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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For two long years, the kind that will probably crawl like maggots, my war-weary, wounded brother and I are going to live among the freaks of the galaxy. As far as I’m concerned, they’re all murderers and monsters. And, my residence will be on a planet so hot it could not only fry an egg, but evaporate it. The planet? It’s called Lorn, an ancient Old English word from planet Earth—the planet where my ancestors resided. The word means lonely and abandoned--which is exactly what I’m feeling right now.
 
    I’ve been a grieving, fighting-to-survive emotional wreck for years. We lost everything—our home, our parents, our sense of a stable world, with no time to mourn. My studies and dreams of working with plant life and making the world a better place? Gone, blown to bits by warriors with metaphysical abilities, the mutant monsters known as Metas. 
 
   It’s a wonder any Humans are left. What was known as the P-extinction war, a brutally long war between Humans and Metas lasting twelve horrid years, left us depleted with slim chances of survival. Our housing compound on Wreston had been blown to splinters and translucite glitter by Meta warriors.  With no home, Reve and I wandered the streets of planet Wreston, living hand to mouth. Coming here is one more jarring episode in string of nightmares.
 
   The jetter space craft that catapulted me from my life, hurtling us thousands of space miles in less than a day, rumbles to a gasping stop in the middle of a barren landscape. All of us Humans seated on this bucket of government issued bolts and alloys let out a collective sigh.
 
   A disembodied wasp-like voice drones, “Welcome, new residents of the Complex. Please depart the vessel. Welcome, new residents of the Complex. Please depart the vessel.”
 
   As I step out of the jetter onto the parched landscape of Lorn, clutching my possessions in a worn satchel, my stomach cramps like a twice-starved six-ton Draco serpent squeezing the nourishment out of a dried mouse. I want to scramble back into the safety of the shuddering space vessel and leave. Only the vessel is already being re-fueled, engine gunning, ready to escape this hellhole of a planet and retrieve the next batch of Complex experiments. Said experiment is the Ama Seldova’s—our planetary government--social experiment and we’re its trial participants. We’re the idiots who agreed to learn how to get along, to abide among vampires, werewolves, shape shifters and other assorted mutants. 
 
   My clothes hang limp and moist, sticking to my skin like damp bandages as I shuffle toward my new residence. I’m surprised the scarf I’ve wound around my head to keep my thick hair aloft doesn’t float away in my personal sea of perspiration.
 
   As far as my eye can see, there are fang-toothed vamps scanning the crowd for their next meal; women, hunched, casting narrow-eyed gazes about, while fiddling with what I assume to be spell casting herbs; and ancient beings who look like they should be wielding wizard staffs. Metas and Humans are everywhere, shipped from all parts of the galaxy. We’re like cattle being herded into chutes by gun-toting men—none of us wants to be here but the alternative is far less inviting. 
 
   I scan my surroundings anxiously, trying to ward off the collective thoughts and sensations pounding against my mind. I feel jittery, jumpy, every cell on high alert, unsure whether the thoughts and fears zipping through my body belong to me or the monsters crowding around me.  Ever since my mom died, I’ve been unable to keep the thoughts and feelings of others’ out of my mind. When I dream, it’s the worst. With everyone’s filters down, I see horrible thoughts and frantic longings. I sigh. I want to eject from my skin and soar into the sky like the jetter, where it’s safe. Only I’d probably be snagged by one of the angry-looking law enforcement, zipping through the sky on their high tech motorcycles called Flyers—something I read about in the recruitment propaganda.
 
   A large gentle hand lands on the small of my back. 
 
   “Oh!” I jerk.
 
   “Come on, Sakhi,” my brother Reve urges. “Let’s keep moving.” His eyes dart everywhere.
 
   I know he’s assessing, looking for escape routes, watching for danger. He served in wars for far too long.
 
   “This place is awful,” I say, peering around at the desert-like conditions. It’s a nightmare in sandy vistas, crags, and hills. In the distance, lighting strikes the horizon. There’s a foul odor in the air that makes me want to gag. I press closer to my brother. “Is that where we’re going to be housed?” 
 
   I point at a giant, sleek, shiny dome in the distance. A stack of high-tech metal known as translucite, steel, and aluminum bubbles, sparkling in the harsh sun, stretches into the sky for miles. As each new resident enters, it looks like they’re being swallowed alive.
 
   “It’s better than where we were headed,” he says, his mouth tight. “You got caught. You should’ve let me do the stealing. I was good at it and you know it.”
 
   “I wanted to help. Your limp was getting worse.” My chin starts to tremble.
 
   “You mean my war-wound? The one inflicted by Meta bastards?” Cold rage burns in his hazel eyes. One eyebrow lifts on his handsome face. “And how did that work out, huh? You got caught,” he says again. “I tried to protect you and was charged with being your accomplice.” He spits the last word with a sneer.
 
   The pinched look he gives me makes my stomach twist. My internal dialogue starts to shout. I’m such an idiot. I’m useless. I can’t even break a rule to survive.
 
   Faced with prison for a simple, stupid infraction, our choices were slim. It was either reside on what the recruitment officers called “the Complex” or be forced to live in a makeshift dungeon. We chose the hell of planet Lorn and the “Complex experiment.”
 
   “You’ll be rich,” our recruiter had said. “You can put the wars behind you. You’re going to love this place. You’ll be fed, clothed, given work…all you have to do is learn to get along with other like-minded souls.” 
 
   A smug smirk had been affixed to his face like he and the others trafficking in Human misery, were in on the funniest joke ever told. I didn’t believe him but my choices seemed dire.
 
   Sitting in the recruiter’s office, where we’d been hauled after the police questioned us, I’d sought my brother’s eyes. When I saw the slight nod, I pressed my thumb against the digital display before me and signed my fate away.
 
   Here on Lorn, armed guards hold lethal looking weapons. In the distance, one of them lifts his firearm, aimed at someone racing across the desert, and a blue blaze blasts the atmosphere. The fleeing man writhes and falls. I don’t know whether he’s dead or stunned.
 
   Reve, looking at me intently, says, “Keep your head down. Don’t look. That’s their weapon of choice. They’re called segifs. It’s probably a show of force designed to keep us in our place.”
 
   “But has he been killed?” I say, wide eyes seeking reassurance from my brother.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Don’t look. Don’t react. Keep moving forward.” He brushes his fingers against my cheek.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse a dark shape. I drop my satchel and grab my head, squeezing my head between my palms—someone’s ugly thoughts and sensations are jabbing my consciousness.
 
   “What is it?” Reve asks, retrieving my belongings. His eyes dart everywhere. He loops the strap over his shoulder along with his knapsack. 
 
   My bag looks like a child’s toy on his stocky, muscular frame. 
 
   He positions himself protectively by my side.
 
   “I don’t know. There are too many energetic signatures to discern one from the other. But something is...” I tremble. “I don’t know. I sense a disturbance. A big one. It’s probably one of the Meta freaks. A witch. A necromancer. Who knows?”
 
   “Easy, sis. You’re probably on overload. Take deep breaths. I’ve got you. We’ll get through this.”
 
   I puff out my cheeks and blow out a huge, gusty sigh. 
 
   He gently turns me around and places his hands over mine on either side of my face. He trains his warm hazel eyes on mine. 
 
   My eyes dart left and right, like a bouncing electron.
 
   He takes a step toward me as if to kiss the top of my head, but winces instead. 
 
   “Oh, dear. Your leg?” I say.
 
   “Forget about it. I’ll deal.” His Adams apple bobs up and down. “Look at me.”  
 
   I do, blinking rapidly to keep from crying, both from the fear vibrating through my bones and my brother’s lingering pain—a sad reminder of the war that nearly brought us to extinction.
 
   “It’s going to be okay,” he says with a smile. “We’re only here for a short time. Two years, tops. We cooperate. We learn to get along with other species.”
 
   “They’re all criminals,” I hiss.
 
   “Quiet, Sakhi.” His expression hardens. “You know I hate Metas more than you. Think this won’t be hard for me?” 
 
