been possible given our predicament.

From where I sat, still perched in his lap,
I grinned down at James like a fool and wished we could hit life’s
pause button. Corny and school-girl as the notion was, I wanted to
hold on to the feeling of pure joy that had infiltrated my heart
and mind.

When James caught me smiling at him, his
eyebrows drew together in feigned disapproval.

“Hey,” he said in a
mock-stern tone.

I mimicked both the expression and his
tone.

“Hey,” I
replied.

No sooner had the word left my mouth than I
found myself falling forward as he grabbed my hand and pulled me
impossibly closer.

“I said, ‘Come here,’”
James declared gruffly.

The barest hint of a smirk remained on his
swollen, parted lips. But his eyes had turned serious and
thoughtful, his tone no longer playful.

Before I could fire off a retort, James
curled his fingers around the back of my neck and pulled my face
down to meet his. There was no pausing, no hesitation, no warning.
Only the sudden crush of his lips on mine.

For several long, perfect seconds James’s
exquisite mouth moved hungrily against mine, teasing and taunting
with a pressure that was both overwhelming and thrilling. Then,
abruptly, James broke contact. Skin that had previously become warm
and tingly suddenly felt cold without his touch. He arched his neck
back, putting as much distance between us as was possible given our
respective positions—my body pinning his to the platform.

Did I do something wrong? Can you do
something wrong in a five second make-out session?

Cupping my cheek in his rough palm, James
gently pushed me back a little farther. The small distance he put
between us felt like a great chasm.

I panicked. Like actually panicked.

He’s rejecting me. Am I a bad kisser? Do I
have bad breath? Or had the kiss simply been the result of the
past, tumultuous, twenty-four hours? A byproduct of his body’s
natural response to a heightened emotional state—the need to feel
close to another human being. Oh no. Maybe he hadn’t meant to kiss
me at all. Maybe I’d misinterpreted his intentions. Like he’d
actually been going in for a hug and I’d attached my lips to his
like a leech.

At least you got to kiss
him, the optimistic part of me
reasoned.

Attempting to salvage some
dignity, I sat up. James did too. But when I tried to stand, to
move off of his lap, James’s strong hands closed around the silk
fabric at my waist and held me firmly in place. Embarrassed and
unprepared to completely break contact with this guy that I
so wanted to touch—even
if the feelings were not mutual—I remained seated, painfully aware
of how quickly the situation was becoming awkward. Still, this
possibly being my last voluntary human contact ever I wanted to
savor the moment. Carefully studying the collar of his starched
white shirt, I staunchly refused to meet his eyes.

Mortifying. The entire experience was
downright mortifying.

As if you needed anymore humiliation
today.

Though I felt James’s eyes on me, I feigned
ignorance.

When he’d neither said anything nor moved
after a full sixty seconds, I decided enough was enough. No way was
I waiting for him to unceremoniously dump me on the ground.

Just as I started to stand, James reached
for my hand and laced our fingers together. His thumb began to
trace those small circles just below the knuckles of my index and
middle finger. Oddly, after only a short time, that little gesture
comforted and reassured me more than anything in the world.

As James continued to work his magic, I felt
myself smile and the tension and worry that had accumulated since
our kiss vanished. Without thinking, I brought our interlocked
hands to my mouth and gently brushed my lips over the same spot on
the back of his hand.

It felt natural, like we were a longtime
couple instead of in the midst of a budding romance.

James froze. I could feel him staring
steadily at me.

I couldn’t help myself…I looked.

His gaze locked with mine. That perfect
platinum darted back and forth, searching for something in my brown
counterparts. In the silver depths, though, I found emotions that I
hadn’t expected: Trepidation. Uncertainty. Longing.

Are you sure you’re not imagining what you
want to see, crazypants?

I’d memorized every one of James’s
expressions without even trying. He kept so much inside, was so
closely guarded, that it had been necessary if I ever wanted to
know what was going on inside that gorgeous head of his.

I recalled where I’d seen each of those
emotions before.

Trepidation—when we were at the bar with
Tug’s friends, hearing about the round-up. Uncertainty—when we’d
first met, during our late night heart-to-hearts, along with a
million other times, he’d thrown me that look. Longing—only when
James spoke of a car he really wanted, or of his mother.

James’s eyes flitted to my lips.

Checkmate.

Without any more thinking, analyzing,
assessing, or calculating, I leaned in and softly pressed my lips
to his. James’s hesitation was brief, and then his arm snaked
around my waist and pulled me flush against the chest that I’d so
admired when he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

He tangled his fingers in my hair. No doubt
undoing all the aunties’ hard work. My arms were around his neck.
The kiss was desperate and hungry, both of us aware that our time
together was limited—likely finite. Both of us intent on making
every second count, every touch last.

James ran a palm down my back, over my ribs,
before bringing it to rest at my waist. Everywhere his skin made
contact with mine was on fire. I felt alive. I felt free. I felt
defiant—UNITED, the Poachers, the ignorant people of the world, had
all taken so much from me. And yet, they couldn’t, wouldn’t take
this—take him—from me. Despite the less-than-ideal location and
dismal circumstances, I’d never felt closer to another human being
as I felt to James Wellington in that moment.

Pressed tightly together there in that
display box—the spotlight off so the crowd couldn’t see us—we
ignored our troubles and let the world fall away.

Unbidden, the fact I’d almost lost him
floated through my mind. Had almost never seen him again. Never
felt this.

That would have been tragic.

I clung to James with the desperation of one
who knows her number is about to be called. Just in case this was
both the beginning and the end for us.
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“YOU DIDN’T HAVE to
literally throw yourself at me, you know,” James said. “I was
already planning on kissing you the moment I laid eyes on you
again.”

“I tripped!” I protested,
purposely not commenting on the second half of his statement. The
profuse blush on my cheeks was enough to tell him what I thought of
it.

“You’re terribly
uncoordinated for someone trained at that fancy school of yours,”
James teased.

If the depiction wasn’t
absolutely deserved, I might have been offended. Though I doubted
anything that James said to me right then would have come across as
offensive. He was a really
good kisser.

We’d moved away from the platform and were
propped up against the side wall of the cube. At least, he still
was. As soon as we sat down, James had snaked his arm around my
waist and pulled me closer, as if it were the most natural thing in
the world. With his arm still wrapped around my waist, I curled
into James, my knees resting on his outstretched legs and my head
on his broad shoulder.

Two attempts to break apart and be serious
were both followed by one of us instigating another little show for
anyone in the security division who might be tasked with monitoring
the cube. With the end of life as we knew it imminent, neither one
of us could muster an ounce of concern that there might be an
audience for our PG-13 display on the other end of the video
feed.

If the Poachers were smart, which they
obviously were, they’d never make a spectacle of us by broadcasting
our images onto the enormous wallscreen. No one would pay top
dollar for a girl, even a Created, with such wanton behavior, even
if said wanton behavior was with her boyfriend. It would only lead
to trouble, and not the good kind.

He’s not your
boyfriend nutso,
my inner voice admonished. This doesn’t mean you’re in love and getting married. Get it
together, girl.

Even the dose of reality didn’t hamper my
enjoyment of the moment. I was relishing the feeling of being so
close to James and finally finding out for myself exactly how soft
his lips were. For his part, James didn’t seem to be in a hurry to
break apart, either. Pint’s taunt when she shoved me through the
door had been meant to scare me, and at the time they had. But now
I liked the idea of being left alone in that cube for a while. So,
it seemed, did James. Given that, neither one of us was in hurry to
begin talking.

No longer being alone made
all the difference. Having anyone there would have made me feel
better. Had they thrown me in with Francie, I would have been less
scared, steadier. But being near him fortified me, gave me strength
and renewed my willpower. It pushed all of the atrocities I’d seen
and faced to the back of my mind, as though they were in the
distant past.

Unfortunately, the leather band with a
circular hook was still on his ankle and connected to the platform
just in front of us. Though I didn’t want to rupture our
comfortable quiet, didn’t want to move from the most contented
embrace that I could imagine, the chain was a harsh reminder of
where we were and what we were facing.

Being so close to James, even in this
hellhole, meant I could think of nothing beyond his strong arms,
smooth lips, and the butterflies that kept fluttering in my belly.
Calling upon every ounce of determination I could muster, I pushed
myself up. Unable to resist, I stopped to brush a kiss against his
cheek. In response, he turned and pressed those amazing lips to
mine, lingering. When I forced myself to pull back, I knew my face
was a mirror image of his happy smile.

My hand reached up without a conscious
thought to brush James’s hair back from where a piece had fallen
near his enviable eyelashes. And my breath hitched in my
throat.

Though I tried to be gentle, we both winced
when my fingertips skimmed over the deep purple skin just below his
right eye.

“Is this from the thugs in
the study?” I quietly asked, puzzled.

As far as I’d seen, Monroe’s men had been
careful to direct the blows at his torso, where the evidence would
not be visible with clothes on.

James tried to avert his gaze. With me only
inches away from him, he had few options.

“James?”

“No,” he quietly answered,
finally meeting my eyes.

We remained locked that silent battle of
wills, both of us searching for the answers to questions we didn’t
want to ask.

“Tell me,” I finally
whispered.

Truth be told, I was terrified for him to
answer. The feeling was partly because I was scared to hear what
additional pain I’d caused him and partly because I was frightened
of the quiet resentment I’d surely see in those platinum of his
eyes.

“While Pint was parading
you about on the auction floor, Jaylen and his father came round to
pay me a visit. It seems they thought you might’ve told me some
bits about that Talia girl or the child,” James shrugged
nonchalantly, but my chest was already aching with guilt. “When I
declined to say one way or the other…. I suppose my silence was not
appreciated.”

“I’m so sorry, James,” I blurted out.
“This is totally my fault, all of it. I…I never should’ve let you
guys help me.”

To my horror, I started to cry. It was
excruciating to think of what he’d been through because of me.
Though it was also unbearable to think that he’d have been better
off if we’d never met. The thought of having never met James…it was
heart wrenching.

“Shhh, Kenly…Kenly…it’s
okay, love,” James soothed, drawing me in to an embrace.

I should’ve been the one comforting him, but
somehow I’d inadvertently turned the situation around to make it
all about me. This just made me cry harder. Which of course made me
feel even more blameworthy.

My head rested in the crook of his neck, and
I could smell that wonderful scent that was all him. Enveloping me
with both of his strong arms, James gripped me tightly. The act was
reassuring, but I was still tearing up.

“Kenly, you can’t blame
yourself for this,” he continued, pulling back so he could look at
me while he spoke. “You simply can’t, Chief. Sadly, Poachers have
been in force for decades. The foremost players all come from
aristocratic families. Hunting is in their blood. Remember what the
Duke said about his great-whatever aunt? The one who became
Queen?”

Not yet trusting myself to speak, I
nodded.

“Anabel’s sale to King
Jensen was the start of modern day Poaching. Can you imagine? Her
own father was willing to toss her aside for his personal gain. It
just proves that no Chrome is safe from the self-seeking prigs,
they have no qualms whatsoever. So perhaps it wouldn’t have been
last night, but ultimately they would have netted me. With or
without you.”

Contemplating the truth of his statement, I
found that I still felt entirely responsible for him being in this
mess. No matter what he said, James wouldn’t have been here if he
hadn’t been with me. Trying to protect me. His presence in the
Monroe’s house of cruelties was because of me. And we both knew
it.
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MY GAZE DRIFTED over to the window. On the
other side of that thick pane of glass were the most barbaric,
heartless people alive. From where we sat, we had a panoramic view
of the swelling crowd below and the front of the arena. Images from
inside other cubes were still scrolling on the giant screen, making
the Talents inside larger than life. A fresh wave of tears filled
my eyes and ran silently down my cheeks, salty droplets dripping
off my chin and onto the crimson dress. I’d almost forgotten I was
wearing it.

James reached for my hand and laced our
fingers together, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

“Not to worry. It’ll all be
over soon,” he whispered.

Voice shaky, I asked, “Giving up on escape
so easily?”

The feeble attempt at a joke was not even
close to funny.

“You got a plan?” he asked,
looking down at me. “Honestly, I’m all ears if you do.”

“No,” I admitted with a
sigh, sitting back against the glass barrier. Not surprisingly, I
immediately missed the comfort of being in his arms. “No matter how
many times I input the variables, the result is always the same.
Nearly every lock is biometric. Guards are crawling all over this
place. Cameras in every corner. And even if we somehow managed to make it past
all of that, our clothes mark us as prisoners. We’d never be able
to blend in or get very far with this crowd of heathens.” I plucked
at the silk bodice of my gown. “I can’t access my powers. Can you?
I mean, maybe if we could…”

“Suppressant hasn’t worn
off yet,” he admitted.

I began jiggling my foot impatiently,
scouring the mental files I’d been compiling since I entered the
Monroe’s house. If only we could locate even the smallest chink in
the Poachers’ armor, anything we could exploit to break free.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the
wallscreen over the stage go black. An instant later, a digital
clock appeared, replacing the rotating images from inside the
cubes. Evidently, the final countdown had begun. Ten minutes. Ten
minutes before Talents went to the auction block.

James’s gruff voice interrupted my inner
musings.

“That blighter will come
back,” he said, referring to the Duke. “Earlier, in the study, he
tried to play it cool, but he’s desperate. He wants you on his team
very much. So does everybody else. With the precarious Treaty
situation, Monroe knows that his business is on the verge of going
under. Not just the Poaching side of it either.

“Those clubs he owns are
practically staffed entirely by Chromes. They’ll all be forced into
exile or hiding once the Treaty is overturned. The timing is no
coincidence. Monroe is rounding up as many of our kind as possible
before that happens. It will ensure he can pull off at least a
couple more auctions once Chromes mostly disappear. Not to mention
the exorbitant premiums that he’ll charge when he has the only ones
left.”

“And he wants the biggest
bang for his buck,” I said, catching on. “Which means he wants the
Created.”

“Precisely. Even us
ordinary Chromes will be worth a lot more, but your kind will line
his pockets for years to come.” James paused and met my gaze.
“UNITED wants the Created in containment, and Monroe knows that. He
knows they’re out there, working hard to round you all up. I reckon
he believes that with your help he can reach them before UNITED
does. That bull about giving Chromes a better life….”

James emitted a hollow laugh, shaking his
head as he continued.

“The Duke thinks if you buy
in to that nonsense, you’ll sell it to your mates and they’ll all
come willingly. Idiot.”

“She nearly had me for a
minute,” I admitted quietly.

“Libby?” James
guessed.