   A red-uniformed guard patrolling the crowd walks by. A silver pin on the guard’s sleeve twinkles and glints in the harsh sunlight.
 
   My brother nods at the enforcer, but I frown. The guard’s garb looks like loose fitting hospital scrubs. But his threatening demeanor makes up for his unimposing clothing.
 
   “Remember the plan,” Reve says in a near whisper. “Cooperate. We get the rest of our payment. And then, we get the hell out of here.” He chucks my chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Fresh start, remember?”
 
   I nod rapidly, shaking a few tears loose. 
 
   “I know. We can do this,” I say, reassuring myself. 
 
   “Either that or you can breed with an off-planet ambassador and fast-forward our escape.” He winks at me.
 
   “Ew. No to that idea.” I wrinkle my nose.
 
   He laughs. “One of us has to find love.” 
 
   “Maybe it will be you who falls in love.”
 
   “Right. Any chick would love to throw it down with me and my useless leg and the inability to provide. Fucking Metas.” He barks out a sarcastic laugh. “Let’s see how well we all do in the ‘getting along’ department. We’ll be at each other’s throats in no time flat.”
 
   Love is the last thing I can imagine finding here. All I want to do is muddle through, restore my soul, and leave. I sigh. I’ve been in survival mode for far too long. Resolutely, I proceed to shuffle along with the herd of Humans and Metas.
 
   A scuffle breaks out to the left of me. 
 
   “Don’t look,” Reve says. “Keep your head down.”
 
   I do so. And then I spy a group of angry looking males, dressed in red. The letters AS are stamped on their uniform sleeves.
 
   “They’re the Climintra—our dear governing body, the Ama Seldova’s appointed law enforcement,” Reve hisses in my ear. “Nickname’s Intra. And they’re coming this way. Pretend not to notice.”
 
   A male, dressed in black, sporting the same blood red letters on his sleeve, stalks around them like a predator about to pounce on an unsuspecting lamb. He shoves them out of the way like so many annoying branches in the way of his destination and comes a halt in front of my brother. 
 
   “Is there a problem here?” he asks, echoing Reve’s question. 
 
   “No, sir,” Reve says, his face transforming into a rubber mask.
 
   “It looked like you were engaged in some sort of scuffle.” He strokes his thumb and forefinger alongside his full lips as if coaxing restraint.
 
   One small, pulsing tick jitters near Reve’s right eye. “No, sir. Wasn’t me. It was those three.” He nods toward the group involved in the skirmish, then stares into the distance.
 
   The black-clad enforcer turns toward me. 
 
   “Is this man trying to hurt you?” He stabs his thumb at Reve.
 
   I flinch and back away, my hand flying to my neck like I’m about to lose my head. “That’s my brother.”
 
   His energy is dark, jagged, and menacing. He’s got a too-handsome, sculpted appearance, accented with cruel overtones. A pencil-thin, immaculately groomed mustache lines his upper lip. A goatee juts from his chin, ending in a sharp point like the end of a devil’s tail. Both glisten with glints of red, as if wiped by greasy, blood-smeared fingers. His hair is the color of shadows. And his eyes…I can’t even look into those black orbs, for fear of falling into a pitch-dark hole. He emanates a vibe like he could suck the soul from a decomposed corpse. 
 
   I’m certain this is the energy I sensed a moment ago.
 
   “Names?” he asks.
 
   My brother pushes between me and the enforcer. “Reve Borren. This is my sister Sakhi.”
 
   His eyebrows lift. “I see.” The enforcer taps something on his palm and a holo-image of a stern looking male shimmers in the air. 
 
   A small surprised shriek escapes my mouth. I snap my mouth shut.
 
   “Not used to advanced communication devices, little girl?” the enforcer says in a mocking tone.
 
   I give a quick shake of my head, staring into the same unspecified distance as my brother.
 
   “Get used to it. You’ll get one, too,” he says to me, and then turns his attention to the transparent image. “Found them.  Two of them, right. The brother and sister. Yes.” 
 
   It’s so odd that I can see the ghosted-guy’s mouth moving but can’t hear what he’s saying.
 
   The enforcer catches me side-eying him and moves out of earshot, keeping his back to me.
 
   The holo-image appears to keep step with him.
 
   “Who is that man?” I hiss in Reve’s ear.
 
   “Don’t know yet. Stay calm and let me to the talking.”
 
   “What, you don’t trust me? You think I’ll get us into more trouble?” I bristle.
 
   He sighs. “Stop it, please, sis. I’m only trying to protect you. At least let me do that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Endlessly sorry. Yes, of course. You’re always trying to do what’s best for us.” I huddle closer to him, seeking safety from the onslaught of energy surrounding me, like the woman to the left of me, fear and anger rolling from her in shimmering red and yellow waves. I grind my teeth together.
 
    “Mr. and Ms. Borren?” The enforcer turns from his private conversation. The corners of his mouth curve in a smile full of secrets. 
 
   “Yes?” Reve says.
 
   “I’m Paki Tchepikov, your Wacher. Follow me.” He turns on his heel and forces his way through the crowd.
 
   They part, like grass in a windstorm.
 
   “Our what?” Reve asks, stumbling as he races after the man’s long-legged stride. He reaches for my hand and tugs me along.
 
   “Your worst nightmare, and your best friend. I’m your parole officer,” Paki Tchepikov calls over his shoulder.
 
   I’m convinced. This is going to be the worst two years of my life. Maybe I should have accepted the dungeon.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After a sweat drenching twenty-minute trek, I’m shoved through the doors of the Complex, to be swallowed into its bowels along with about ten thousand others. 
 
   The air in here is temperate like a pleasant summer on planet Wreston. A sappy, intended-to-sooth tune floats through the air, yet does nothing to calm my unease. 
 
   Everything is glossy white and polished gray—white walls, dotted with metal, concrete floors. It smells antiseptic like it’s been scrubbed with toilet cleaner. Ahead, the terminal desks, each holding some sort of monitor, line the walls. They’re manned by men and women in gray uniform, typing on keyboards, and moving their fingers across the monitors, from what I can see through the throng. 
 
   We approach some sort of stop point before being released toward the terminals. An armed guard rustles through our satchels. He lifts an ornate carved hairbrush from my bag, eyes it greedily, and shoves it into his jacket pocket.
 
   “Hey,” I say, snatching my bag back.
 
   “What?” he says, coolly.
 
   “That was a gift from my mom.” I glare at him.
 
   “What was?”
 
   “The hairbrush you just stole from me.”
 
   “I don’t see a hairbrush,” he says with a shrug. He turns to Reve. “Did you see me take a hairbrush?”
 
   Reve’s jaw works back and forth, making the veins on his neck bulge.
 
   “See?” the guard says to me. “You’ve got quite the imagination, sweet thing. Here.” 
 
   “I’m not your sweet…”
 
   “Sakhi,” Reve interrupts. “Let it go.”
 
   “But…” I’m ready to throat punch the guy.
 
   My brother urges me forward. “Let. It. Go,” he insists, through gritted teeth.
 
   “But it’s all I had left of her.” I cast a glare over my shoulder at the guard disappearing from view.
 
   “At least you still have memories. Keep moving.” Reve forcefully propels me forward, along the polished white tiles.
 
   My nervous system is starting to short-circuit from being bushwhacked by hundreds of anxious individuals. My gaze turns upward, away from the chaos, in an attempt to quiet my nerves. I scan a dizzying array of doorways and walkways, more doorways, more walkways, stacked like metal game pieces. Red-uniformed armed guards are visible at every juncture. They patrol the passageways, high overhead. They zip along on hovering skateboards through the corridors, like bloody ants, tiny dots against the backdrop of the Complex.
 
   “I want one of those,” Reve says with a chuckle, his head lifting to follow my gaze.
 
   “What are they?”
 
   “They’re called Glyders. I read about them in the data we were given about the Complex. Cool, huh?” Then he frowns, his momentary lightness suppressed.
 
   This place is like being trapped inside a cancerous lesion growing on the surface of planet Lorn. I squint at a pinprick of light far overhead. The Complex looms so high I can’t tell if I’m actually seeing something or its merely a reflection of light.
 
   “Mr. Tchepikov?” I ask timidly.
 
   His grin grows wide and lecherous. “Call me Paki. No need for formalities here. You and I are going to get very, very close over the next two years.” He places his hot beefy hand against my spine.
 
   I arch my back, shrinking from his unwelcome touch. 
 
   He scowls. 
 
   “What?” he snaps. “What’s your question?”
 
   “What’s that?” I say, pointing at the dot of light overhead.
 
   He barely glances at where I’m indicating, mutters something about air or skylight, and impels me forward.
 
   “Hey,” Reve says. He stops, assuming a wall-like stance between me and Paki. “She’s fragile. Stop pushing her around.”
 
   “She’ll need to stop being fragile if she’s to survive the next two years,” Paki says, his black eyes ice-cold. “And you won’t always be around to protect her.”
 
   Reve puffs out his chest. “Is that a threat?”
 
   “Maybe,” Paki says, mimicking my brother’s crowing cock stance. “Remember there are no guarantees in this program.” He shoves Reve toward the row of terminals.
 
   Reve bristles, like he’s going to tear out Paki’s throat with his teeth.
 
   “Next,” the guy behind the desk calls, interrupting the attack. He trains his eyes on me. 
 
   “Over here, young man,” the intake clerk next to him calls out to Reve.
 
   “Stop dragging your feet,” Paki says, giving me a push. “Get your assignment and move along.” 
 
   With a quick glance at my brother, who’s being hustled toward the next post, I shuffle toward the imposing translucite desk.
 
   The robotic male doing my intake, his face utterly void of expression, scans a screen. “Name?”
 
   “Sakhi Borren,” I say.
 
   He squints at the numbers and symbols on his monitor, stares dead-eyed at me, and then extends his hand.
 
   I look to my brother for clues but he’s dealing with his own version of “desk guy.”
 
   “What do you want?” I stammer.
 
   “What do you want, sir,” he states in a monotone, flat voice.
 
   “What do you want, sir?” I intone, my neck and face hot and clammy.
 
   Paki, crowding nest to me, laughs. “He wants your right palm.”
 
   I frown at him, and then turn back to desk guy and continue glaring.
 
   He makes an impatient gesture with his fingers.
 
    “Hand,” he says. “Now.”
 
   I extend it, trying to force it not to shake. 
 
   He places his dry, cool palm under my hand. Then, opens a drawer, picks up a small metallic device and jabs it into my life line, like he’s crucifying me.
 
   An electric jolt shoots through my arm. I jerk and snatch my hand back.
 
   “That’s everything we need to know about you, your Uni-com, and one hundred thousand S-CO. Spend it wisely. You’ll get the rest at the end.” He lifts his head. His eyes darken. The tip of his tongue glides over his lips and disappears, showing me the first sign he’s more than a robot. “If you make it that far.”
 
   Ignoring his snide remark, a giddy wave of excitement washes through me. I’ve never had that much money in my life. When we’re done here, we’ll get another hundred thousand. 
 
   What I could do with that money.
 
   “Bend forward,” he says.
 
   “What?” I step back.
 
   “Your head, not your ass.” He gives me another lofty look and shakes his head. He says to Paki, “These Humans. They’re like farm animals, aren’t they?” 
 
   He and Paki chuckle. 
 
   “Now bend forward,” he says.
 
   I glance toward Reve, see him doing the same, and follow suit.
 
   Cold metal touches my head, followed by another shocking jolt of electricity, behind my left ear. I cry out. 
 
   “What did you just do?” I reach to rub my scalp.
 
   Paki slaps my hand away. “Stop it. If you rub it, you’ll get infected. It’s an implant to keep the Metas from entering your mind.”
 
   “An implant…?” I begin, but Paki shushes me. I need an implant to keep the Metas out?
 
   “We’ve got around one hundred thousand new residents to process today. Stop with the questions.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Stop,” he commands. 
 
   My head swims from the implant. I think it’s working in reverse for me because all the energetic signatures inside these walls are starting to shout at me. Foreign thoughts and feelings swim through my consciousness, like I’m living someone else’s nightmare, not just my own. The noise in the room becomes a din. It’s like everything’s amplified. 
 
   I’m not going to make it, someone thinks. Her terror feels like sharp shards of glass.
 
   All these women to fuck, someone else thinks. His lust pours off of him in red waves,
 
   I’m frightened.
 
   Help me.
 
   What am I doing here?
 
   I need to feed!
 
   I want to slam my palms against my ears to keep out all the thoughts and sensations, but I know the gesture would be useless. I mustn’t lose it. I’ve got to get through this day.
 
   Desk guy’s head looms large in my peripheral vision on my left. Paki is yelling something at me from my right but I’m too freaked out to hear him. I’m vibrating with fears, worries, concerns, thoughts--mine and everyone else’s. 
 
   Paki shoves something in my hands and says, “Are you deaf? Get moving.”
 
   I want to scream. I want to grab Reve’s hand and run from the Complex, escaping like we always do. But here there’s no escape. It’s either fry like eggs in the desert or abide here and learn to get along. 
 
   I frantically search for my brother, craning my head toward the desk where I last saw him.
 
   He’s still in front of it, his brow furrowed into sharp, angled lines. 
 
   “Calm down,” he mouths. “Deep breaths.” 
 
   He slowly lifts his hands toward his lungs and extends them outward.
 
   I nod and breathe. Another breath. And another. 
 
   “Thank you,” I mouth in return, but he’s already turned toward his own version of desk guy, taking the objects handed to him.
 
   I stare at my own hands, shocked to realize I’ve been given the same objects.
 
   “You’re to take your things to District Five, apartment one-hundred and ninety-two,” Paki states. “Then, report for work in Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three. That’s on level twenty-five. We’ll put your education in sustainable living systems to work. You know what a bosk is, right?” he says, speed-talking. “It’s a thicket. A forest. A small woods. I wouldn’t want you to think you’re working at a bar or something.” He smirks. “You’ll be working under the direct supervision of Thrasyllus Blüthe.” His eyes roll. “See that piece of shit over there?”
 
   I’ve barely tracked a word he said. Twenty-this and level that and something about sustainable systems, a subject I learned long ago in Wreston upper-education modules. But when he points to the male who’s to be my boss, standing behind a dispatch station a few yards away, I’m instantly jaw-dropped, eyes-blinking, dumb-struck—he doesn’t emanate a whit of energy. Not one whiff. How is this possible? What kind of Meta can do that? My scalp ripples with icy prickles.
 
   He’s tall, imposing, with dark, glossy wavy hair. His posture is relaxed…at ease.  His lips are full and sensuous. Skin as warm as bronzed copper. He leans against his desk, his arms folded over his chest, chatting with a couple people. He laughs. 
 
   They join him in laughter, clearly under his charm spell.
 
   I can’t stop staring. 
 
   People push around me, tell me to move my ass…but I’m pinned by his presence.
 
   As if he can sense me, he lifts his head, training his eyes in my direction. 
 
   Unless there’s a trick of light in here, he’s got one green eye and one as dark as midnight. 
 
   But the truly weird thing about him is the fact I sense nothing from him. Not any emotion. No joy, no hatred, no anxiety, no self-loathing, no lust, no rage…nothing. Only a strange absence of sensation that freaks me out more than any of the stimuli around me. 
 
   How can you be emanating nothing? 
 
   As if uninterested in what he sees, he turns back to his audience. 
 
   I’m left with the energy assault once more, battering me like waves in a wind storm. 
 
   Paki’s gaze ricochets between me and Thrasyllus Blüthe. His demeanor seems to ice over with a chill that freezes my bone marrow. 
 
   With more important needs than worrying about an asshole, I lift my hand and wave frantically at my brother, who’s rounding the desk, while I disappear in a throng of humanity. 
 
   “Reve!” I shout. “Over here!”
 
   He squints and pushes his way through the throng, barreling like a bull. 
 
   Humans and Metas grumble, shout and shove him back.
 
   When he reaches me, he envelopes my hand in his, and we push back through the crowd.
 