“Yeah. She’s good, James. I
mean, she was in my head, planting that crap about a better life,
burying it down deep. I…well, for like a second, I was a believer.
Stupid. I should’ve known better. I do know better.” I shook my head,
still mad at myself for allowing Libby to manipulate me so
easily.

“Don’t beat yourself up.
Libby is really good at what she does. For that matter, if she’s
not careful, her dear old daddy will sell her, too.”

“You don’t honestly believe
that?” I asked, aghast. “He wouldn’t do that. He
couldn’t.”

Surely, the Duke wasn’t so coldhearted as to
sell his own daughter.

James’s smile was sad, as if my naivety was
cute. I scowled at him, but acknowledged the point.

“Right, I forgot. The
Monroes aren’t exactly a warm and fuzzy family.”

“It’s not just the
Monroes,” James said bitterly. “Most of the Poachers would sell
their first-born for the right amount. Some for any
amount.”

I bit my lip and looked away from James,
remembering how his family had disowned him for being Talented.
Betrayal like that had to cut deep. My heart broke for him all over
again.

And like that, my revenge file became a
little thicker. The Wellingtons. James’s parents. They’d be sorry
for how they’d once treated their son, if I had any say in the
matter. Such a heinous act couldn’t go unpunished.

“What happens now?” I
asked, purposely changing the subject. “Do you remember? Is there
an opportunity, any at all, where…I don’t know, where breaking out
and getting away might even be possible?”

Hope of escaping was thin by this point, but
I needed a way to occupy my mind. Sitting here, nothing to do but
imagine one worst case scenario after another, would drive me
crazier than the aunties from downstairs before Pint ever came back
for me. Which might not be a bad thing, I reasoned. At least being
crazy, my mind wouldn’t be able to fully appreciate just how shitty
my new life was.

To my surprise, James flushed. If I hadn’t
known better, I would’ve said he looked ashamed. But what on earth
he had to feel guilty over, I hadn’t a clue.

“I don’t know,” he
mumbled.

“What about after we’ve
been sold? Do the individual buyers come up here to the cube to get
us? Or are we taken to a holding area? How long will it be before
the suppressant wears off?”

“I. Don’t. Know,” James
repeated, agitated now.

Way to go, Kenly. Insensitive much? What
next? Are you going to poke his bruises? Knee him below the
belt?

James clearly didn’t want to talk about his
previous imprisonment. Unfortunately, as much as I hated hounding
him to relive such a horrific experience, it was of paramount
importance. He alone had the data. Any information he provided
would help me to concoct a plan. True, it would likely be a shoddy
plan that was doomed to fail, but we needed something.

“I’m sorry, James. Honest,”
I said quietly. “I don’t mean to upset you or trudge up ugly
memories. It’s just…I’m…I’m not ready to give up and admit defeat.
Sure, I want to. It would be a hell of a lot easier than clinging
to some fantasy where I leave this place a free girl, only to have
reality smack me in the face when I’m blindfolded and thrown into
the back of some creeper’s hovercar.”

The note of hysteria that made my speech
rapid and high-pitched was not lost on either of us.

“Kenly, love, calm down,”
James soothed. Both of his hands were holding one of mine,
squeezing with gentle pressure. “No one’s giving up, okay? You’re
right. We need to come up with a plan, any at all.” He sighed
warily. “I can’t tell you what happens next because I don’t know,
not exactly anyhow.”

“What do you mean? Just
tell me how it worked last time. I know you can’t say exactly how
it will go today,
but you’ve been through this before,” I said.

That shame I’d picked up on earlier
returned.

“I have and I haven’t,”
James said enigmatically.

“Um, okay….”

“I have been captured and imprisoned by
the Monroes. I haven’t actually been sold at auction. Someone paid the Monroes for me
before it came to that.”

It took exactly two seconds to recall every
word of our conversations about his previous experience with the
Poachers. Sure enough, James never actually said that he was
auctioned. I’d just assumed that he knew everyone at the Circus of
Wonders because the owner had bought him at an auction. And yet,
when I’d asked him outright about working there, he’d said, “Or
something.”

“Wait a sec.
Who? Who paid? That had
to have cost a lot, to bypass bidding,” I said. The thought that he
was priceless slipped through my mind, but I wasn’t feeling
particularly flippant right now and didn’t voice the
sentiment.

James swallowed hard.

“Her name is Bryn. She
works for another Poacher family as a tracker…someone who actually
seeks out and locates the Chromes. The Duke agreed to a payoff in
part because she offered him so much money, but also to prevent a
feud. Mortified as he was over what I’d done to Jaylen, the Duke
wasn’t keen on starting a war among the Poaching
factions.”

“I don’t understand,” I
said.

A boulder seemed to settle in the pit of my
stomach.

“All the Poaching groups
have one thing in common—”

“They’re assholes,” I
interjected.

I hadn’t meant to interrupt, but James’s
deep chuckle made me glad that I had. If nothing else, the tension
in the cube lessened slightly. And I really liked seeing him
smile.

“Okay, two things,” James said with a wry
smile. “The other one is a common ancestor. Anabel Monroe.
Queen Anabel. Or, more
precisely, her father. She wasn’t an only child; there were eight
in all. Anabel was the eldest of Andrews’s seven daughters. And the
only Chrome.

After she was sold, the rest of the children
all worked in their father’s employ. When Andrew passed, they each
began their own division of the family business. The current
Poaching groups are all headed by a descendant of Andrew Monroe.
The current Monroes are, of course, the descendants of Andrew’s
only son. The others bear the names of the daughters’ husbands: the
Dunkins, Huttons, Stokes, Edwards, Pickerings, and…um…the
Wellingtons.”

I drew in a sharp breath.

I did not see that coming.

“Bryn Wellington is the
eldest child—the only child, now—of the Wellington branch. She’s my older sister,”
James hurried on with his story.

“Oh, God, James,” I
breathed.

“Honestly, I don’t know why
she did it,” James continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Bryn is just
as embarrassed by me as my parents are. And honor is a foreign
concept amongst the Wellington lot.

“There’s this constant
power struggle between all of the descendants. It’s possible that
she figured that the Monroes having me locked up made the
Wellingtons look weak. And maybe taking me was a part of that, a
play for advancement. Honestly, I have no idea. Whatever it is that
made her come round, she paid for my freedom. Of course, she let me
rot in that cell here for a month first.”

James shrugged. But the iron mask that
shielded his true emotions from the world had fallen away, fallen
completely, for the first time since we’d met.

“The terms of her agreement
with the Duke were never made known to me,” James went on, the
anguish he was feeling causing his voice to break. “One day I was
locked away, the Monroes’ prisoner. The next, I woke up in an
alleyway in the Slums. No one bothered uttering a word to me, just
drugged and tossed. Only just last year, did I finally learn what
Bryn had done.”

He paused, trying in vain to pull himself
together.

“So, you see, I am one of
them. I share blood with some of the most vile humans walking this
earth. And I hate myself for it. For who I am.”
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SEVERAL TIMES I opened my mouth to speak,
closing it each time when I couldn’t find the right words. James
stared at the glass wall without, I suspected, seeing anything that
was actually in front of him.

My heart ached for James. I
wanted to assure him that blood doesn’t make you who you are.
Choices do. James should hate them, all of them. But not himself.
Not ever. Parents were supposed to protect their children, not wrap
them in a shiny bow and gift them to the enemy. I also wanted to
tell him that his sister had probably done what she’d done out of
love. That she’d probably defied their parents’ wishes by buying
his freedom.

But what did I know? These family dynamics
were so far from everything I knew. Who was I to postulate on
events that had occurred a decade ago in a country where the rules
were so different from my own?

I did the only thing I could think of. The
thing that came so naturally already, it was astonishing. I leaned
over and brushed my lips across his.

“I don’t hate you,” I
murmured against his skin. “And you shouldn’t either.”

James’s intake of breath was audible and I
felt him tense.

Was he already regretting
whatever this thing was between us? Was he relieved when I’d
finally moved away, not sure of how to tell me he was feeling
smothered by me? Was I stepping out of bounds, too comfortable with
the notion of us too fast? Should I wait for him to make the moves for a while?
Is that how this works?

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Why did you do that?
What are you thinking?

I was thinking that he was attracted to me,
just as I was attracted to him. I was thinking that he cared enough
to comfort me when I was upset and I just wanted to return the
favor. I was thinking—

James turned his head. His mouth was on
mine, his hands cupping my chin and pulling me closer. I sank into
the kiss, not thinking at all.

“Ladies and gentlemen,
thank you all for coming. We will be starting in just a moment,” a
perky voice boomed outside, reverberating within the
cube.

We broke apart, breathless. I smiled shyly
at him.

“I figured you would hate
me if you ever found out,” James said carefully, looking startled
that I might not.

Stunned silent, it took longer than it
should have with my super brain to fully absorb what he was saying.
James’s vulnerability was something I never would have expected,
and I felt a powerful urge to protect that part of him, to reassure
him.

“It’s not like being born
to a bunch of a-holes is something you had any control over.
You’ve chosen a new family. One that suits
who you are. That’s all that matters. Besides, I have way more
baggage than you do.”

James grinned and scooted even closer, the
side of his body pressed against mine once again. I settled my head
in to the crook of his neck, amazed again that it simply felt
right.

“I like knowing you,” I
whispered in his ear.
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ON THE OTHER side of the glass wall, a
woman’s face filled the wallscreen over the stage. Her features
were severe, as if whittled by an expert craftsman. Her sleek
ponytail hung to her waist, swinging back and forth as she walked
across the gleaming stage. Painted pink lips stretched into a thin
smile that was neither inviting nor genuine.

“The selection we have
assembled for this evening’s auction is without equal. Our
retrieval experts have traversed the globe to bring you only the
finest specimens, including many rare gems from TOXIC’s private
collection. I hope you have all had a chance to browse our display
cases and are ready to bid.”

A roar went up from the crowd that turned my
stomach and made my throat constrict. It was only then that I
realized someone must have turned on a hidden speaker in our cell
just as they began, so we could hear the crowd as well as the
host.

“Our first piece is a
wonderful find indeed,” the woman said, her light eyes devoid of
emotion.

James’s hand found mine again and he brushed
a kiss across my temple.

She raised her hand to the screen behind
her.

I sucked in a shaky breath. “No. Please,
no.”

Francie was on the wallscreen. Mascara ran
down her cheeks and dripped in black splotches onto her
décolletage. She wiped the tears with the back of a cuffed hand,
trailing a smear of bright red across her jaw. At one point she had
struggled hard enough against her restraints to draw blood. Tender
pink skin was visible under her wrist cuffs. She reminded me of an
abused animal, who longed for nothing more than to break free from
the oppressors.

“You know her,” James
guessed.

“We were at school
together. Roommates. She was—” I had to clear my throat before I
could continue, “—she is
one of my best friends.”

“We have had quite a few
pre-bids on this one,” the auctioneer said, and then rattled off a
list of facts about Francie: height, weight, age, Talents, skills,
the list went on. Somehow the Poachers had a complete dossier on my
friend. It was terrifying how they could know so much.

When she got to country of origin, she
paused for effect. The instant “America” left her lips, the crowd
began murmuring frantically.

Bids were flashing on a ticker at the bottom
of the wallscreen. The numbers climbed higher and more outrageous
as the auctioneer doled out more information. Francie shook with
silent sobs. I felt her pain as if it were mine own, a river of
tears winding their way down my cheeks. How could all of this be
real?

“Only two bidders remain in
the contest. One of you will soon become the proud owner of this
exceptional find. We will soon see which of you is willing to go
high enough.”

By this point, the auctioneer sounded truly
enthusiastic. Evidently, it took huge sums of money to ignite her
personality.

“The current bid is 500,000
Globes to bidder 2641. Bidder 3519, do I have five and half?
Marvelous. And six and a half from 2641. Now seven from 3519. Bid
is back to you 2641. Brilliant, just brilliant. Seven and a half.”
The auctioneer smiled expectantly at a specific point in the crowd.
“Do I hear 800,000 Globes 3519?”

The image on screen shifted, zooming in on
someone in the crowd.

I gasped.

Ernest. The camera was on Ernest Tate. He
scratched the back of his neck, slightly above the tattoo, and
seemed to contemplate his next move carefully. Ernest, like me, was
a Higher Reasoning Talent, so I could only imagine the multitude of
calculations occurring in his head at that very moment. Finally,
Ernest shook his head, conceding to the other bidder.

“Then unless I have any
further bids? No? Final call for bids on this item…,” the woman
paused, clearly hoping someone else would jump in.

“Sold!” the auctioneer
cried. “For 750,000 Globes to bidder 2641.”

With that, it was over. Francie’s fate was
sealed.

So fast. It had all happened so fast.

“Bidder number 2641, you
may claim your purchase in the Lady Lucinda suite,” pink lips
proclaimed cheerily. Once she already had almost a million Globes
from the sale of a single item, the woman was a wealth of
congeniality.

The image on the wallscreen changed again.
To the woman in the yellow dress.

My former instructor and
the strangely familiar woman had just engaged in a bidding war over
Francie. What did that mean? It wasn’t a coincidence, I was positive. Two Americans
bidding furiously on a Created meant something
important.

But what?

Another cube image filled the wallscreen. An
older man, maybe thirty-five or forty came into focus. He wore
black trousers and a white button-down. The same as James. Shoving
that thought so far back in my mind that I would hopefully never
again find it, I watched the bidding process for a second time.

The bids didn’t come in nearly as fast or go
nearly as high as they had for Francie. Nonetheless, I studied the
bidders themselves, keeping track of every offer. Neither Ernest’s
number nor the woman in the yellow dress’s number came up.

When two more Talents from England were
offered and sold without a single bid from the Americans, I allowed
myself a shred of hope. Alas, dread and apprehension came right
along with it.

They are both only after Created. Why? Is
one of them working for UNITED? That makes sense—let the Poachers
do all of the work and then come to collect the prize. But then
who’s the other one working for?

Considering the way I’d felt not long ago at
all, it was rather surprising that the possibility of UNITED’s
presence was comforting instead of terrifying. Nigel Monroe had
been right about one thing during our meeting in the study: I’d
once desperately feared containment.

Sadly, I was facing prospects far more
frightening than being held by UNITED. This was particularly true
since I’d seen that article about a possible antidote. Even though
I didn’t want to lose my Created powers, if UNITED was to offer
release from containment contingent upon receiving the antidote,
I’d accept it in a heartbeat.