   “Where are you housed?” I ask him, my voice high and tight.
 
   “District Five, apartment six-hundred,” he says, his mouth grim. “You?”
 
   “Same district, apartment one-ninety-two, I think. I wasn’t listening. This chip they put behind my ear makes it impossible to ward off all the energy in this room.”
 
   “Figures. It makes me cool as a cucumber.” He winks. “No Meta mind-assault for me, baby.”
 
   “Why does it figure?” I shoot him a dark glance.
 
   “Calm down. I only meant with your abilities, it makes sense.”
 
   I still don’t understand but this is not the place for an inquisition. Too much going on. I lift my hand to touch the implant, but remember Paki’s warning and pause.
 
   Reve laughs at me. “Did they tell you not to touch it because it will get infected?”
 
   “Yeah, why?” I frown.
 
   “You won’t get infected. There’s a fifty percent chance you can dislodge it within two minutes of placement. And it’s been ten minutes so you’re safe. See?” He puts his hand behind his ear and rubs. He winces. “Except that it hurts where they stabbed it in.”
 
   “Why would they care if it pops out?” I say.
 
   “My guess is it serves a dual purpose, like prevents Metas from entering our minds but allows them some way to track us,” he says, tugging me along.
 
   “How do you know all this?” I ask. “You seem pretty knowledgeable for someone who arrived at the same time I did.”
 
   His shoulder lifts and falls. “You know. Forums and shit on the coms. I asked around. You gotta know your intel, sis. And how to work people.”
 
   “Work people?” My forehead grows pinched. 
 
   “You know,” he says. He mimics popping a pill in his mouth. 
 
   I shake my head. “Did you get your Seldova Coin?” I ask. 
 
   “Hell, yes. That’s a shit-load of cash. Spend it wisely, sis. When we get out of here, I’m going to buy a fucking penthouse.”
 
   “When I get out I’m going to…”  I shut my mouth. Actually, I’ve been living in survival mode for so long, I don’t know what I’ll do.
 
   He glances at me and puts on his best brotherly concern face. “Look. I know we can deal with the experiment. Then, we’ll get another crap-load and we’ll be free.”
 
   “Okay, but I don’t even know where I’m going at the moment.” My stomach is so full of fear and trepidation, it aches.
 
   “What? Oh, right. Hold up a sec.” Reve guides me away from the throng. “Let me see your Uni-pad.”
 
   “My what?” I blink.
 
   “Your map. That thing you’re clutching in your hand.”
 
   I look at the flat, white rectangular device I’m holding, unaware of when I got it. “This is a map?”
 
   “Yep. Give it to me.”
 
   I hand it to him.
 
   He slides a paper thin keyboard from it and fiddles with the screen. Then, the whole thing lights up. A holographic diagram rises from the screen. 
 
   “See this?” He waves his hand at the transparent image.
 
   “Yes, I see it.”
 
   “Watch.” He pivots the device to the left. The diagram changes. He twists it to the right. The shimmering images change once again. “The display modifies to show you the buildings.” His fingers tap the keyboard. A red line appears. “That’s where you’re housed.” 
 
   “Put your address in,” I urge.
 
   He keys it in. Another red line appears. “That’s my apartment.”
 
   “We’re kind of far away from one another.” I shift side to side, gnawing my lip.
 
   “At least it’s the same district. It’s a thirty-five minute walk, tops. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure they have a transport system on this shit hole. Speaking of shit…” He turns the white rectangle upside down. Another set of intersecting lines appear. “That’s where I work. In the bowels of hell.”
 
   I wince. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m in the ‘sanitation department.’” He makes air quotes.
 
   I frown. “What will you do?”
 
   “Cleanse and sanitize people’s shit, what do you think?” His jaw solidifies, like stone. “Where have you been assigned?”
 
   I hesitate before answering.
 
   “It’s probably somewhere nice, huh?” His normally warm gaze turns flinty and cold.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s Uni-Bosk twenty something or other.”
 
   His lips become a crisp gash.
 
    “Uh-huh,” he manages to say.
 
   I swallow. “Look, I’m sorry I got caught. I know we’re here because of me.”
 
   “You got that right. I had a plan for us. You were supposed to let me take care of us. That was my job.” His neck and face grow red.
 
   Before we can tread upon our well-worn argument and sling blame back and forth, my head starts to hum. The sound grows to the point of exploding.
 
   “Is there a problem here?” Paki says, approaching from the rear.
 
   I already despise his voice.
 
   “No problem,” Reve says, his tone impassive. “I was showing her how to use her map.”
 
   “She’d better learn to use things on her own,” Paki says.
 
   “I’m right here,” I say, through clenched teeth. “Don’t talk about me as if I can’t hear you.” 
 
   This guy…his energy is…it’s awful, is what it is.
 
   “This isn’t a social club. You’re to get to your apartment, and report for duty at your respective jobs at thirteen hundred hours.” Paki directs a cold, sharp gaze at Reve.
 
   “We’ve got time,” Reve counters, not backing down.
 
   “Think so?” Paki says with a sneer. “There’s plenty to do between now and then. Now get moving. The lift for your district is over there.” He points to the other side of the throng, and then turns to me. “I’ll show you to yours.”
 
   “But…” I say, silently pleading with my brother to rescue me. 
 
   Reve gives swift shake of his head. “I’ll see you at lunch. I’ll find you.” He strides away, leaving me with this monster.
 
   “Allow me,” Paki says, proffering his elbow.
 
   I back away. “I only need you to show me the way to the elevator. That’s it.”
 
   Paki’s mouth puckers into a sphincter. “It’s called a Fastrans. You’d better learn to be nice to me. Your fate is in my hands. Now put your hand on my elbow and let me show you where your lift is.”
 
   This isn’t a request. It’s a command. 
 
   “Please,” he adds, in a none too comforting tone.
 
   I place a trembling hand on his jacket, cringing from the nearness of him.
 
   With grim determination and a forced smile, Paki marches me toward an elevator.
 
   When the doors open, I fold myself in along with a sea of others, leaving Paki at the entrance. I can only hope what faces me upstairs is less intimidating then what I’m leaving on the ground floor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Fastrans doors open, its passengers spilling free like trapped sheep and bolting from the barn. Everyone scurries into their rooms. 
 
   I’m grasped from behind by a huge, unspeaking red-uniformed male, who ushers me along a hallway. I stumble to keep up with him. I’m going to have to ask Reve why we get the constant escorts and no-one else. Surely there are criminals far worse than us. We’re petty thieves, not mass murderers. All we did was steal food to stay alive. And Reve never got caught—I did.
 
   “Here,” the guard says, pulling me to a stop before a smooth silver panel. His energy is solid, like a brick wall. At least it’s not menacing like Paki’s.
 
   I stand stiffly, expectant, chewing on my lip. I study his plain, chiseled features, looking for clues.
 
   “Here what, sir?” he says in a rough, thickly accented voice. 
 
   “Here what, sir?” I ask.
 
   “Your room. One-ninety-two.” He proceeds to show me how to open the door with the palm of his hand. Before he leaves he tells me, “All guards can access any room. You’re the only citizen who can open it, so you’re somewhat safe from intruders.”
 
   Somewhat safe. I nod, palm the door open, and proceed to scurry into the somewhat safety of my room, alone at last.
 
   The door briskly slides shut, corralling me inside my mousetrap of a room. It seems one slim step above a prison cell, but at least its free from unwanted energy. 
 
   White walls. A concrete floor. A kitchen kind of space is against one wall. A small door to what looks like the loo is opposite where I’m standing. 
 
   A compact bed sits in the corner of the main room. There’s a table with two chairs. Along another wall rests a sofa looking more functional than comfortable. Everything is white, gray or muted pastels. 
 
   A cutout in the wall next to the bed reveals a sparse array of gray, white, and black clothes. I wander toward them and finger the rough, drab cloth. These will be hell to wear all day. My skin is sensitive, and I’m sure they’ll scratch and itch.
 