It was by far the least of all the evils I
was facing. Given the choice between losing my Created powers and
permanent containment, living out my life as a slave, or being
beaten to death in the streets…my powers were a sacrifice that I
was willing to make. Particularly the Visions.

At first, I’d thought future gazing would be
awesome. Now that I’d actually experienced several Visions, I was
ready to give that particular gift back. It was too much pressure,
knowing all of the terrible outcomes that could result from a
single, seemingly insignificant, decision. I’d end up spending my
life running around, trying to prevent horrible things from
happening to the people I loved. And the people I, um, liked.

Focus, Kenly. You have real issues at hand,
let everything else go for now.

James was tracing the lifelines on the
inside of my palm. When I turned to look at him, I found him
watching me instead of the auction.

“I’d pay all of the Globes
under my mattress to know what’s going on in that big brain of
yours,” he said.

“Why would I agree to that
when you just told me where you hide your stash?” I
retorted.

He chuckled, but didn’t take the bait.

“You have your deep
thinking face on,” James said.

“I didn’t know I had a deep
thinking face.”

“You do. Want to share your
thoughts? Please tell me you’ve worked out an escape
plan.”

“Not exactly,” I admitted,
admonishing myself for becoming preoccupied with Ernest and the
woman in the yellow dress and their respective motives.
“I….”

Whatever I was going to say was lost as I
noticed that the pair was going back and forth again, rapidly
offering increasingly high sums of money. The pained face up on the
screen was another Created. Not one I recognized, but the man was
American and a former TOXIC operative, according to the
warm-as-an-iceberg auctioneer. Ernest and the woman solidified my
theory when they launched into a third bidding war immediately
after, also for a Created. The second object of the two determined
bidders’ heated exchange did look sort of familiar, as if maybe I’d
seen her around school but hadn’t paid close attention.

James patiently watched me as I studied the
auction and the bidders, not saying a word about the fact I’d left
him hanging.

“James?” I asked
distractedly, still analyzing the happenings in the
arena.

“Yes, dear?” he replied, a
slight note of amusement in his tone.

“I was wondering…how do the
Poachers know so much about us? All the facts the auctioneer is
spouting off, where did she get them?”

“Biometrics,” James said.
“With your friend—”

“Francie,” I provided,
swallowing hard. “Her name is Francie. Francie Owens.”

“With Francie,” James began again, empathy
in his voice, “all of her information is in a single, massive file:
TOXIC’s dossier on her.”

“And the Poachers can
access that?” I asked in disbelief. It seemed like an organization
such as TOXIC would keep their info locked up pretty
tight.

James nodded.

“TOXIC, UNITED, and just
about every other government organization keep records on their
people. One scan, and the Poachers have a life history. Most
countries require Chromes to register their abilities now, so
that’s how the Poachers get their data on those who are not part of
TOXIC or UNITED. The rest, who aren’t in any sort of database,
well, let’s just say Libby has probably been pretty
busy.”

“I don’t remember being
scanned,” I said.

“Really? How did they know
who you were then?” James asked, confused.

Realization dawned on me.

Because I told them. Smart move, Kenly.

Another thought occurred to me.

“Wait. If the Poachers
accessed TOXIC’s database to confirm her identity, UNITED knows,” I
said, skirting his last question. “Our files are
flagged.”

“Are you sure?” James
sounded doubtful.

“Positive.” And I
was.

I was absolutely certain. The flag UNITED
had on my file was the reason I’d crossed the ocean in the luggage
compartment of a commercial hoverplane. It was the reason I
couldn’t get a legitimate job. It was the reason I had been forced
to live under the radar.

“Then why aren’t they
here?” James asked.

I smiled. “I think they are.”
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“THEY’RE QUITE ADORABLE,
aren’t they, Mole? Such a shame their love cannot last.” Pint’s
voice was abrasive, immediately fraying my nerves once
more.

“Up! You have visitors!”
she screeched when her first announcement didn’t meet with the
desired reaction.

There was nothing more that Pint or anyone
else could do or say to us that was worse than what they were
already doing. Sure, she could always split me and James up. But in
her mind that was an inevitability. So it didn’t count.

James and I remained sitting, facing away
from the doorway and the visitors.

“This is no way to treat
your masters!” Pint snapped.

James muttered a word
I’d never heard
spoken aloud, one I normally would’ve been highly offended just to
overhear. Except, it really did apply to Pint Dunkin.

“Leave us,” a new voice
said, the dismissive tone verging on bored.

This time, I did turn around. Jaylen Monroe
stood in the doorway, towering over Pint and being dwarfed by
Mole.

“Jay—” Pint
began.

“Leave,” Jaylen repeated forcefully. “I have no use for you. I have
my own protection.”

He gestured to his companion, a man standing
just outside the door, almost completely obscured from my view by
his boss.

Pint’s dark eyes narrowed to slits and she
glared up at Jaylen.

“Fine. Sir.”

She stormed out of the cube with Mole
trailing one step behind.

I wondered where exactly Pint Dunkin ranked
in the Poacher hierarchy. When others were not around, she acted as
if she ruled the world. In front of the Duke she had barely mumbled
a word. With Jaylen, she was deferential, yet clearly begrudged his
rank and title.

My completely useless wonderings were cut
off when Jaylen and his bodyguard entered the cube and shut the
door. Jaylen touched what appeared to be a random spot on the back
wall. Light flooded the cube from overhead and the invisible
speakers broadcasting the auction fell silent. I blinked until my
eyes adjusted, annoyed that we could’ve turned the sound off at our
leisure.

The bodyguard was the one with the gun, but
I kept my focus on Jaylen. He was in charge, and therefore the
bigger threat. The other man wouldn’t act unless Jaylen gave the
order.

“What do you want, Monroe?”
James demanded, getting to his feet. Never breaking eye contact
with Jaylen, he offered me his hand.

I let James pull me up to stand beside him.
As we stood there side-by-side in front of the enemy, I braced
myself for a fight, preparing mentally to identify and exploit any
weaknesses.

“Settle down,
Wellington.”

Jaylen used the same bored tone now that he
had with Pint a moment earlier, but he kept pulling on his shirt
cuffs as if that would make them longer.

He’s nervous. Why?

“I’m here to make you a
deal. Both of you. As you are aware, the auction is underway. The
guards are distracted. The CEO of Robotech and France’s First Lady
are ready to trade blows downstairs, and all personnel is on guard
to handle that and another situation that has arisen. I can get you
out of here.”

James laughed bitterly.

“What game are you playing
at? Letting us go, why? So that you can chase us? Are we the fox in
this hunt?”

More sleeve pulling, followed by shifting
from one foot to the other. Jaylen swallowed thickly, golden eyes
staring at his shiny shoes.

“It’s nothing like that. I
swear it. I will be needing a favor in return, though.”

“I can’t help you get to
Talia and the child. And even if I could, I won’t,” I said quickly,
exasperated by their repetition.

Jaylen’s head shot up.

“I don’t care one bit about
the Lyons girl or the boy or whomever else. It’s Libby. I will get
you two past the guards, through the front door, and into a waiting
hovercar. You will take Libby with you.”

“Excuse me?” James and I
exclaimed in unison.

“You cannot be serious?” I
added. “Your sister is…” I fumbled for the right
adjective.

“Insane,” James
supplied.

“Possibly,” Jaylen
conceded. “As you’re aware, mental instability does run in
our family.”

“Ho! Part of the family
again, am I?” James asked wryly, his eyebrows springing upwards.
“You must truly be desperate.”

Jaylen cut his eyes to me, clearly expecting
a reaction to this bombshell. I smiled sweetly in response,
grateful that James had told me the truth so I was able to keep a
straight face. That information would’ve been really difficult to
feign indifference to if I’d had to bluff.

As though James and I were in need of his
support, Jaylen nodded approvingly.

“So you’ve told her, I see.
Well, good, I suppose. Look, I love my sister very much. She is in
danger, the same as the rest of your lot. After my father’s little
story earlier, I’m sure you both understand…he won’t protect Libby
when the time comes.”

James and I remained silent.

“She’s very powerful, you
see and all Dad cares about is money, just like our ancestors,”
Jaylen rushed on, as if we needed him to tell us what a selfish
prig the Duke was. “Libby’s precise gift is in high demand. My
father won’t have qualms with selling her for the right price. The
only reason he hasn’t already done so is because he needs her for
the Poaching. That need isn’t to last much longer.”

Jaylen was rambling now, desperate.

“I understand that space on
the islands will go fast, that they may even use a lottery system.
Libby is registered so there’s certainly a chance she’ll be
selected. However, I can’t risk that she’s not. I won’t. You,
Kenly, can assure she makes it to the islands, though.”

Jaylen’s golden gaze was that of a hopeful
pet when it landed on me.

Jaylen had worked out that I, being Created,
would be guaranteed a spot on the islands. Of course that spot
would be in a containment chamber. This either didn’t occur to
Jaylen or didn’t matter to him. More likely the latter.

“Why would I do that?” I
asked. “Your sister tried to turn my brain to mush. Give me a
single good reason to help her?”

“Isn’t your freedom
enough?” Jaylen asked, confused.

Clearly he’d anticipated that I’d jump at
this opportunity, possibly even thank him for it. There was no way
I would give him the satisfaction, even if there wasn’t currently a
struggle for buying up the Created happening on the auction
floor.

Regardless, I didn’t respond right away.
UNITED was here, or at least I was reasonably certain that they
were. If I was willing to summit myself for containment, all I had
to do was wait for one of their agents to buy me.

The only problem was the presence of a
competing organization. Also with the intention of purchasing
Created. I had no idea what their ultimate agenda was. Or, for that
matter, who was bidding for which side. If I took the chance and
the non-UNITED side won my auction, I might face a fate worse than
containment.

In the end, the prospect of
skipping the whole part where people bid on me was enough for me to
indulge Jaylen. At least for the time being. If I agreed to get Libby out of here,
away from her father, I didn’t have
to take her to the islands.

All I had to do was make
her brother think that I was on board with his plan. Then I’d be
free from the Poachers and
free from UNITED. It wasn’t like I owed Jaylen and
Libby Monroe loyalty, after all. Without a doubt, they didn’t
deserve it.

Who am I kidding? If I tell Jaylen I’ll take
Libby to the islands, I will. I have honor, even if the twins
don’t.

“Okay, say we agree,” I
began slowly. “How do we get to these islands? Hijack a boat? A
hovercraft? Swim? Or just make a huge scene so UNITED shows up to
capture me?”

James was the one who answered.

“We would go to UNITED’s
London headquarters and request relocation. You will be granted
immediate passage, because you’re Created. Libby will, as well,
because of her last name. UNITED will want to interrogate her about
the Poachers’ organization.”

“Precisely,” Jaylen agreed,
grinning as if the deal was already signed in blood.

A month—that was how long I’d spent running
from the very people that Jaylen wanted me to take his sister to.
Surrendering now would make that month and all of the sacrifices
pointless.

The days without food. The nights in dirty
hostels. The constant fear of discovery. The stealing. The
fighting. None of it meant anything if I marched into the enemy’s
lair and turned myself in.

I caught James watching me as I contemplated
my future.

Not pointless. You met him.

“Does Libby actually want
to go?” James asked suspiciously. “Does she believe that your
father will betray her?”

The color drained from Jaylen’s cheeks and
he averted his gaze when he answered.

“Not exactly. Libby
believes our father will protect her, no matter what. That she’s
too valuable to the organization to sell. By the time she grasps
that he values money exponentially more than family, it will be too
late. My sister is many things, one of which, unfortunately, is a
daddy’s girl. That misplaced trust will land her in a position far
worse than Anabel’s. She won’t become queen or first lady of a
country. If she’s lucky, Libby will end up mistress to some
powerful political figure, but that’s not likely. Both she and her
Chrome are well-known. Parading about in the open after the Treaty
is overturned will not be possible for her. And no one wants a
shut-in for a mistress.”

A twinge of something close to sympathy
tugged at my heartstrings. Jaylen really did love his sister. Not
having siblings, I couldn’t fully appreciate that type of familial
devotion. I thought about James and his sister. Bryn went against
her family to help her brother. Jaylen was no different.

Except that James isn’t a psychotic bitch.
Yeah, there’s that.

“How do you plan to get her
onboard with this?” James asked.

“Drugs,” Jaylen replied
plainly, without a hint of apology in his tone. “I’ll slip a heavy
sedative into her tea. By the time she comes round, you will all be
on a hovercraft headed for the islands.”

Awesome. If I agreed to this slipshod plan,
I’d be stuck in a flying metal ship, high over an ocean, when a
pissed off Mind Manipulator regains consciousness. Safe. Real
safe.

I turned to James. Surprisingly, I found him
looking thoughtful, actually considering taking the deal.

Did he want to go to the islands? It made
sense for him, I supposed. Admittedly, living with a target on my
back for the rest of my life was a scary thought after the past
month. And James had lived that way for much longer.

Swarms of angry mobs hunting me with
pitchforks, like they’d done to witches back in the day, floated
through my mind. I shuddered. The images weren’t all that far off
from the ones I’d seen in my Vision of Talents being attacked at
Anabel Pier.

“So, what do you say? Do we
have a deal?” Jaylen glanced down at his communicator, a
not-so-subtle hint that time was short.

James put his arm around my shoulders and
turned me so we faced the glass window that separated us from the
arena. He pulled me close and bent to speak directly into my
ear.

“You don’t have to do this,
Kenly,” James murmured, keeping his voice low enough that Jaylen
and his bodyguard couldn’t hear. “I know what going to the islands
means for you.”

Containment.

“Yeah, but what are my
other options?” I glanced over my shoulder to where Jaylen Monroe
stood, still tugging on his shirt sleeves. Pitching my voice even
lower, I added, “UNITED is here, James. I may not be avoiding
them, either way.”

Jaylen’s arrival had precluded telling James
about my worry over the other group that was hell-bent on buying
Created. With the eavesdropping duo trying to hang on our every
word, telling him now wasn’t an option.

“Just give me a minute. I
need to think,” I called over my shoulder. While obviously speaking
to Jaylen, I kept my back to him and stared out over the crowd
below.

My stomach lurched when I saw the current
Talent on the auction block. His name escaped me in that moment,
but I recognized his face. Sharp cheekbones, slim nose, angular
face. He was tall with a deceptively slight build. I’d met him just
once, in the days leading up to the battle in D.C. He’d come to the
Director’s house at school to visit Donavon. They’d been in the
Hunters together, teammates I thought.

Arden. His name is Arden.

The bids were reaching obscene levels,
currently over one million Globes. I scanned the listed bidder
numbers for 2641—Yellow Dress—and 3519—Ernest. Ernest’s was there
several times, including in the top slot, meaning he was the
current high bidder. I wondered why Arden was so important that
Ernest was willing to pay at least a quarter million more for him
than Francie.

Bidder 4513 knocked Ernest down a space with
a bid of 1.2 million Globes. I scanned the list of bidders again
and realized that 4513 was going back and forth with Ernest the
same way that Yellow Dress had earlier.

I’d been relieved when Jaylen had cut the
audio in the cube. Now, I wanted it back. I wanted to hear what the
auctioneer was saying. I wanted to see who bidder 4513 was. If I
recognized him or her.

Behind me, Jaylen said, “Kenly, I don’t mean
to rush you—”

Bidder 4513 flashed on the wallscreen over
the stage, marking him or her as the winner.

“Shut your gob, Monroe,”
James snapped. “This is a big decision. You understand that going
to the islands means containment for Kenly, yes? That’s a lot to
ask of her.”

The camera panned the crowd, zeroing in on
the victorious bidder. His pale blonde hair and delicate features
were unfamiliar. He grinned and waved as those around him clapped.
The camera began to zoom out.

That’s when I saw her.

A head of dark, chestnut curls floated
through the crowd. Even in a long teal gown and sky-high heels, she
was graceful.

Talia? Is that possible? Is it really
her?

Without seeing her face I couldn’t be
positive.

“You aren’t to be free
either way,” Jaylen was saying. “Wouldn’t you rather be with your
own kind?”

“Give me a minute,” I
snapped again.

“My father will be here
soon,” Jaylen insisted. “We don’t have but a minute.”

Game time, Kenly.

Take Jaylen’s offer, help Libby, and
surrender.

Or risk that whatever other group is here
buying Created outbids UNITED and you end up who knows where.

But what if that other group was trying to
help keep Created free?

What if going with them means no
containment?

How on earth was I supposed to make this
decision with so many unknown variables?

“How do we know we can
trust you?” I asked, turning to face Jaylen.

“Kenly, are you sure about
this?” James asked me.

“No,” I admitted. “But it’s
what’s best, for all of us.”

That was the truth. James would be safe this
way. Coming with me when I surrendered meant he’d be assured a
place on the islands, I hoped. Libby the over-privileged brat would
be safe, but more than that, she would provide UNITED with enough
information to takedown the Poachers. And I…well, I’d be alive and
maybe even get the chance to see Alana again.

I met Jaylen’s golden gaze.

“I have one condition. This
is a deal-breaker, the whole arrangement is contingent on it,” I
declared. “Francine Owens. She was the first Talent sold here
tonight. She comes, too. Or none of us go.”

“That might not
be—”

I cut Jaylen off before I had to hear any of
his weak excuses.

“Make it
happen.”

Jaylen glanced at his communicator and
nodded.

“Okay. Thirty minutes. That
will give me enough time to get Libby and give her the doctored
tea. I already have a hovercar ready and waiting outside. I will
accompany you that far and then you’re on your own.”

“You’ll have Francie with
you when you return?” I asked.

“I’ll do my
best.”

“I don’t want your best,
Jaylen. I want you to return with Francie,” I demanded.

“I will,” Jaylen
promised.

“You’d better,” I said
coldly as if I was the one in control, not him. “You’d
better.”
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“YOU DON’T HAVE to do this,
Kenly,” James said, for possibly the hundredth time since Jaylen
left.

I was sitting in the center of the platform,
legs crossed and head in my hands. James was pacing back and forth
relentlessly, as far as the chains would allow.

“Do you think he’ll come
through? With Francie, I mean,” I asked, my voice
muffled.

“Dunno. He’s a proper ass,
but he does love his sister. For Libby, he would deal with Lucifer
himself.”

“Aren’t they one and the
same?” I asked derisively.

I looked up just in time to see James shoot
me a wry smile.

“Is that why you did it?
Francie? Why you agreed to help Libby?”

“Sort of.” I explained the
whole two-groups-fighting-over-Created situation going on in the
arena.

Jaylen hadn’t turned the audio back on
before he left, so I followed the auction on the wallscreen over
the stage as I described what I’d observed. We probably could have
figured out the controls, but it was somewhat easier to distance
myself from what was happening to people like me without the
accompanying sound.

There was one, possibly
important, detail that I left out of the story. I don’t know why,
but I was reluctant to tell James about Talia. I told myself the
omission was because I only thought
the girl with the curly hair might be my former
mentor. Truthfully, I couldn’t say why I felt the need to keep
silent. Especially since James already knew all about my friendship
with Talia and the sordid details of our past.

“Who do you think the other
group besides UNITED is?” James asked when I finished.

“Wish I knew,” I
said.

“And your instructor—Ernest
was it?—do you think he’s with UNITED? Or the other
guys?”

I shrugged, palms up.

“He could be an UNITED
agent,” I hedged.

“But you don’t think so,”
James guessed.

“No,” I admitted. “I don’t
know. And that scares me. I mean he was brain dead the last I heard. As in
his brain no longer worked, at all, not even a little bit. But more
than that, even if he’d had some miraculous, one-in-a-million
recovery from the coma…Talia told me that when she looked in his
brain…it was utterly empty.

“There was
nothing in there. Not
just memories, but motor skills, language, how to open your eyes,
what hunger feels like, everything was gone. Now, he’s suddenly
walking around, looking better than ever. Not at all like a zombie,
which is what he would’ve been if he woke up at all. It doesn’t
make sense.”

James finally stopped pacing and came to sit
beside me.

“If you’re prepared to
surrender anyhow, we can wait out the auction. UNITED will buy you
and we don’t have to rely on a plan concocted by Jaylen
Monroe.”

They won’t buy
you, though,
I thought, but couldn’t bear to say out loud to
him. You’ll still be a prisoner. And who
knows what demented psychopath you’ll end up with.

James pried my hands away from my face and
forced me to look at him.

As if reading my mind, he said, “Don’t do
this for me, Kenly. I’m not asking you to. This decision is too
important to base on me or any other person. I’ll be just
fine.”

I tried to smile, but the gesture was
pained.

“Think it’ll work?” I
asked, ignoring the concerned expression on James’s beautiful
face.

Talking kept me from thinking of all the
flaws in Jaylen’s plan, all of the holes that we could fall in
before we made it to the hovercar. I almost wished that the
neutralizing serum had worked on my Higher Reasoning abilities.
Unfortunately, brains like mine didn’t have an off switch.

“I do.” His voice was
barely a whisper. James leaned forward until our lips were nearly
touching. “Okay?”

I let out a shaky breath that had nothing to
do with worrying about our escape.

“Okay,” I agreed, frozen in
place.

James closed the nearly nonexistent space
and brushed his soft lips across mine. A glass prison in the middle
of a terrifying nightmare was the last place that I would have
envisioned to spark romance. Yet, this kiss, like the last one and
the ones before, felt so true. James’s warm hands wrapped around my
waist, pulling my body against his. When our seated positions
didn’t allow the desired closeness, he scooped me up into his lap.
I ran trembling fingers up the back of his neck until I found his
silky hair.

For those few minutes, I actually believed
that a bright future was ahead of me. I was able to forget the
dismal surroundings and pretend that I was a normal teenage girl
sharing a kiss with a boy she liked. A wonderful, perfect,
game-changing kiss.

We were both breathing hard when we broke
apart. James seemed reluctant to let go of me, a sentiment I
shared. Touching him really did make our situation seem less bleak.
No matter what happened, where I ended up, I knew I would be okay
as long as James was there, too.

It was a crazy thought to have after knowing
him for such a short period of time. I was well aware of that. But
it wasn’t like I was foolishly mistaking my feelings for love. Or
letting the direness of our situation turn my feelings into
something more than they were. I hadn’t lost sight of logic, or
touch with reality. It was simply that James made me feel safe. And
calm. And happy. And his presence, his wonderfully playful, kind,
and caring presence, was something I wanted.

Without any idea how to vocalize my
emotions, I did the only thing I could. I brought his mouth back to
mine without hesitation or pretense and put all of those thoughts
and feelings into the kiss.
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AFTER JAMES AND I finished our brief but
intense make-out session, there was nothing left to do except wait
for Jaylen to return. And the wait proved agonizing. I didn’t want
to watch the auction. Didn’t want to see all the people who were
going leave this place as bona fide slaves. Yet, like any horrific
disaster, I couldn’t look away either.

The sense of satisfaction I’d felt when
demanding Francie’s freedom had quickly disappeared as I watched.
Hers was an infinitesimal victory when compared to the hundreds of
others that we were leaving to the will of their depraved buyers.
Who was going to champion them? Who was going to stand up and say
that it was enough? Or, better yet, utilize a little less talk and
a lot more action? UNITED was supposed to do just that, for all
Talents. Although, their sole concern was currently the
Created.

Even once the Created were no longer
UNITED’s main concern, I was hard-pressed to believe that Walburton
and her organization was suddenly going to begin shutting down the
Poachers. Although UNITED pre-dated them, if only by a few years,
the Poaching families had been operating for decades without
censure. It was blatantly clear that, for whatever reason, UNITED
wasn’t interested in intervening or closing them down. All the
while, Talents were being overlooked, treated as second-class. Many
had been regarded that way for their entire lives. It was so
unjust. Wrong, plain and simple.

While I was lost in my thoughts, I assumed
James was also lost in his. Time was passing painfully slowly. Once
I’d run out of steam mentally ranting about the injustices of the
world and the organizations that ignored them, I found myself
reliving every mistake that I’d made since leaving D.C. There were
so many incidents, so many conversations, that I could’ve handled
differently. That would’ve prevented me from ending up in this
prison, being forced to turn to my enemies for help.

Hindsight is twenty-twenty.

I had to remind myself of that fact numerous
times to keep from falling in to despair. Of course, now that I
knew the end result, I was able to see all of the alternatives and
where they would’ve led. But even if I had the ability to turn back
time, would I really do anything differently?

My eyes cut to James’s profile.

Definitely not.

“Not much longer now,” he
mumbled, more to himself than me.

“Nervous?” I
asked.

“Petrified,” he said and
grinned. “That’s best right? Fear makes you alert or some such
nonsense.”

“Some such nonsense,” I
agreed. “James, can I ask you a delicate question?”

“Of course.”

I chose my next words carefully, not wanting
to bring up painful memories but curious all the same.

“Your family, are they
here?”

“Don’t know,” James said
without pause. “Haven’t seen them.” He laughed bitterly. “My father
is a proper cad, so, honestly, I reckon he’d have made a point to
stop in for a gloat.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have asked. I wish I knew what to say—”

My apology was cut short by the sound of the
door opening behind us.

Show time.

Only when the door burst open—literally
burst open—Jaylen Monroe was nowhere in sight. The first person
through the door was a guard, nearly identical to the one who’d
accompanied Jaylen earlier. Except…there was something familiar in
his nondescript brown eyes.

Really, Kenly? That’s two people now that
you have a feeling about. Are you sure those drugs didn’t do
something to your brain?

“Got it right this time,
didn’t I?” the guard exclaimed in a voice I knew well.

Against all logic and reason, Riley was
standing inside the cube.

And he wasn’t alone.

The attractive man from the arena, the one
who’d been with Yellow Dress, was right behind Riley, an irritated
scowl marring his features. Next to him, standing over a head
shorter, purple eyes blazing, wild curly hair framing her small
face, was Talia.

“What…” I breathed,
climbing to my feet. Even if anyone had been able to hear me, I was
incapable of finishing the thought.

“You wanker!” James
laughed, really laughed.

“What? Expected me to just
leave you in here, did you? Not a chance!” Riley’s excitement was
palpable. So much so that he was oblivious to the fact that my
stunned expression had nothing to do with him.

“You did it! Infiltrated an
auction! Must be like a dream come true,” James seemed to be more
proud of his friend’s accomplishment than he was relieved to be
rescued. And he was visibly relieved.

“Right, oh!” Riley
exclaimed.

He was already striding across the cube
towards us.

“Let’s save the
congratulatory pats on the back until we’re out of here,” the
tuxedo-wearing man said. He turned to me, fixing me with his
piercing green eyes. “Subtlety is not in your friend’s
vocabulary.”

Only half listening to the banter, I locked
my gaze on Talia.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I
finally said in a quiet voice. “The Poachers are looking for
you.”

The thought had been repeating over and over
in my head since she walked in the room.

Talia’s button of a nose wrinkled prettily
in confusion, but she shook it off.

“Neither should you, Kenly.
And you won’t be for much longer. We’re going a little off script
here, but we’re still going to get you out.” She turned to the
tuxedo man. “Unchain them, Brand.”

Brand rolled his eyes, obviously annoyed to
be taking orders from Talia and clearly not her biggest fan.
Nevertheless, he complied.

A commotion in the hallway drew Talia’s
attention. She ducked her head out the door, swearing loudly when
she popped back in.

“Hurry, we have company,”
she snapped.

Sure enough shouts, followed by rapid
gunfire let me know our escape was about to get a whole lot more
complicated. Talia stepped into the hallway as Brand finished
removing James’s restraints.

Outside the door, I heard someone scream.
Seconds later, a barrage of weapons came tumbling through the air
over Talia’s head, landing with a clatter behind her.

“What’s going on out there,
Lyons?” Brand called in an irritated tone.

It appeared to be par for the course with
him. Which is why I was surprised when his voice was gentle when
directed towards me.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?
Can you walk alright?”

I nodded.

“She shouldn’t be here,
though,” I added, gesturing towards the spot where Talia stood in
the hallway.

Is this really happening? Or is it a dream?
Am I going to wake up and find myself back in this display box
prison? Or maybe it’s a Vision? Did I somehow slip into a Vision
without being aware of it?

“Kenly, right?” Brand
asked, ignoring my warnings about Talia, just as the girl herself
had done.

I nodded again.

“I’m Brand Meadows. We’re
here to rescue you. Do you understand?”

If I hadn’t been so shell-shocked, I would
have found his tone patronizing. But my current inability to string
words together—save my repeated warnings about Talia—probably
warranted his opinion that I was messed up in the head. So I
nodded.

“She’s okay,” James
interjected. “Aren’t you, Kenly?”

Again, I nodded. Apparently, I was now a
mute.

James threaded his fingers
through mine as Riley pushed Brand aside and gave me a quick hug
and peck on the cheek. Just as I moved to return the hug, he
stepped back. Clearly my timing was way off. Somehow it felt
like I was way
off. I just couldn’t seem to grasp the fact that Talia had come to
my rescue. After…everything.