   Next, I saunter toward my bed and rest my worn, dark green satchel on top. I dump the contents out and study them. They’re my sole belongings. There’s a snarl of hair ties with long, dark brown hair tangled in them. A favorite shirt. A small colorful stone I found in the front yard on Wreston. It’s nothing, really. Odds and ends of an unfulfilled life. 
 
   Spying something trapped in the folds of my bag, I fumble for it. 
 
   “My necklace!” I exclaim to myself. 
 
   It’s a teensy-weensy circular disc made of Earth-silver, barely four centimeters wide. It hangs from a spider web-like filament chain. I don’t know how the guard who took mom’s hairbrush missed it. 
 
   A smile darts across my face as I lift the tiny circle and squint at it. It’s been in my family for centuries, handed down for generations. My mom gave it to me the day before she was taken from us by some crazed murderer. 
 
   The tarnished back is etched with the words “Out of the mud comes….” 
 
   I can’t read the rest of it. I can barely make out any of the words at this point. On the other side is some scribble of a symbol but it’s nearly gone, worn from time. 
 
   “What comes out of the mud?” I had asked my mom when she handed me the locket. We sat in our small kitchen, overlooking a tree-lined walkway. I was a confused, mixed-up teen at the time.
 
   She had smiled but she remained silent, her eyes holding secrets. She raised her tea to her lips and sipped.
 
   “What? Is this some mystery I have to figure out? I don’t have time for mysteries, Mom. In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a war going on,” I said to her with a huff.
 
   “It’s the perfect time to figure out a mystery,” she said. “When the world is in upheaval…” 
 
   And then, the next day, she was gone, her body criss-crossed with slashes from some sick fuck’s blade. Nothing had really been the same since.
 
   I sigh, clutching the necklace to my chest. 
 
   A buzzing alert echoes through my room. I jump, dropping the necklace onto the bed. 
 
   “Citizen 29143. Reve Borren. Citizen 29143. Reve Borren,” a droning autobot intones.
 
   I race across the room in a few short steps, staring at the silver door, searching for the way to open it.
 
   “Are you in there, Sakhi?” Reve shouts.
 
   “Yes! How do you open this thing?” I shout back. 
 
   “Place your palm anywhere along the door. When you opened it, it memorized your hand print.”
 
   I press my palm along the silvery surface and, sure enough, the panels of the door part. 
 
   Reve stands before me, appearing relaxed and calm. “Hey, sis. Citizen 29143 reporting for duty.”
 
   I smile. “How do you know all this stuff? I’m going to have to gain access to your online world.”
 
   “Shhh,” he says, as he looks right and left. He zips across the threshold and the door closes behind him, trapping us both. He hugs me and leans in close to my ear, nuzzling me affectionately. “Not so loud. I’m not supposed to have a com device,” he says in a barely audible voice.
 
   I squeeze him back and whisper, “How did you get it in here?”
 
   He leans back and shakes his head, his lips curving into mirth. 
 
   My eyes narrow. “You didn’t…” I begin. Before we had left for the jetter, he had taken a long time in the loo back on Wreston, and I mean a long time. 
 
   He grins.
 
   “Ew, Reve. That’s gross,” I say, picturing him shoving his small communication device into a bodily orifice. I hope he wrapped it in something.
 
   He winks and then his shrewd gaze sweeps my room. “Say, this looks familiar. Oh, right, they all look the same.” He sneers. “You get settled?” he asks loudly, looking at my belongings scattered on the bed. He cups his hands around his ears, indicating someone could be listening to us. 
 
   “You’re so paranoid,” I say. 
 
   “You’re so naive,” he retorts. “Did you? Get settled?”
 
   “Sort of. I barely started,” I say, indicating my tiny pile of comfort.
 
   He glances across the room. “Have you checked out the WD?” He gestures toward the small door near the couch.
 
   My forehead furrows. “The WD?”
 
   “Waste Disposal. The place that stinks with Uni-chem sanitize solution. The loo. Make sure and check it out. It’s a trip. Sucks your shit, wipes your bum, leaves you fresh as a flower. Sends said excrement to Uni-Shit Negative-One, where I’ll put it to good use. Oh—did I call it Uni-Shit? My bad. It’s Uni-Shit-Station Negative-One.”
 
   My stomach does its usual guilt squeeze flip flop. 
 
   “Reve…” I begin.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s a job. I’ve done worse.” His face takes on the appearance of granite. 
 
   “What could be worse than…?” I start to say.
 
   “Working in everyone’s shit?” His gaze slides to his wounded thigh. His jaw stiffens. He steps toward the bed and lifts the silver necklace. 
 
   “This,” he says, looping the chain around his index finger and swinging the disc back and forth. “How’d you get it past the guards?”
 
   I shrug. “No idea.”
 
   “You can’t wear it, you know. You’ll never be allowed to keep it,” he says. “No personal anything is allowed here. I’m sure they drilled that into your head at the intake desk.” 
 
   “I know,” I say, reaching for it.
 
   “What do you think arises from mud?” he says, grinning. “Shit. This Complex. Violence and stupid agreements. Those things rise from mud.”
 
   “Give it back.” I reach for it. “I’m sure it has a better meaning.”
 
   He snatches it back. 
 
   “You planning something I don’t know about?” he asks.
 
   “Like what?” I ask, my hand darting for the silver.
 
   “Like showing you’ve got some cohones for once. Being courageous. Doing something you’re not supposed to do like hold onto this piece of silver because it’s yours, for fuck’s sake, and risk being caught. Ooh, what an act of defiance.” He swings the silver into his palm and curls his fingers around it. “Or maybe,” he says, eyes glinting, “you’re going to overthrow the government.” 
 
   He smiles.
 
   “Right. Not likely. Not here. Not me.” My heart clenches.
 
   “Yeah. Not you,” Reve says. “You always struggle with morality.”
 
   He says “morality” like it’s a disgusting, dirty word.
 
   “We both know the reason you got caught stealing is because you hesitated. We were starving, for God’s sake, and you were worried about the morality of stealing from someone who ‘worked hard’ for produce. Never mind that the worker who actually picked the fruit, transported the fruit only got a mat to sleep on and a few coins for his labor. You’ve always lacked the ability to question the status quo. You’re incapable of righteous boldness, sis.”
 
   I feel like he’s just slugged me in the gut. He knows I’m a wimp. I hate to displease anyone or buck the rules. But still it stings to hear Reve affirm my lack of courage. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I say, grabbing the necklace while he’s distracted. I push past him and shove it under my pillow. “At least we’re not at war or living on the streets or recovering from mom’s murder.”
 
   “This again? I don’t want to go there, okay?” Reve regards me with pleading eyes.
 
   “Why not?” I say, my defenses flaring. “You never want to talk about it.”
 
   “What’s to talk about?” Reve says in a too loud voice. “She was drained by some Meta fuck and slashed to death.” His hand flies in front of his neck. The whites of his eyes flash and his face reddens. “If she’d lived, she’d have been a complete vegetable. An imbecile. The asshole who murdered her took her mind, raped her, claiming her dignity. At least he finished her off.”
 
   I stop and stare at him.  “What did you say? At least he finished her off?” I’m about to go rule-breaking psycho and lunge at his throat but he runs his hand across his face, looking sheepish.
 
    “Forget about it. Sorry I blew up. I’m stressed. We’re in enemy territory here. And just because I don’t talk about shit doesn’t mean I don’t think about it. We could be living next door to mom’s murderer.” 
 
   The thought chills me.
 
   “If we ever find that fucker…” His face grows red.
 
   “I know,” I say, heat rising in my face, too. “We’ll kill the son of a bitch.”
 
   His eyebrows rise. “Bold talk coming from my shy sister.”
 
   I shrug.
 
   He crosses the room and puts his arm around me. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, okay?” he says. He smooths my hair back.
 
   “Okay.” I stare at him somberly. “But you can’t save me from what I see when I sleep. I’m worried at what I’ll see here in this disgusting place when I dream tonight. You know, me sensing everyone’s everything,” I say, a wan smile forming. “I’m like an unwilling voyeur.”
 