“Willa and Honora are
already at the safe house. They’re hella worried about you, love,”
Riley said, looking like they weren’t the only ones. He moved in
close again to whisper in my ear. “Don’t worry, you’re safe
now.”

“Safe,” I parroted while
nodding again, unsure of whether I’d actually spoken aloud or just
in my head.

Through the propped-open doorway, I saw the
woman in the yellow dress. She appeared in the hall beside Talia,
along with a burly, red-haired guy. I didn’t recognize him, but he
was dressed identically to the Poacher guards. A wide-eyed Jaylen
Monroe stood between the newcomers.

“Should we take him for
leverage?” Yellow Dress asked Talia. “In case this turns
ugly?”

“No, knock him out like the
others and leave him, Penny,” Talia responded after a moment of
deliberation. “No hostages.”

Penny. That was why I’d recognized her.
Penny Latimore, a fellow Higher Reasoning Talent, and convicted
traitor—wait, Penny was supposed to be dead. When Talia had been
investigating at the school, Penny was the one she’d caught for
spying and betraying her to the Coalition.

I’d attended the trial. I’d sat in the very
back, worried about Talia. Penny was convicted. And executed for
her crimes. Yet, here she was. Very much alive.

How? How was that possible?

You need to do a reality check. First a
comatose man with an empty brain, now a dead girl. Those drugs Pint
gave you definitely fried your brain. Or maybe she wasn’t real
either….

Once again I wondered whether I was
dreaming. I pinched the sensitive skin on the inside of elbow and
winced at the pain. Compassion filled James’s eyes when he saw what
I’d just done. He brushed a quick kiss over my forehead, lips cool
on my hot skin. Our fingers were still interwoven, and he gave mine
a succession of gentle squeezes before running his thumb over the
back of my hand. Small, comforting circles.

He’s definitely real. This
is real. Real. This is real. This is
real.
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“WAIT!” I EXCLAIMED,
suddenly remembering how to speak and why Jaylen Monroe was in the
hallway just now. If this was a dream, he surely wouldn’t have been
there with the rest of them.

It was that realization that snapped me out
of the shock-induced fog and back into the here and now.

All eyes turned to me.

“That guy, his sister,
Libby, is a Talent,” I continued. “She’s horrid, but I promised him
that we’d help her. We have to help her.”

Why? The part of me that loathed Libby snapped. The deal with Jaylen is no longer applicable. You don’t owe
him or his sister anything.

You gave your word.
The rest of me, the girl I wanted to be,
insisted. You were just worried that
Jaylen would betray you, and now you’re going to betray him? That’s
not who you are.

“Jaylen was going to help
us—me and James—escape, in exchange for taking Libby to the
islands. Please,” I added. “I…I promised.”

My words made little sense to anyone besides
James and possibly Riley, who actually knew the twins, and I was
well aware of it. The fact I’d been dumbstruck earlier didn’t help
my case, either.

“Ahh, that explains it,”
Riley declared. “We’ve been waiting since before the auction began
for the two of you to come up for sale. About twenty minutes ago,
your names were removed from the auction house program. That’s when
we decided we’d better come find you.”

The fact that Riley was working with UNITED
was something I’d puzzle out later. We were short on time, and I
didn’t want to waste any asking questions to find out precisely how
that odd collaboration came about.

Talia took the disjointed, unclear
announcement in stride, not batting an eyelash at this new
development.

“Okay, where is she?” she
asked.

Penny still had ahold of Jaylen, who was
staring open-mouthed at Riley. He didn’t seem to grasp that Talia
was talking to him.

“You look just like Benji,
my bodyguard,” he said in wonder.

“That’s the point, mate,”
Riley said, grinning as if this was the most fun he’d had in
decades. “Your sort knows my face well, I had to obscure my
appearance. I reckon the best way to do that is by looking like one
of your actual guards, now isn’t it?”

“She’s in a hovercar
outside,” I said, interrupting Riley’s gloating to answer Talia’s
question. “She’s supposed to be drugged.”

Talia and Penny exchanged a glance, then
Talia reached up to touch a finger to her inner ear.

“Erik, I need you to find a
girl. She should be unconscious.”

Talia turned her attention on Jaylen and
visibly focused. Whatever it was that Erik—Erik Kelley, her
longtime man friend, self-appointed bodyguard, and the one who’d
scared the bejeezus out of me that night in D.C. and told me to
run—said in reply, it must have been funny. Laughter rang out from
Riley, and even Brand chuckled. An impish smile crept up one side
of Talia’s mouth before she shook her head, needing to
concentrate.

The fact they’d all reacted told me that all
my rescuers had compatible comm units, all tuned to the same
frequency

“Of course you do,” she
said sarcastically, the smile still there. “But there’s a line of
hovercars waiting to take the buyers home, by the rear exit. The
girl should be in an SUV. The license plate is
Y...four…W…three…G…hang on a sec,” Talia paused. “Six, one, one.
Got that?” Another pause, ostensibly while he read it back to her.
“Exactly. In the backseat, there’s a blonde, dressed in white jeans
and a blue silk blouse. She’s safe. I’ll see you soon.”

Erik’s next comment made them all cringe,
including Riley. Though I had a sneaking suspicion that it was a
colorful comment about me, I of course couldn’t be sure.

“Let’s go before someone
else comes up here and realizes that all the guards are down,”
Brand said. “Talia, take care of our friend here.” He pointed to
Jaylen.

A look of fierce concentration came over
Talia’s face, and then Jaylen Monroe’s eyes rolled up into his head
and he slumped between Penny and the red-headed boy. Penny rested
an unconscious Jaylen against the wall.

“All done!” she
declared.

Brand and the red-haired boy—I later learned
his name was Angus—took the lead. James, Riley, and I went next,
with Talia and Penny covering us from behind. Other than Riley and
Angus, none of the others had physical weapons, instead relying on
their Talents to dispatch enemies. I marveled at how remarkably
powerful Talia, Penny, and Brand must be to have taken out so many
guards with just their gifts.

The scene outside the cube was surreal.
Guards littered the hallway, some bleeding from fresh wounds,
others appearing to be asleep. I had to hike up my detestable dress
to keep from tripping over their bodies. When I passed Jaylen’s
bodyguard, Benji, I did a double-take. I’d known Riley was a strong
Talent, but morphing into another human being took exceptional
power and energy, and he was maintaining the borrowed form while
barely breaking a sweat. And doing so with astounding accuracy.

Several of the doors to the other cubes had
been blown open just like ours, but the occupants were nowhere in
sight.

“Other cubes were already
empty. Those Chromes have probably already been moved to the
holding area to await their buyers,” Riley said, answering my
unasked question.

“Do you know where that is?
Are we going to get the rest of them, too?” I asked.

Riley’s jaw tightened and he shook his head
sadly. “No, afraid not. Won’t be time. It won’t be long before
someone tries to comm one of these guards. When they don’t answer,
someone will be sent up to investigate. When that happens, this
place will go into lockdown. We need to be well in the air before
that happens.”

“We aren’t going to help?”
I asked, coming to a complete stop. The rest of our entourage
halted around me, though they were all clearly anxious to get out
of there.

While I understood what Riley had said about
time, I was confused and stunned that releasing all of the
prisoners wasn’t a top priority. I considered taking a stand,
digging my heels in until Talia and the others agreed to rescue all
of the captives. But the logical part of me knew that an
all-or-none mentality was a little rigid. Nevertheless, I wasn’t
stepping foot outside of this place without my best friend.

“What about Francie? We
need to help Francie, at the very least,” I pleaded.

“Frances Owens? Taken care
of, sweetie,” Penny reassured me. “She’s already on her way to the
safe house.”

I sighed, the weight on my chest lessening a
little.

Our group reached the elevators and it was
Riley who stepped forward and scanned his palm to call the car. I
was once again struck by how ridiculously powerful his morphing
abilities were. Not only had he replicated the form of another
person, he’d obviously been meticulous with the detail,
successfully copying the guard’s biometrics with enough accuracy to
fool an electronic reader. Impressive was an understatement.

Space was tight with six of us jammed onto
the small car and I found myself pressed against James, who wrapped
his arms me and pulled me snug against his chest. I buried my face
in his neck and savored being so close to him. A part of me wanted
to stay on that elevator car forever. In here we were safe. But
more than that, I dreaded seeing the arena again, which I knew we
would as soon as we exited the car.

“Riley, Angus you two stay
close to Kenly and James,” Talia said as the elevator sped
downwards. “Brand, take the lead. Penny and I will stay in the
back. Hopefully we can get out of here before anyone notices the
mess we left upstairs. We play this right and it will look like we
are buyers heading home with our new purchases. Still, be prepared
to fight. Kenly, James, if you two get separated from us, head for
the driveway. At the very back of the line of hoverlimos are five
UNITED vehicles, each with a Swiss flag on the license plate and a
diplomatic emblem in the bottom left-hand corner of the windshield.
All the drivers are agents and know to be on the look for you two.
Got it?”

James and I nodded in unison.

“What about their hands?”
Riley asked. “It’ll seem strange that their hands aren’t bound,
won’t it?”

“Leave that to me,” Talia
said.

“How—” Riley started to
say, but was cut off by the ding that signaled our arrival on the
floor.

Unlike Riley, I didn’t need to ask how she
intended on handling the issue of restraints. Talia would use
Manipulation to make people think they were seeing cuffs around our
wrists. The strength of her Talents was scary.

My adrenaline was off the charts when we
stepped into the same hallway that I’d been in with Pint and Mole
not that long ago. Despite my earlier resolve to avoid looking into
the arena, I couldn’t stop myself.

Time seemed to standstill. I saw a
well-known Italian actress and her soccer player husband, toasting
with an American photographer who’d made headlines back home for
his work in areas that still bore signs of the Great Contamination.
Their laughter sickened me. The primal urge to attack welled up
inside me.

“Kenly, it’s not worth it,”
Talia said quietly. “Really. They
are not worth it.”

Until she spoke, I hadn’t seen her standing
beside me. For a moment, I wondered if my expression had betrayed
my fury. Then, of course, I remembered that Talia was a Mind
Manipulator who didn’t always have much respect for boundaries. To
be fair, I don’t think she could help it, especially in a situation
like this, where emotions were running high and feelings running
deep. She’d long ago explained that it was like broadcasting your
thoughts.

Talia tentatively touched my elbow, paused,
then swung an arm across my shoulder and squeezed
encouragingly.

“Come on, Kenly. We need to
go.”

Standing there, in the
middle of a walkway crowded with some of the worst human beings in
the world, I considered her words. They
are not worth it. Talia was wrong.
They were. They
needed to pay for all of the suffering they caused. Someone
had to pay.

Didn’t Talia understand that? Didn’t any of
the UNITED agents understand that? I wanted the Poachers to answer
for their crimes. For now, in lieu of that, I’d take the
buyers.

“They will pay, Kenly, I
promise. But today isn’t the day,” Talia pronounced.

“She’s right, Kenly,” James
added. “Right now, we need to get out of here.”

Gently squeezing his hand, I was again
thankful he was there. If they both thought so, I could accept
that.

“Never thought you’d be the
voice of reason,” I said, glancing down at my former mentor. Before
I’d met Pint, I used to think Talia was so small. Not
anymore.

“Yeah, well, me neither.
Now, are you going to start walking or do I need to make
you?”

I smiled weakly. The fact that Talia was
giving me the option instead of compelling me into submission was a
great show of respect in my book. The very last threads of
lingering animosity for her vanished entirely. I still had quite a
few reservations about UNITED, but at least one of their agents was
willing to let me keep my free will for now.

“What’s the problem?” Brand
hissed, glaring at Talia.

“Nothing,” I said
automatically. “Nothing’s the problem, let’s go.”

I kept my eyes downcast as we made our way
through the crowd, using my peripheral vision to keep track of the
guards we passed. No one tried to stop us. Several of the guards
even called out greetings to Riley, addressing him as Edwards,
which I surmised was Benji’s last name.

“Our people have your
friend, Libby was it?” Talia said, sidling up between Riley and me
to share the update. “She’s aboard one of our
hovercars.”

“She’s not my friend,” I
said instantly, speaking out of the side of my mouth and barely
moving my lips.

“All the same, we have her,
as you wanted,” Talia said, then fell back a step to walk with
Penny.

Although I knew it was silly, I was touched
that she viewed me as something of a peer, at least enough to give
me updates. More than that, she viewed me as a friend—as one of her
own. Just as James had said the night I’d broken down and told him
the whole story about Talia, Erik, and the fall of TOXIC.

James.

Hope brought tears to my eyes. The future
I’d seen, the one where I was the Monroe’s prisoners and James was
tortured for my disobedience, was no more. For that alone, I was
immeasurably grateful.

And Talia had made that happen.

Talia had come for me, even after I’d made
an attempt on her life. She’d acquiesced to saving Libby, without
question or protest. She hadn’t abandoned me. Not now, and if I was
being honest, probably not ever.

“Hey, Tals?” I called
behind me, using the old nickname reserved for her closest
friends.

“Yeah, Kenly?” she
answered, a hint of a smile in her voice.

Given the depth of my gratitude and the
overwhelming appreciation I felt in that instant, all I had to do
was think the words and I knew Talia would receive the message loud
and clear.

Thank you. For…everything.
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OUR NEXT OBSTACLE was a crowded lounge area.
Guards lined the walls, eagle eyes focused on the attendees who
were busy drinking, laughing, and watching the auction on the
wallscreens over every table.

“Bloody disgusting,” James
muttered beside me.

Like me, he had been staring at his feet
while we passed under the noses of the guards. Now he was taking
more liberties, staring disdainfully at the buyers like he was
ready to wage a one-man-war at any moment. Even though I knew
better, I reached out and took his hand. I said nothing since I
felt much the same way and could offer no calming words. Still, my
touch alone seemed to relax James and the murderous expression
vanished.

Past the lounge area was a foyer similar to
the one where I’d fought Pint and Tattoo-neck. We were really
close. The exit was within sight. Two guards stationed at the door
were our final hurdle.

While I was well aware of the damage this
group could do in a fight—I couldn’t imagine being surrounded by a
crew more badass than this one, probably because there was no such
thing—I didn’t want it to come to that.

Behind me, Talia kept muttering under her
breath into the wireless comm system she wore, so I knew she was in
contact with other agents. But their location and number was a
mystery to me. I worried that we might be outnumbered. Especially
since James and I still didn’t have our Talents to protect us. We
were weak links, liabilities.

My pulse was off the charts, heart hammering
against my ribs, a trickle of sweat stinging my right eye. I’d
never been so scared in my life. Not even during the battle in D.C.
Then, I’d felt numb, simply going through the motions as if
programmed to act a certain way. Now, I felt overly in tune with my
emotions, almost wishing for that numb, detached feeling I’d had
back then.

It suddenly occurred to me that, although
I’d spent countless hours considering every aspect of that day in
D.C., this was the first time I recalled the way I felt. Even
coming within millimeters of losing my life had not brought about
the terror that walking through this palace of horrors did. At the
time, I’d been fully aware that Erik was about to kill me. But I’d
never felt the terror that was now constricting my lungs.

Hope, I realized.

There was still hope that we would make it
out alive in this situation. Then, my death had been a foregone
conclusion, all hope extinguished.

Talia’s arrival outside of the penthouse
suite in the Hamilton Hotel, had meant the fight was lost. Her
arrival tonight, however, had precisely the opposite effect. It’d
breathed new life and resolve into me.

And now, ten feet from the exit door, I
could practically taste freedom. It was the thought of that freedom
being stolen from me that was so terrifying. Only a random twist of
fate had kept me, instead of Francie, from experiencing the
indignity of the auction block.

Maybe that was what was scaring me so much:
if we didn’t make it through those doors, that indignity was still
in my future. Not to mention the fact I’d have to go through all of
the B.S. again with Pint and Mole.

But it wouldn’t be just me and James
enduring the degradation if that happened. Riley, Talia, Penny,
Brand, and even Angus were all at risk. A risk they’d taken for me.
It was still unfathomable that every single one of them had stuck
their neck out to help me. And it seemed so futile right then. They
were all going to lose their freedom right along with me.

“Calm thoughts, Kenly.
We’ve got this. No one will take your freedom away again,
okay?” Talia spoke in my head, an odd trick
I’d never gotten used to during our practice sessions.

Containment isn’t
freedom.

I thought the words before I could stop
myself, and Talia read them right out of my mind.

“Don’t worry about that
right now. I’ll take care of it,” she
mentally promised.

Unsure of whether she actually meant her
words or she was just placating me to keep me moving, I didn’t ask
how exactly she planned to keep that promise. Honestly, I didn’t
know if her assurance had any basis, if she actually had enough
pull within UNITED to keep me out of a containment cube. Hopefully
she did, and she would.

A couple, an older man and much younger
woman, stepped in front of Brand, blocking the exit temporarily. I
gritted my teeth and suppressed the urge to scream.

So close. We were so damned close. James
grunted his annoyance, a guttural noise from deep in his chest that
drew the attention of a nearby woman in a silk pants suit.

She gave him a once over, olive eyes sharp
and appraising. For his part, James seemed not to notice the
attractive older woman staring at him.

“Settle down, mate,” Riley
mumbled. “Don’t draw attention now.”

“Just a quick smoke, is
all,” the woman in front of us said to the guards. “Is that not
allowed? What? Think I’m smuggling a piece under my skirt, do
you?”

She lifted the skirt of her silver dress,
hiked the shimmery material high enough to expose her thighs.

“Nothing under there but
me, love. You see?”

The guard blushed and sputtered a reply.

The second guard noticed Brand and gestured
him ahead, asking about purchase papers for James and me.

Oh crap. He doesn’t have them. What is Brand
going to say? What is he going to do? Is it time to fight? How will
I know?

The communicator on the guard’s belt
crackled and a red light began blinking furiously.

It’s an alert. They’ve
discovered the dead and unconscious guards. Now is it time? How long am I
supposed to play the part of obedient merchandise?

Following Brand’s path, Riley hurried around
the drunk couple to speak with the second guard.

“Bet you’ll be happy when
this day is over,” he said, voice too high and strained to be
natural. “I know I will be. Can’t wait to hit the pub as soon as I
get on with it. Pints with my mates ahead, if I can get just this
lot where they’re going.”

If the guard noticed Riley’s odd tone, he
didn’t comment.

“Edwards, what are you
doing with this lot?” the first guard asked with surprise, having
completed his business with the smokers.

“These lovely couples are
good friends of Master Jaylen’s,” Riley lied. “He asked me to
escort them out with their merchandise, in case their security has
a rough time of it.”

Sweat was turning the hair at the nape of
his neck darker brown and he began to fidget.

“I’ll still need to see
their purchase papers,” the second guard said.

“Silly me, I’ve got them,”
Penny declared from behind the guy, in that bubbly drunk voice
she’d used during our encounter in the arena.

She’s a pretty decent actress. Though I
guess you’d have to be to infiltrate an organization like TOXIC and
spend years undetected.

Penny stepped forward, swaying lightly, and
linked her arm through Brand’s.

She kissed him on the cheek then reached
into the top of her dress, as if she was keeping the papers in her
bra. Of course, her hand came out empty, but neither guard seemed
to notice. Both were glassy-eyed and slack-jawed. Tell-tale signs
of mind manipulation.

Beside me, his head still down, James
suppressed a smirk.

“Your friends are good,” he
quietly whispered to me.

Without warning, both guards’ communicators
started squawking with incoming messages.

I wanted to scream at Penny to drop the
charade and run, that we were blown. When I looked around at our
little group, though, only James and Riley looked nervous. The
UNITED agents appeared unconcerned.

Penny leaned towards the first guard, as if
to share a secret, and gave him a great view down the front of her
dress.

“Here you are,” she
drawled, showing him an empty palm.

As she did, both guards’ communicators fell
instantly silent. I glanced around to see which of the Electrical
Manipulators had disabled the devices.

Not James. His powers are most likely still
dormant, same as mine. Riley? No, he looks baffled. Brand. Brand
must be an Electrical Manipulator, too.

“Everything appears in
order,” the first guard said.

“Wonderful. We’ll be going
then,” Brand said.

“Of course, sir,” the
second guard said.

The two men stepped aside
and opened the doors to allow Penny and Brand to pass through. I
sagged with relief. They’d done it. They’d actually done it.

The last rays of the setting sun poured into
the foyer, through the open door, bathing my face in warm light. A
cloud of tobacco smoke blew through the open door on a gust of
wind. I breathed it in, preferring the noxious fumes to the
oppressive air I’d been inhaling since my arrival.

When he passed the guards, Riley nodded
curtly and followed Penny and Brand through the doors and onto a
wide porch.

I’d thought Talia was the one controlling
the guards’ minds, but once Penny was gone, their dopey looks
faded. Somehow, even though I knew she was a fellow Brain, I
realized that Penny was somehow the culprit. Fearing the guards
might ask questions now that they were free to think on their own,
I hurried forward.

Without Riley flanking me on the right side,
no one stood between me and guard number two. Without warning, his
enormous hand reached out and latched on to my wrist as I tried to
pass. My muscles tensed. My pounding pulse ratcheted up another
notch.

“You’re a pretty one,
aren’t you now. Our American friend out there will have a good time
with you,” the guard said, a suggestive note in his
voice.

You’re still supposed to be a prisoner. Or
merchandise. Or whatever. Don’t react, don’t react, don’t
react.

Flat eyes the color of dirty dishwater swept
me from head to toe and the man licked his lips.

Had he stopped there, the situation might
have turned out differently. But he did not. Instead, his splayed
his other palm flat against my stomach, climbing higher and higher
until his fingers closed around my right breast.

And then, all hell broke loose.
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JAMES AND I reacted in unison. I slammed my
elbow into the pervert’s groin at the same moment James’s fist
closed around the guard’s throat. Trembling with rage and
humiliation, I tried to pull free from the guard’s molesting
fingers.

The first guard moved as if to attack James,
but Angus was between them in a heartbeat. Angus and the guard
began to grapple, both reluctant to draw their guns with so many
people around.

Behind us people began shouting. A girl’s
soprano wail threatened to make my ears bleed. Talia was yelling
into her comm unit, shouting orders and sounding the alarm to
evacuate.

Instead of just letting me go, the sleazy
guard shifted his grip, slipping his hand down to my waist. His
fingers bit into my flesh through the dress, pinching and twisting
the skin.

“You bloody lil’ c—” The
guard’s derogatory slur ended in a strangled yelp.

His head snapped back. When his skull hit
the wall, it bounced back as if made of rubber. And straight into
James’s fist for a second time.

“Kenly, run!” James
grunted. Talia spoke the same words in my head
simultaneously.

Sounds of a commotion came from behind.
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Poacher guards pouring into the
foyer from every direction. They pushed startled buyers out of the
way in their haste to reach the doorway.

Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap. We’re done, done,
completely done. And now they have all of us.

Suddenly adding to the chaos, guns, knives,
and other weapons began flying through the air, followed shortly by
the guards themselves. I would’ve smiled if the situation wasn’t so
dire. Talia was singlehandedly fending off the entire approaching
horde. As impressive as her display was, I also appreciated the
tremendous outpour of energy that it required. She’d soon be spent
if she kept going at that pace.

I redoubled my efforts to break free from
the handsy guard, who still had a tight grip on my dress. The silk
fabric tore as I finally wrenched away. James delivered a gut punch
that sent the guard to his knees.

The first guard, the one Angus had been
fighting, was also down. A tranquillizer dart protruded from
between his eyes.

“Look out!” he called to
James, who stepped aside. Angus fired a second dart into the grabby
guard’s neck.

The man seemed to melt into a puddle in the
doorway.

“Go on!” Angus yelled to
us, gesturing to the door with the tranq gun.

Pausing, I scanned the crush of people now
in the foyer, looking for Talia. I wanted to be sure she was coming
before I ran out of the door.

“I’ll get her,” Angus,
having noticed the focus of my attention, called with an approving
nod. “But it’s best if you run along now. We’ll catch
up.”

Since I already knew what he meant, that
having us there created a vulnerability that wouldn’t allow them to
concentrate on the fight, I wasn’t going to argue. But before I
could say another word, an arm looped around my waist, half urging,
half tossing me over the fallen guard. James followed, and Angus
retreated further inside to help Talia.

The smokers clogging the porch outside
looked on with interest, but made no efforts to either stop or help
us.

“Move!” James ordered the
crowd.

Miraculously, they obeyed.

Once the path was clear, I hurried across
the porch and down the steps, James by my side. When we reached the
lawn, the grass was soft and cool and felt amazing on my bare feet,
but there was no time to enjoy the small luxury.

I glanced back again, searching for Talia
and Angus to be confirm they were, indeed, following.

Sure enough, Talia was just inside the
entryway. She’d gotten ahold of a tranquilizer gun. Not just any,
but one of the really big ones. Judging by the number of bodies
littering the floor, she’d been having fun with it.

A line of guards were barreling right at
Talia. One by one she picked them off, but there were too many for
any one person to handle. Thankfully, Angus pulled Talia through
the doorway, shouting something I couldn’t quite make out just
before the approaching mob swallowed her whole.

“Kenly, go!” Talia yelled
from the top of the porch, waving me forward. “Don’t worry about
us, we’ll be right behind you!”

But I was worried. I wanted to help. I
wanted to be the one mowing down the Poachers’ guards.

Through my anger and desire, I knew it would
only put more of my rescuers in danger if I charged back in sans
powers. Feeling disappointed, I was about to heed Talia’s orders
when I saw a tiny female guard break free from the pack. Her dark
eyes flashing, she ducked between two men in decorative military
attire.

While weaving through the crowd to get past
Talia and Angus, Pint held her weapon at her side. But as soon as
she was no longer in danger of hitting a bystander, Pint came to an
abrupt halt and raised the weapon.

Pausing, she took aim at Talia’s exposed
back.

My scream was swallowed by the cacophony of
shouts and cries erupting all around us.

Just as Pint’s finger pulled on the trigger,
someone in the crowd bumped her and she lost her balance. She
pitched forward and the shot went wide. Wooden splinters exploded
from the doorframe right next to Talia’s head.

Though she must have felt the air rush past
her, Talia kept moving forward, never once looking back to see how
close she’d come to a fatal shot.

The woman in the silk pants suit, the one
who had been admiring James just before everything went to hell,
bent down to help Pint to her feet. But her gaze was on me.

“Go,” she
mouthed.

This time, I listened.

Riley, Brand, and Penny were already halfway
across the lush green lawn that stretched between the porch and a
line of stretchhovers and ground SUVs waiting for their wealthy
owners. A wave of guards who must have been patrolling the grounds
were descending upon the trio.

The pop, pop of gunfire rang out as the
Poachers fired real bullets at the UNITED agents and Riley.
Astoundingly, not one projectile came anywhere close to hitting
them.

Preoccupied with the battle twenty yards in
front of me and worried about Talia behind me, I was not paying
attention to the more imminent threats surrounding me.

Amateur move.

A man in a gray pinstriped suit reached for
me. His iron grip wrapped around my forearm, still holding the
cigarette he’d been outside smoking. James had been several steps
ahead of me, clearing our path of spectators, and didn’t hear my
cry over the sounds of gunfire. I watched him moving further ahead
of me, unable to break free from the man.

Finally, I curled the fingers of my free
hand into a fist and swung, landing the blow on the underside of
his chin. Unfortunately, my left side was significantly weaker than
my right, and the sloppy blow barely registered.

Struggling frantically, I kicked at his
shins as Pinstriped Suit tried to drag me off to the side, away
from both James, who was straight ahead, and the other group of my
friends off to the left.

Pinstriped Suit tugged me past men and women
still holding glasses of champagne who looked on with interest, as
if this was all a show put on for their amusement. At one point,
while sidestepping a group of onlookers, the lit end of my captor’s
cigarette brushed the tender skin on my wrist. I hissed in pain,
now genuinely angry.

Who the hell did he think he was? What right
did he have to just decide that he wanted me and haul me away?

“Get off of me you
lunatic!” I screamed, wrenching my arm backwards.

Out of nowhere, James charged forward
through the crowd, his elbow connecting with Pinstriped Suit’s nose
with a sickening crack. The man’s hold on both me and his cigarette
faltered. Not wasting the opportunity, I yanked my arm free and
sprinted away, stopping ten yards away to wait for James.

Instinctively, my eyes went right to the
place I’d last seen Talia, scanning again for our rescuers to make
sure they were still coming.

Guards were now pouring onto the porch.
Talia and Angus had stopped at the edge of the porch, attempting to
hold them back, to allow James and me time to run.

Problem was, there was nowhere left to run
to.

The porch with the multitude of guards still
emerging was behind us.