   A mischievous look crosses his face. “Have you ever seen someone having sex?” he asks, his face lighting up. “Not you. If it’s you, I don’t want to hear about it.”
 
   “Shut up,” I say, pushing him away.
 
   “Have you?” he laughs.
 
   “I see everything. I see people craving food, scanning their news-coms, longing for a new job, and yes, screwing the shit out of someone besides their mate. I witness what they want, not what they have. I see what’s behind the facade. I hate it. Now shut up! You always try to distract me.” My arms fold over my chest. 
 
   His eyes twinkle. “Did it work?”
 
   A tiny smile peeks through my mood. “A little, yeah.”
 
   “Good. Dad was killed in the war. Mom died. You started having freaky dreams. I became an asshole,” he says, adding a derisive chuckle. 
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I say, not sure I believe my protest.
 
   “Yes, sis,” he says, “I did. But arguing about it…”
 
   “We’re not arguing. We’re clearing the air.”
 
   He gives me a lame squeeze, probably trying to get me to feel better so we can move on. “Arguing about it, not talking about it, whatever, won’t help things. It happened. We’re here. Here is what we need to focus on.”
 
   I gamely nod my head but inside I’m both seething and freaked out. Being around all these monsters and weirdos has got to affect my night-time sojourns. Most people get to escape reality when they fall asleep. Not me. I’ll be tripping through the unconscious minds of the masses. It’s like wading through a mental stew-swamp, night after night. The doctors Reve took me to called it a “psychic awakening.” I call it becoming a psycho.
 
   In typical “let’s distract my sister” mode, Reve grabs my hand. “Let’s go eat. I’m famished. There’s a cafeteria on level sixteen for our district’s use. And then we need to get to work.” 
 
   His lips press flat.
 
   My gaze slides toward the door like a snake-pit is on the other side. “Nah, I’ll fix you something here.” 
 
   When I step outside this room, I’ll be faced with the challenge of co-existing with Metas. And that’s something I’d rather not deal with right now. I need this final hour to shore up some strength. And then maybe, if I get lucky, when I fall asleep tonight I’ll go somewhere far away from the Complex. Somewhere safe. I sigh. Fat chance. I’ll probably get to watch a vampire munch the crap out of a woman’s neck, before screwing her senseless. Lucky me. At this moment, I’d rather be taking my chances on the streets of Wreston, trying to steal food.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I arrive at the stark white and gray outbuilding of Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three, it’s evident the place is crawling with Metas. I sense their chaotic, strange energy like bees buzzing and humming along my skin, their tiny legs stimulating every nerve. There’s the erotic terror oozing from the vampires, captured in their cells when they took another’s blood. The disembodied chaos of the incubus.  The werewolves, hung over with blood-lust from last night’s moon call before heading to this sorry place.
 
   So much for this stupid implant. 
 
   Brushing my arms to free myself of the disturbing sensation, I look around for some indication of what we’re supposed to do, where we’re supposed to be. Already, I can tell the Complex abides on a “need to know” basis.
 
   We all look ridiculous in our black and gray uniforms. It’s like a convention of surgical nurses, all sporting the same loose-fitting pants and shirts. Gray top. Black bottoms. Black shoes. The only color comes from our skin, eyes, and hair. It’s a wonder they don’t insist we dye our tresses black or shave our heads. I purse my lips into a tight knot.
 
   “Hey,” a musical voice chimes to my left.
 
   My head whips around. Next to me stands a Meta female. Her energy is light, cheery, almost fun. I let out a long, slow breath.
 
   “Are you talking to me?” I say.
 
   “Sure am.” She smiles, and her nut brown skin seems to radiate warmth. “I’m Naazira Lighthawk, from planet Pinao. Or, rather, citizen 40981.” She giggles. “And, no, I’m not a criminal. Everyone assumes everyone else is a criminal here.” She rolls her green, gold, and blue-flecked eyes, and then extends her hand to me.
 
   Her eyes remind me of sunlight sparkling through the leaves of trees. Her pointed, cat-like ears poke through a tumble of green and gold curly locks. I take a second to marvel at her smooth skin, the color of a forest floor. She’s a Meta. And, she’s far too pretty. But I could sure use an ally. 
 
   “Sakhi Borren,” I say, taking her proffered hand. “From planet Wreston. So, why are you here, then?”
 
   Her smooth shoulders rise and fall. “Your kind and my kind used to co-exist on planet Earth before your people destroyed the planet in a nuclear holocaust and we all had to flee. The clan said we needed to participate in the Complex experiment. Galya Clan. I’m an elf, in case you wondered.” 
 
   Her face wrinkles into one of the friendliest smiles I’ve ever seen. 
 
   “We did?” This comes as startling news. There’s no recorded history of peaceful coexistence between Humans and Metas on Earth, or anywhere, for that matter.
 
   “Yep. Do you know much about Earth?” she says.
 
   I shake my head. “Not really. Only what they taught us in upper level education history,” I say. “About us escaping Earth when a nuclear holocaust wiped the planet of natural resources in 3910. Let’s see,” I say, trying to remember. “We traveled for forty years, discovered the Seldova solar system in 3910. Fought with…” I catch myself, realizing I’m talking to a Meta. “You know, we all fought. You won. Now we’re here.” I shrug but inside I’m seething. 
 
   Her kind could have been fighting against my brother. They could have killed my dad or murdered mom.
 
   “I know,” she says, flashing a sympathetic smile. “It sucked. Our clan—we stayed out of it.”
 
   “You did?” I say, surprised.
 
   “Well, yeah,” she says, glancing out of the corner of her eye. “A war with the name of Project Extinction could mean no good outcome. For anyone.” She shakes her head. “I think my clan wanted me here as an asset. I’m a linguist, as well as a historian. I’ve mastered fae, Strigoi, Dryad, Dhampir…”
 
   She keeps rattling off the various languages she’s mastered, but I stop listening when a tall figure strides in the room. 
 
   Naazira’s head pivots, to see what caught my attention.
 
   Every head turns as if drawn by a magnet. All the frenetic energy falls into the exquisite void of Thrasyllus Blüthe. He moves to the front of the room with the power and grace of a wildcat.
 
   He’s wearing a black uniform with an orange U-logo. Three gleaming red pins are pinned to his sleeve. His hair is combed back, framing his gorgeous features. And, as I suspected, his eyes are clearly distinct—one green, clear and bright; one dark as nightfall, staring from the depths.
 
   Once again, I marvel at his lack of an energetic signature. He comes across as completely blank, void of emotion of any kind. 
 
   “Isn’t he dreamy?” Naazira says.
 
   “Huh? What?” I turn to face her, blinking.
 
   “Him. I know you feel it, too. He’s to die for. I’d violate race relations and Complex ordinances to have him for the night. I’d show him a thing or two about elven lust.” She winks.
 
   My face flames with heat. 
 
   “He’s a war hero, you know. My clan elder told me some of the stories about how he fought valiantly in the name of peace.”
 
   I scoff. “Fought in the name of peace?”
 
   “You know. Fought for a cause.” Again her slender shoulder rises and falls, like a sigh. 
 
   I turn back in his direction. He’s looking straight at me.
 
   A few others crane to see what he’s staring at…or rather whom. Meta and Human eyes grow flinty, tossing gaze grenades in my direction. One of them leans toward another and points as she whispers in her companion’s ear. 
 
   The heat in my face grows even hotter. I let my eyes linger on his for the briefest of seconds, my insides tingling. Then my gaze plummets to the floor. 
 
   The acute silence in the room closes around me like a noose. 
 
   “Welcome, everyone,” he says, in a rich, deep baritone, breaking the spell. 
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief and look up. His attention is on the assembly, not me.
 
   But then his eyes dart in my direction again, his gaze hovering on me. His chest expands and falls, as if he’s taking a long, slow breath. 
 
   A pleasant, warm breeze-like sensation falls along my skin. For a second, I forget where I am. But then, Thrasyllus Blüthe takes command.
 
   “First, let’s get formalities out of the way. Everywhere but here, you’ll be known as your citizen number. But that’s too many numbers for me to remember.” He flashes an endearing grin at everyone.
 
   A chuckle catches fire among the group, spreading like dancing flames.
 
   “So, here you’ll be referred to as your names. And I’m to be called Thras. Understood?” He looks at us, arched eyebrows framing his eager eyes.
 
   We all nod. Some smile in assent, no doubt hoping that being on a first name basis with this handsome man will lead to other things.
 
   He spreads his hands. “As you can see, your surroundings don’t exactly look woodsy or like a garden, do they?” 
 
   Both Humans and Metas titter. Some surreptitiously move closer to him. In a few short seconds, he’s managed to unite us in one common cause—being on his list of favorites. Only, I want to be anywhere but on that list. 
 
   He continues speaking about the lushness of the bosk, the importance of our work here but I’m tracking none of it. All I sense is the chaotic energy of the room, contrasted with his lack of emotion. He’s like some sort of ultra-charming black hole. Sure, he’s smiling, attempting to put us all at ease, but the emotional atmosphere in the room is anything but easy. People’s eyes slide left and right, looking at their neighbor with narrowed eyes and rigid postures. Even Naazira stands stiffly, her pinkish brown lips drawn tight, like a slash in the soil.
 
   And then, a sudden darker than dark energy stabs my awareness. It’s so intense, it’s like I’m being strangled with a chain. 
 
   No one pays me any mind except for Thrasyllus. He regards me briefly, then turns his head toward the door.
 
   The silver breach opens, revealing Paki. 
 
   The temperature in the room seems to drop a few degrees. Or, maybe it’s just me.
 
   “Why are they still here, Blüthe? They should be outside, attending to their duties.” Paki looks like he wants to pick his teeth with Thrasyllus Blüthe’s bones.
 
   “We were merely getting acquainted, Mr. Tchepikov. We need to get to know one another before we engage in our important duties.” Thras regards Paki coolly.
 
   “That’s Sergeant Tchepikov, Blüthe.” Paki’s nearly vibrating. Waves of rage roll from his skin.
 
   A scythe-like smile curves on Thras’ face. “Not to me. You’re not my superior. Do you need reminding of my status as acting Commander of my squadron in the war?”
 
   I stifle a giggle, expecting to see steam pour from Paki’s ears.
 
   Paki’s head whips in my direction like a striking viper.
 
    “Miss Borren,” he says. “Is there a problem? Something we all need to be made aware of?”
 
   My cheeks become burning embers.
 
   “You’d do well to let me manage my team, Mr. Tchepikov,” Thras says. “Now how can I help you? Is there a reason for interrupting? We have a busy day ahead.”
 
   “I need to see her.” Paki stabs a finger at me.
 
   My stomach contracts to the size of a marble.
 
   “Can it wait?” Thras asks.
 
   “No. She needs to be fitted with a Trac-Klip.” Paki’s lips form the same sphincter shape as before.
 
   The room erupts in whispers.
 
   I’m mortified. Trac-Klips are used to monitor the activities of murderers, serial killers, and the like. I’m none of those.
 
   A side-eyed glance shows Naazira staring at me, her brow as furrowed as tree-bark.
 
   Others stare at me with through lowered eyelids. 
 
   “I reviewed her history,” Thras says. “I see no need for a Trac-Klip. I’ll personally vouch for her whereabouts. I’ll doubt she’ll see much time outside Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three.”
 
   His eyelids mere slits, Paki slowly smooths one side of his mustache, and then the other, as if the day hours belong to him and him alone. “It was a direct order from…” 
 
   “I have command over my team,” Thras says sharply. “If I see the need to fit anyone with a tracking device, especially those more deserving than Miss Borren, I’ll see to it myself they’re properly fitted.” 
 
   I watch him, blinking. I swear he increases in girth and height.
 
   “But,” Paki splutters, his posture curving into a C.
 
   “Will there be anything else?” Thras commands.
 
   Paki recovers his posture, like he’s replaced the stick in his ass. His gaze ping-pongs between Thras and me. He turns and stalks from the room, his boots striking the floor like bayonets. The door shuts behind me.
 
   The room explodes with conversation. Both Metas and Humans flash suspicious gazes in my direction.
 
   “Quiet,” Thras orders. His command sucks the sound from the space. “This was a mistake. Mr. Tchepikov got his details wrong. Miss Borren is not, and will not, be getting a Trac-Klip. She doesn’t deserve it. I’ve read all your records. I can name a few who would be well-served with a monitor.” His penetrating gaze sweeps the room like a segif seeking a target.
 
   One person tugs his earlobe. Another rolls his shoulders. Yet another coughs. 
 
   “You will treat Miss Borren with the respect due her. Do we have agreement?” Thras’ arms resume their crisp fold across his chest.
 
   Great, I think, wrapping my arms around my tummy. I don’t want to be regarded as getting preferential treatment.
 
   A few mumbles and mutters fall from the lips of the meek.
 
   “I said, Do. We. Have. Agreement?” His voice is like a lion roar.
 
   A few people nod or mutter their acknowledgment.
 
   “Good,” he says, grinning, once more putting on the charm.
 
   I’m left standing with pulverized insides. Not only do my fellow “inmates” regard me with jealousy over Thras’ treatment of me, they now hold contempt for my imaginary crimes, I’m sure. I’m terrified of Thrasyllus Blüthe. I’m also extremely unsettled by the way he makes me feel. If I’m truthful, I’d really like to know what it feels like to be touched by him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At the end of the day-cycle, after digging holes, setting plants, carrying flats of seedlings and other tasks, I drag myself into the Fastrans, aching like someone who’s been beaten with clubs throughout the day. I need a long bath. The only thing I’ll get in my Uni-apartment is a timed drizzle of water.
 
   I push inside the lift, finding welcome respite in the corner, surrounded by other weary people.
 
   Someone calls, “Hey, hold the lift!” 
 
   I look up to see Reve, and smile wanly. I’m too tired to stretch my face any further.
 
   My brother reeks. 
 
   When he enters the lift, his limp more pronounced than ever, we all shrink away from him. 
 
   Someone gags. 
 
   Even I can barely stomach the smell.
 
   He grins. “Hey now, don’t be repulsed. This is the fruits of my labors in processing all your shit and piss. You should be thanking me.”
 
   “Thank you,” someone mutters through the hand over his mouth. 
 
   “Ride the lift by yourself,” a woman says.
 
   “You know and I know this is a communal experience,” Reve says. “Get used to it. We can all get along if we try.”
 
   Someone snickers.
 
   “Right, like best friends throughout the universe,” another adds.
 
   “Exactly,” Reve says. “B.F.T.U.s,” he adds. He shoulders his way to stand next to me. “How was your day?”
 
   I wish he had kept his distance. 
 
   “Exhausting. I set up an entire irrigation system for some plants we’re cultivating. Naazira and I did it.” I puff out my chest.
 
   “Did you know that fine water pumped into Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three,” Reve says, “is actually cleaned and filtered in Sub-level’s very own Uni-Shit-Station Negative-One?”
 
   I swallow, and give him a side-eye glance. 
 
   A man chuckles.
 
   I hug my belly. 
 
   “Did you know that, sis?” Reve says. His lips stretch into a grimace.
 
   “I do now,” I say. “Good to know. Thanks for all your hard work.”
 
   “No problem,” he says. “It’s my pleasure to serve all the fine beings on the Complex.”
 
   “Reve,” I whisper under my breath. “Stop it.”
 
   “What?” he says in mock innocence. “I thought you might find that interesting. The water is piped from these ghastly hydrothermal vents called Black Smokers. Remember that stench we smelled when we were outside the Complex?”
 
   “I do,” a woman says. “It was awful.” 
 
   Both Reve and I turn to look at her. 
 
   An exotic beauty, with ruby red eyes and gold and orange tresses, her skin is covered with huge jungle-cat like markings.
 
   A shifter freak? 
 
   I eye her surreptitiously, flattening against the elevator wall.
 
    “Right,” Reve says. “It was and it is.” He pauses when the Fastrans doors open.
 
   A few get off, even more push in. The new passengers’ shuffle away from Reve.
 