Penny, Riley and Brand were still clashing
with the roving guards on the left side of the lawn, opposite us.
Running to join the trio would ensure that someone would get
hurt—either James or me because we were unarmed, or one of our
friends trying to protect us.

Ahead of us was the line of luxury vehicles.
The rendezvous point. The getaway hovers. And the swarm of guards
who’d been stationed out there to protect the vehicles. They were
now organized and stood in a uniform line. A perimeter of sorts
between us and every means of transportation we could use to
escape.

We were surrounded.
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OVERHEAD, THE WHIRRING of helicopter blades
caught my attention. Looking up, I did something that was
previously unimaginable: Upon seeing UNITED’s emblem emblazoned on
the side of the chopper, I breathed a sigh of relief.

The helicopter wasn’t alone, either. Three
identical birds came into view, each from an opposite direction. In
the distance, I counted three hoverplanes also speeding towards the
island.

The four UNITED helicopters encircled the
expansive lawn, two of them kicking up dirt and debris as they
landed in turn. The other two hovered in place above the plush
grass.

Just as I was feeling relieved, telling
myself that we just needed to stay alive for a few more minutes, a
clump of earth exploded next to my foot. Followed by another two
feet to my right. And another directly behind my left heel.

I screamed.

More bullets peppered the ground around my
feet.

James’s arm was around my waist, yanking me
to his side. He held me tightly against his body, throwing an arm
over my head to shield me from the hailstorm of gunfire directed at
us. Together, we began running across the lawn towards Riley,
Penny, and Brand. They’d been joined by a throng of UNITED agents
who’d spilled out of the nearby helicopter.

“Put down your weapons.
This is an official raid.” A voice boomed out from one of the
helicopters.

The Poachers, unconcerned, didn’t even
pause.

More agents leapt from the other choppers,
fighting back guards to aid our escape. One landed directly in
front of James and me.

I came to an abrupt halt several feet before
we reached him.

My heart skipped a beat.

Terror held me captive.

Unable to think, move, breathe, scream,
run.

Turquoise eyes bore into mine.

Phantom fingers encircled my throat.

My own hands flew to my neck, nails clawing
at the invisible digits that seemed to be choking the life out of
me.

He stared.

I trembled.

And then he spoke.

“Come on, Kenly, let’s get
you out of here,” Erik Kelley called over the sounds of helicopters
and battle all around us.

I stared. Was he really being nice?

He was just choking the life out of me….

That was over a month ago,
Kenly. Circumstances were different. You were different.

“Our hovers are waiting
just on the other side of that line of limos. They’re going to take
you to the safe house, okay?” he continued slowly, peering at me
curiously.

Erik’s gaze held a wealth of other emotions,
but he was doing his best to contain them. Mostly, I saw fear and
distrust. Anger and worry also tinged the edges of his oceanic
eyes.

He broke eye contact with me to look over my
shoulder, towards the house, his expression becoming decidedly
anxious. Then Erik gestured behind him, to where the Poachers’
guards were quickly losing the skirmish to UNITED’s agents.

“Penny, Brand, and that
other guy are clearing a path for us through the fighting. We need
to go,” he said.

“What about Talia?” I cut
in. “We have to go back for her. She’s with that Angus guy and they
are really outnumbered.”

“Not anymore. She’s got
plenty of backup. She asked me to make sure you get to the hovers,”
Erik replied.

He turned to James.

“You, too. Come
on.”

After a moment of hesitation, I nodded,
still wary of Erik after our last encounter. James looked over at
me, clearly confused by my reluctance to go with our new bodyguard.
Obviously, he didn’t understand who Erik was.

We set off toward the vehicles again. As
soon as we started moving, Erik and James both began sweeping their
gazes over everything in our field of vision, never fixing on
anything for more than a couple seconds.

“Talia says you can’t use
your Talents, is that true?” Erik asked after a couple of feet,
yelling over the noise all around us.

“Yeah. They injected us
with a suppressant,” James responded, shouting to be
heard.

Erik solemnly shook his head. The look on
his face was understanding, fear, empathy, and suspicion all rolled
in to one. It was one hell of a look.

Instinctively, I felt put off that he would
act like he could relate to what we’d been going through—what did
he know about being forcibly stripped of his powers?

Then realization dawned on me. The Director
had Erik arrested. He’d spent a week in one of TOXIC’s maximum
security prisons.

The troubled look in his eyes told me that
he understood what it was like to be deprived of something so
integral to our very natures.

“Here, take
these.”

Erik slowed enough to hand his assault rifle
to James. Reaching behind his back, he brandished a handgun that
had been tucked in to his belt and, surprisingly, handed it to me.
Relieved of both guns, Erik was left with only two throwing knives
that he pulled from holsters on his thigh.

Had it been anyone else, I would’ve felt bad
for taking their weapons, would’ve refused to relieve him of both
firearms. But I knew Erik didn’t really need them. He himself was a
weapon far superior to any inanimate object.

“Thanks, mate,” James said,
accepting the rifle eagerly.

My legs burned as our pace increased again.
Adrenaline was keeping me going, but lack of food and all of the
chemicals still running through my bloodstream were starting to
take a toll. I kept weaving from side to side, like I’d been
guzzling champagne inside with the buyers.

Ultimately, I lost my footing all together
and tumbled forward, somersaulting several times before finally
coming to a halt. My skull bounced off something sharp—a rock?—and
pain exploded in the back of my head.

James screamed my name, but I barely heard
him. I moaned and tried to get my bearings, tried to stand, but the
blow to my head had made me dizzy and I was seeing double.

Rough hands were under my armpits, pulling
me to my feet.

“Kenly! Kenly, are you
okay? Look at me!”

James’s voice was a million miles away.

I blinked and three fuzzy James’s danced
before me. I blinked again, and then only two moved from side to
side. When I blinked a third time, only one set of platinum eyes
stared back at me, just inches away from my face.

James had his arms over my shoulders, was
running his hands through my hair.

It’s not exactly the right
time for that, I thought,
giggling.

When his gentle touch
brushed over the base of my skull, I realized James was assessing
the damage. Boooo. The pain was excruciating as his fingers lightly probed the
back of my head.

“Sorry,” James said,
wincing in sympathy.

When he withdrew his hands from my hair, his
fingers were dry. No blood.

“How is she?” I heard Erik
ask

Erik had stayed close by,
making sure no Poachers reached us while James looked me over. And
Erik appeared to talking to himself. How
odd. When I noticed his hand up by his ear,
I felt like an idiot.

Right, the comm system.

“Clumsy,” I grumbled,
making an overly exaggerated angry face.

“She’s okay,” James called
back, smirking.

“Good,” Erik called. “Do
you think you can run for just a little bit longer?”

If nothing else, the fall and the pain had
brought another surge of adrenaline and knocked me out of my
stupor. I no longer felt dizzy or weak. The only thing I felt was a
strong urge to get the hell out of there.

“Yeah,” I yelled back.
“I’ve got this.”

That was the honest truth. As long as I
never had to see this house again, I could run, duck, evade, and
escape for as long as it took.

“Great. I’m thinking it’s
probably best if we don’t go for the hoverplane. All those guards
are still over with the vehicles, and there’s absolutely no reason
for us to grapple with them. Just head for that.”

Erik pointed straight ahead of us, where one
of the helicopters sat on the lawn like a duck on a pond. The
aircraft was still spinning its blades, ready for an immediate
takeoff. The sight of the escape vehicle, and the knowledge that we
could use it instead of fighting our way through the other group of
guards, gave me a surge of energy and vigor.

We were going to make it out of there.
Against all odds, we were going to make it.

Eighty yards, that’s it.
Just eighty yards and we’re home free. That’s a piece of sweet and
delectable cake, I coached
myself.

Over James’s shoulder I caught sight of
Talia, Angus, and several others UNITED agents, all running across
the lawn in our direction. The Poacher guards the agents had been
exchanging blows with tried to pursue, but between the helicopters
and reinforcement agents, they didn’t make it very far. Some took
cover on the porch, while others retreated inside the Monroe’s
house of horrors.

Erik only had eyes for Talia. At first, I
thought it was a sweet, albeit poorly timed gaze passing between
them.

Talia and Erik are professionals. They know
to save the longing gazes for a more opportune, much safer
time.

Talia looked away, to the helicopters, and
then back to Erik, nodding. Evidently, they were forgoing the comm
unit in favor of a mental chat.

“Let’s go,” Erik called to
James and me before racing towards our ticket to
freedom.

Both James and I followed, immediately
breaking into a hard run and drawing even with Erik.

Seventy yards.

Once caught up, we kept pace with him,
running in a side-by-side line.

Fifty. This is what it feels like to be part
of a real team.

The thought leapt into my
head unbidden, and for a moment my mind drifted back to what could
have been. What I should
have been—a Hunter.

Forty yards. Over halfway.

We passed beneath one of the hovering
choppers. The swirling blades were creating a windstorm, dirt and
debris flying through the air all around us. Despite the excessive
hairspray and pins that had kept my hair in place until then, as we
passed through the gale, strands of my hair began to come loose
from the elaborate up-do the aunties had given me.

Thirty yards. Almost there.

Twenty.

Our pace was way faster than I was
accustomed to, but it felt so good putting distance between me and
the despicable auction house.

Fifteen yards. So damn cl—

Shit.

I halted abruptly.

The guys stopped running, too.

Erik trotted back to where I stood.

“Kenly,” James called from
ten feet in front of me. “What’s wrong?”

“I…” that was all I managed
to get out, every ounce of my focus having been wrenched
elsewhere.

The tiny figure was still charging across
the lawn, now half the distance from where I’d first spotted
her.

Her pixie haircut was no longer sleek.
Mussed, stick-straight pieces of hair poked out from her head.

Pint’s weapon was drawn.

She closed one eye and aimed at our
group.

But not for me.

James’s muscular body stood between me and
the barrel of Pint’s gun.

Pint was going for the only thing that would
hurt more than a bullet through my own heart.

Though the result would be the same.

As though I were standing right next to her,
I saw Pint’s itty bitty finger tense as it moved to pull the
trigger.

James.

Instinct took over.

Without a second thought, I stepped in front
of James, blocking his body with mine.

I held my breath.

Pint pulled the trigger.

I closed my eyes and waited.
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AND WAITED.

And waited.

Was I in shock?

Was I already dead?

When crippling pain didn’t consume me, I
dared to open my eyes.

Pint was smacking the barrel of her gun as
if that would make it fire properly.

She was out of ammunition.
She was out of
ammunition.

The tiny Poacher swore loudly.

Rationally, I knew that I should get in the
helicopter. Leave. Forget about the girl who had made my life a
living hell. But, in that moment, Pint was the living embodiment of
every humiliating act that I’d been subjected to in the last
twenty-four hours. I wanted her to pay, wanted to make her
hurt.

“Kenly! No!”

With a twinge of guilt, I ignored James’s
shouts and charged at my undersized oppressor. Without a single
second of hesitation, I launched an attack, unleashing every ounce
of fury I’d ever felt.

My Talents may have been dormant, but I was
still a trained combatant.

Unfortunately, so was Pint. She matched me
blow for blow.

Focused and determined, I recalled every
tip, every trick, every single piece of advice I’d received from
Talia and Donavon.

Stay low.

Protect your face.

Don’t forget about defense. Block.

Move around, make her come to you.

Follow through every move.

Anticipate. Think.

If all else fails, aim for the gut.

Using the four steps between us to gain
momentum, I dropped my right shoulder and drove it in to Pint’s
diaphragm with every bit of strength I had. Wrapping my arms around
her midsection, I continued driving forward, letting my momentum
carry me as, together, we crashed to the ground.

Without pausing or hesitating, I used her
body as leverage and pushed myself up so I was kneeling above her.
The pocket-sized pain in my ass was pinned flat on her back with my
knees grinding into her ribs. One of her arms was trapped against
her side, the other struggling to push my weight off of her.

Pint clawed at the tear the guard had made
under the bodice of my gown, ripping the silky fabric farther until
a patch of my skin was visible. Short nails raked across my flesh.
Blood welled up in four thin lines.

Scratching? Really? That’s absolutely
ridiculous. You fight like a girl.

Feeling what could only be
described as a cross between vindication and triumph, I cocked my
fist back and prepared to deliver the knockout punch. Twisting my
body away from her so that the hit would carry more weight, I
reminded myself to strike as though I was punching
through her
face.

Just as I swung, an intense, searing pain
shot through my calf, clearing my brain of every other thought.
Loud alarms were clanging in my head, alerting me to the gravity of
the damage.

Predictably, my body’s reaction to the pain
caused the blow to glance off the side of Pint’s face.

Wondering what sort of massive, supercharged
bee had come along to sting me, I looked around for its immense
dead body. Something that could cause that degree of pain should be
easy to spot.

Instead, I saw James sprinting towards
me.

That couldn’t be good.

Finally looking down at my leg, I saw the
handle of a small dagger protruding from my calf muscle. That bitch
had sunk the blade in all the way to the hilt.

“Kenly, duck!” Erik
hollered.

As if on autopilot, I rolled to my uninjured
side. A dart arced through the air, landing dead center of Pint’s
forehead.

Laying there on the ground, a knife still
embedded in my leg, I felt all my energy dissipate, like a soul
leaving a dead body. Although adrenaline is supposed to kick in
with an injury like mine, it had already surged forward and given
me vitality countless times that day. I was done.

Just when I decided that the plush grass
would be the perfect place to take a much-needed nap, James scooped
me up as if I weighed nothing. The short sprint to the helicopter
felt like it took a lifetime. He ducked through the open doors,
which slammed shut behind us. Only three seconds later—I
counted—dozens of dull thuds slammed into the chopper’s metal
frame.

Though I smiled, imagining Pint’s tiny fists
beating against the doors in the hissy fit of the century, the
image didn’t last long.

“Please tell me this thing
bulletproof!” James hollered to someone who wasn’t me.

That made more sense, considering Pint was
dead to the world, the recipient of a syringe full of the same
mind-numbing sedatives that she’d given me.

I giggled nonsensically.

Mind-numbing. Cause she was shot in the
brain.

Shot, though, not actually
dead, I thought with disappointment.
What a shame.

I felt that stomach-dropping sensation that
only accompanies rapid ascent and knew the helicopter was
airborne.

James had my head cradled in his lap. Warm,
rough fingers traced the outline of my face, my nose, my lips. I
was hot. I was cold. Sweating one second and shivering the next. My
head and leg were throbbing in perfect, agonizing unison.

“Make it stop,” I groaned
and James held me tighter.

“Do you have something to
give her? For the pain?” James asked.

Instead of answering James, I felt Erik
kneel next to the bench-style seat where I lay.

“Look at me, Kenly,” he
demanded.

Erik’s tone, while commanding, wasn’t unkind
or hard. But it did carry a weight, an authority that I was
helpless to disregard. And I didn’t want to. I wanted to obey Erik,
just as I had that night at the Hamilton.

I turned my head to meet his gaze. The pull
of those turquoise irises was hypnotic and I found myself riveted,
unable to look away.

“What’re you doing, mate?”
I heard James ask.

I giggled. “Mate,” I parroted with mock
seriousness, speaking in what I thought was a good imitation of
James’s accent.

“Just helping her to
relax,” Erik said breezily, his gaze still locked with
mine.

Unlike when I stared into James’s beautiful
face, I felt no spark, no stirring in my belly, no overwhelming,
undeniable urge to touch his lips with mine, while staring into
Erik’s.

I did, however, feel an overwhelming,
undeniable urge to sleep. In fact, sleep sounded like the greatest
thing in the world. Better than birthday cake with thick, creamy
frosting. Better than movie night with Alana and Francie. Better
than my mother’s homemade, from-scratch chicken pot pie. Better
than beating any cyber-gaming system known to man, including
Helix.

Not better than kissing James, though.

No, kissing James Wellington was beyond
comparison.

“How does she function with
so much nonsense constantly running through her head?” I heard Erik
grumble.

Was he talking about me? Because I was
pretty sure I was the only ‘she’ on the helicopter.

A disembodied voice inside
my head commanded me to: T urn off the
inner monologue and go to SLEEP.

You know what?
I told that very bossy voice. I think I will.
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I CAME TO with a jolt.

When my eyelids fluttered open, I found
James staring down at me through his thick lashes. Relief quickly
replaced worry in his exhausted platinum gaze. He smiled as he
smoothed loose strands of hair back from my sweaty forehead.

“We’re about to land,” he
said softly.

“Land where?” I
croaked.

“A safe house,” came Erik’s
voice from somewhere to my left.

Looking around from where I lay, I was
surprised to find that the helicopter we’d commandeered had an
unexpectedly expansive interior. As I tried to slowly sit up, the
aircraft came to an abrupt halt.

Pain shot up my leg as I was jostled in
James’s lap. Wincing, I tentatively reached down to the place on my
calf where the knife had been protruding from my skin the last time
I looked. Instead of cold metal, my fingers brushed a soft, gauze
bandage.

“Wound’s deep but not too
serious. Give it a couple of days and you’ll be right as rain,”
James said.

“Did you play doctor while
I was asleep?” I asked, smiling.

“Actually it was your mate
there, Erik,” James replied. “He’s a proper medic.”

Turning to thank Erik, I found the
helicopter’s side door open and him already climbing out.

Carefully, as if I was made of glass, James
helped me off of the bench-style seat and onto my feet. I was
relieved to find that putting pressure on my hurt leg, though
painful, was not excruciating.

“Think you can walk
alright?” James asked, looping an arm around my waist without
waiting for an answer.

Together we took several cautious steps
towards the exit. Walking was only slightly more painful than
standing, and James’s physical support ultimately proved
unnecessary. And yet, I still leaned into him, taking emotional
comfort from his nearness.

Once our feet were firmly on the helipad, I
caught sight of a group of people congregated not far away, on the
expansive lawn of an impressive English estate. It wasn’t the size
of the home in the distance that held my attention. No, it was the
welcome party waving frantically at James and me.

Willa, Honora, Riley, and Francie stood ten
yards away with Erik and Talia set slightly apart. Riley had his
arms wrapped around Willa, hugging her tightly against his chest as
if he planned never to let her go again. Though they’d clearly just
met, Honora had a supportive arm around Francie’s shoulders, which
shook as my best friend sobbed silently.

Talia’s deep purple eyes came alive when she
saw me, relief smoothing the creases around her mouth and eyes. She
started forward, taking two steps before Erik caught her arm and
pulled her back. She tried to shrug out of his grip, but Erik held
firm.

Back at the Monroe’s estate, Erik had been
kind to me. But his harsh glare made my steps falter and my heart
skip a beat. The same hate I’d seen smoldering in his turquoise
eyes that night at the Hamilton was back. And I didn’t understand
why. What could I have possibly done wrong on the ride over here?
While unconscious no less.

I’d seen Talia and Donavon communicate
mentally enough times to know that while my former mentor was not
actually speaking out loud, she and Erik were having a
conversation. Her irritation was evident in her pursed lips and
tensed muscles.

I smiled, relaxing slightly. At least where
Talia was concerned, there was no animosity or ill will. Her
feelings towards me hadn’t changed in the last thirty minutes.

Let Erik Kelley hate
you, I thought bitterly.
It’s not like you two were ever friends to begin
with.

Except, I didn’t really want him to hate me.
For Talia’s sake, I wanted us to get along.

For heaven’s sake, it’s not like I’m even
holding the whole choking-the-life-out-of-me thing against him.

With a final tug, Talia pulled free from
Erik’s grasp and rushed towards me, arms open as if inviting a
hug.

“Kenly,” she called, “I’m
so glad you’re safe.”

Safe. Wow. How long had it
been since I was safe? At the Monroes’ home, I’d accepted the fact
that I’d never be
safe again.

Except, I actually did feel safe just then,
I realized.

Sure, I was about to enter a UNITED safe
house. Which should have been a terrifying prospect. But…it wasn’t.
Having James by my side, knowing that no matter what came next, he
would be there too, chased away all of my remaining fears about the
future.

Stumbling from James’s grasp, I practically
fell into Talia’s waiting arms. She was so petite that it felt as
though I was hugging a doll, but strength and power radiated from
her small body. I felt stronger just being near her.

“I’m so sorry we couldn’t
get there sooner,” Talia whispered as she stroked my
hair.

The last vestiges of adrenaline from our
escape ebbed away, replaced by a bone-deep exhaustion that made it
hard for me to hold my head up any longer. Several tears leaked
from beneath my eyelids and onto the strap of Talia’s teal dress.
She hugged me tighter and rubbed my back. Now, instead of power,
she exuded calm and reassurance. I let it wash over me, soothing my
decimated nerves.

After several long moments, Talia gently
extracted herself from my grip. Holding me at arm’s length, she
gave my ruined dress, bandaged leg, and general state of
dishevelment a once over. The sadness and worry in her eyes became
a smoldering purple flame as she was overcome with anger and
disgust. I watched the emotions play on her face, knowing that the
latter ones were directed at the Poachers, not me. When Talia
noticed me watching, her jaw tightened and she forced a smile.

She opened her mouth slightly, a question on
the tip of her tongue. After a brief struggle played out over her
features, she shut it again, seeming to change her mind at the last
second. Then, an unnervingly-familiar tickling sensation began in
my brain. It was the same feeling that resulted from fingers
brushing the inside of an elbow, except for the fact it was in my
skull.

Talia was reading my thoughts.

“You could just ask,” I
said quietly, more annoyed by the intrusion than I should have
been. I knew Talia’s Telepathy was as second nature to her as my
Higher Reasoning was to me.

At the note of irritation in my tone, Erik
instantly darted forward to stand between us. He’d been standing
two steps behind his girlfriend—far enough to give the impression
of privacy, but close enough to reach Talia should I try to inflict
any harm whatsoever. If I’d never been on the receiving end of his
wrath, I might have found Erik’s devotion endearing.

Talia’s gaze never left mine. She must have
sent Erik a silent message to back off, because he retreated just
far enough that I could no longer feel his breath on my face. I was
both complimented and terrified by how big a threat he found
me.

Erik’s hard turquoise stare shifted briefly
over my shoulder to James before he dismissed the other boy as
harmless. Well, maybe not harmless, but definitely not the threat
me found me.

Considering that I honestly knew she didn’t
mean any harm, was only trying to spare me from recounting the
details of my ordeal, I wasn’t actually angry with Talia at all. Or
even annoyed.

Talia had no way of knowing that the
tickling sensation I’d felt when she read my thoughts had sparked a
memory, taking me back to my meeting with the Duke in his study.
Where Libby Monroe had mentally tortured me. Where her father’s
goons had physically tortured James. After having my brain first
ransacked, and then sliced, diced, and sautéed like a frigging
onion, I just wanted people out of my head.

With that thought, an all-consuming rage
instantly washed over me. And no matter how hard I tried, I
couldn’t contain it.

Too much. It’s too much. Need to let it
out.

I felt ready to explode. I needed an outlet
for my fury. And I chose the guy who was glaring at me as if I was
something the dog had regurgitated on the kitchen floor.

“You—” I pointed an accusing finger at his chest—“told me to
run. You told me
to go somewhere no one knew me. This is your fault. The Poachers,
the auction, all of it—it’s your
fault.”

I screamed the accusations at Erik, knowing
good and well that I was playing with fire.

“Kenly.” James’s hand
snaked around my stomach and he pulled me backwards against his
body.

I didn’t struggle. My fight wasn’t with
James. Truthfully, my fight wasn’t even with Erik. The acid burning
a hole in my gut was because of the Poachers. Not just over what
they had done to me specifically, but because they existed at all.
I hated that no one stopped them, that not even UNITED cared enough
to fight the people wishing to enslave my kind.

“It’s not that UNITED
doesn’t care, Kenly,” Talia said, once again taking the liberty to
read my mind.

“Then why haven’t they done
anything?” I demanded.

Talia hesitated, appearing
uncharacteristically unsure of herself.

“I can’t answer that. Until
your friend, Riley, contacted us, I didn’t even know the Poachers
existed. I did everything in my power to—”

“Exactly,” I cut her off.
“You did
everything in your power. What about the rest of UNITED? You’ve
been an agent for what? A month? Where have they been for the last
seventy-five years? Why have they allowed these auctions to keep
happening?”

“Kenly,” James said calmly.
“Maybe we should talk about this after you’ve had a
rest.”

I rounded on him.

“You mean once we are on a
hovercraft over the Atlantic? Or once we reach the Isle of Exile?
Or maybe you mean once they have me under a microscope. By then it
will be too late! Don’t you see, James? Don’t you get it? UNITED
has more important matters than the Poachers.” I spun to face
Talia. “Isn’t that right? UNITED hasn’t deemed the enslavement of
Talents important enough to stop?”

“Right now we do have more
pressing matters,” Erik said dryly. “In case you haven’t heard, the
Treaty that allows Talents to live in harmony with the rest of the
world is about to be overturned.”

“So, what? We just forget
about all the people who have been, are still being, bought, sold,
and traded to the highest bidder?”

My outrage morphed to amazement as my gaze
traveled from Erik to Talia. They were both disgusted by the
Poachers, yet neither was on my side. I turned to find to my
friends.

“James? Willa? Honora?
Riley?” I said beseechingly. “Francie?” Sympathetic smiles were all
I received in return.

“I do agree with you,
Kenly,” Talia said softly.

“Then why don’t you make
UNITED stop them?” I demanded, my tone dangerously close to a
whine.

She ignored my question, talking right over
me as if I had not spoken at all. “I, we, won’t stop you. But you
do understand how dangerous what you are considering is, right? If
the Treaty is overturned….” Talia trailed off, the unspoken reality
of the situation I was facing left hanging in the air between
us.

I smiled impishly.

“More dangerous than
surrendering to your enemies? More dangerous than breaking your
boyfriend out of prison? More dangerous than hunting down the
Created? Tell me this, Talia, are you going to quietly into the
night? Are you going to willingly go live in exile? Because there
is no way that the same girl who brought down TOXIC will allow that
Treaty to be overturned. And when you succeed, I want our people to
be able to live in a poacher-free world. Don’t you?”

Talia smirked. “I think you overestimate my
powers of diplomacy.”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But not
your powers of manipulation.”

“What is she talking about?
What are you considering doing?” Francie was the one who had
spoken, but all of my friends had moved closer during the
argument.

“I’m in,” Willa said before
I could answer. “So is Riley.”

My eyes flicked to Riley.

“Truer words were never
spoken,” Riley said.

My heart suddenly felt much lighter. I
wasn’t alone. With the help of my friends, the bold statements I’d
made to Talia might even come true.

“I’m sorry, Kenly,” Francie
said, her voice wobbling. “I-I-I–”

“It’s okay, Francie,” I
assured her. “I understand. Go to the islands. You’ll be safe
there.” I didn’t know whether that was true. The islands meant
containment, and containment was only one step above
captivity.

“It’s not as bad as you
think.” Talia’s voice filled my
head.

Startled I jumped a little. During our
training sessions she’d used this mental communication to walk me
through difficult maneuvers, but I’d never been all that
comfortable having her in my head.

“I promise. I’ll look out
for her.”

I nodded. “Thank you.”

The others exchanged confused glances,
unaccustomed to private mental conversations taking place right
under their noses.

I turned to Honora. Her eyes were downcast
and I was prepared for her refusal. I wanted to make the situation
as easy as possible for her. I hated putting her on the spot. “It’s
okay. Go,” I said, reaching out to place a hand on her
shoulder.

She lifted her gaze to meet mine. “No,”
Honora said decisively. “I want to help. You’re right. We need to
do something. If UNITED won’t, then we have to.”

I pulled her into a tight embrace, wrapping
my arms so tightly around her shoulders that she grunted.

When Honora and I broke apart, I turned to
the one person whose agreement I needed to even have a prayer of
pulling off this crazy mission: James. Not because he was an
excellent fighter, an exceptionally gifted Talent, or any other
purely tactical reason. No, I needed James onboard with the plan
because it would break my heart to watch him walk away from me
after everything we’d been through together.

“James?” His name was a
whisper on my lips.

“You want me to help you
take down my family, do you?”

Audible gasps from Willa and Francie
threatened to pull my gaze from James’s. But I ignored my friends.
There would be time for explanations later.

“I do,” I agreed. “What do
you say?”

“I say,” James paused, “I’d
like to see you bloody well try and stop me.”

My arms were around his neck, guiding his
mouth to meet mine. Someone, most likely Riley, whistled loudly,
and then started applauding. I didn’t care. I pressed my body
closer to James and smiled against his lips.

The kiss gave me strength. It gave me power.
It gave me hope.

In two weeks, UNITED would fight for the
future of our kind in the political arena. That gave me fourteen
days to destroy a decades-old organization and bring justice to
those the legal system would not.

No sweat, right?

TOXIC wasn’t built in a day, but it did burn
in one.

The same would be true for the Poachers. I’d
make sure of it.
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