   Reve grins at the female. “The Black Smokers spew the polluted water this planet is known for. This place is one of the garbage dumps of the galaxy, lest you wonder why they chose it for this experiment. That’s what they think of us.” 
 
   “Fascinating,” she says, grinning back. “You’re a smart one.”
 
   “Not really,” he says. “I pay attention.” He taps his temple. He’s got his “girl game face” on.
 
   I roll my eyes.
 
   The door opens again, and it’s my level. I push and shove to get to the door, grabbing Reve’s hand along the way. 
 
   “You’re coming with me,” I hiss.
 
   “But I was having a conversation,” he protests. “I thought I might get some Meta tail.”
 
   “Conversation’s over,” I say, as the doors engulf those remaining inside. I whirl to face him. “Thanks for destroying my good mood. I had a horrid day, too, in case you wondered. The only thing that brightened my mood was finishing my irrigation project.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Reve says, putting his hands in front of him. “It’s hell working with people’s shit. I think half the population is diseased, based on the smell.”
 
   “Ew, that’s disgusting.” I pinch my nose as if I might smell it.
 
   “And it’s my job for two years. This is only day one.”
 
   “I know, I know. My fault. I already feel guilty enough.” My teeth sneak a nibble of my lip.
 
   “Good. You should.” Reve looks away from me, his arms stiffly angled across his chest. 
 
   I wince.
 
   He sighs.
 
    “Sorry, that was uncalled for. I’ve had a ‘shitty day.’ Get it?” he says, turning to face me.
 
   “I get it,” I say. My heart hangs around my ankles. 
 
   We stride along the hall toward my room. I place my palm on the scanner and the room is revealed.
 
   Both Reve and I enter, and the door closes. I beeline straight for my bed.
 
    I fall back on it and sigh. “What a day.”
 
   Reve makes his way over to the sofa.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I snap. “Shower first.”
 
   He tenses. “Come on, sis, don’t you want to think of me when I’m gone?” 
 
   He pivots to look at me. 
 
   “Not that way. I manage to think of you all the time without the smelly reminder.”
 
   He purses his lips, and I instantly regret my words.
 
   “My leg is killing me.” He hobbles over to my eating station table and leans against it, his fingers curling over the edge.
 
   “I noticed. Go take a shower. Then you can sit down. Or, peel your clothes off. I can get you a towel to wrap up in and then you can take a load off.”
 
   He glares sharply at me. “Hell. No.” 
 
   The words emerge with such force, I’m glad I’m laying down.
 
   “Come on, it’s okay. I’ve can take viewing your scar,” I say, soothing him. “I’m a big girl.”
 
   “No. Let’s change the topic.”
 
   “Or, I can get a towel and lay it on the sofa. I should have offered. I didn’t think you were in such pain.”
 
   He takes a long, deep breath. “I’m fine. Drop it.”
 
   “Reve,” I say gently. “Let me take care of you.”
 
   “No,” he says through gritted teeth. His eyes lift to meet mine. “But, thanks. I know, I know…I’m ‘lucky to have survived,’” he says, making quote marks in the air. “I had to listen to the party line every fucking day when I was in the Re-Gen space pod. So now, lucky me is living on this hell hole, surrounded by the enemy. No doubt the fucker who wielded the Adjustable Flux Shooter at me is now one of my co-workers. Did you know they called their weapons Butchers of Frozen Hell?”
 
   I quickly shake my head and wait, expectantly. I dare not breathe. 
 
   Is he actually going to talk about what he went through in the war? 
 
   “You don’t like to talk about it, so, no, you never told me,” I say quietly.
 
   “Yep,” he says, his jaw tight. “Directed-energy weapons, they emanated deadly, ice cold microwave and particle beams that virtually disintegrate flesh and bone. A fucking Meta aimed one at me and fired. Boom! The only reason I even survived is because of my shield. It absorbed some of the impact.” 
 
   I gasp. “Oh, no! Reve, that’s awful. Why are you telling me this now?”
 
   “Because you need to know who we’re dealing with here. This Complex experiment is not going to work. All any of us wants is to get our payment and get out of here. Sure, we’ll pretend to get along, but we’ll always be enemies with Metas, sis. Always.” His handsome face contorts into an ugly sneer.
 
   “Can’t you ask for a medical transfer or something?”
 
   He studies me, smirking. “Oh, you are naive, sis. It’s like you learned nothing from living on the streets. No one can be trusted, and I mean no one. This isn’t the kind of place where I can say, ‘Oh, hey, my leg is sore. Can you put me at a desk job?’ We’re assigned to these fucking jobs for a reason. It’s their way of controlling us…keeping an eye out for us. All the while we’re working side by side with enemy forces.” He inhales sharply. “I’ve got to sit down, stink or no stink. And before you can think to ask, yeah, they have a cleaning station in the bowels of hell. I chose to revel in my scented attire. I also chose to share it.” He aims a pointed glare at me, and then grabs one of the eating station chairs and eases his body down. He lets out a long breath and closes his eyes. “There. So much better. Tell me something about your day.” 
 
   “Uh, okay. Listen to this—that Paki asshole interrupted the meeting this morning and said I needed to be fitted for a Trac-Klip,” I say.
 
   Reve’s eyelids fly open. “No kidding?”
 
   “No kidding. Now everyone’s afraid of me. They think I’m a murderer.” I bunch the bedspread into a tight knot.
 
   His face darkens into lines and shadows. “Maybe you can use that to your advantage.”
 
   “What kind of advantage is it to have both Humans and Metas terrified of me?” I shudder. “And then I’m working for this being who has no energetic signature…none at all. Don’t you think that’s weird?”
 
   “That is a little odd. I’ll ask around and see what I can find out. What’s his name?” Reve asks.
 
   “Thrasyllus Blüthe. Didn’t you see him when we checked in this morning? Paki made sure to point him out to me.”
 
   “I was more concerned with you than anyone else. I wanted to make sure you were safe.” He regards me with soft eyes.
 
   “Thank you. It means a lot to me that you look out for me.” I let out a long, slow breath. “Thrasyllus Blüth scares me.” I prop my head on my pillow. “And he kept staring at me, taking huge breaths. So the half who aren’t terrified of me are jealous of me, like I’m getting some kind of preferential treatment.”
 
   “Are you getting preferential treatment?” Reve asks. “You’re extremely pretty, sis.” 
 
   I tsk. “I don’t know, maybe. He seems to be a hands-on kind of guy, interacting with all of us. And thank you, but I’m no big deal.” I flick my fingers along the bed fabric, smoothing out the knot I made.
 
   “How hands-on?” Reve winks.
 
   “Not like that,” I retort. “He kept coming over to where Naazira and I were working, offering suggestions, complimenting us.”
 
   “Oh, he kept coming over to you, did he?” Reve’s mouth quirks into a devilish smile. “Oh, Thrasyllus,” he says, in a high voice. “I need help with this irrigation system. Can you wiggle your finger into this tiny hole?”
 
   “Stop it. It’s his job,” I say, while my cheeks heat up. “Maybe he’s attracted to Naazira. Maybe she’ll be a friend.”
 
   “Don’t even go there,” Reve says, scoffing. “No one is your friend here.” He gives me a pointed glare.
 
   “You’re too suspicious. She’s a beautiful elf,” I say.
 
   “An elf?” He brightens, stroking the stubble on his chin. “I hear they’re creative in bed. I never said I wouldn’t fuck a Meta. May as well screw one.”
 
   “Stop it. They’re off-limits, Reve. You read the contract, same as me.”
 
   He scoffs. “You honestly don’t think a hundred-thousand horny individuals are going to let rules guide their actions, do you?”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. Let’s get back to Thrasyllus Blüth.” I glare at him. “And not in the way you’re implying. I hear he’s a war hero. He’s extremely charismatic. And he’s all about peaceful relations. Maybe he’s up for a gold star or something.” 
 
   I stare up at the white ceiling.
 
   “This could also be used to your advantage, sis.” Reve looks like his mind is whirring, engines prepping for take-off.
 
   “I don’t think so. I believe I’m already some pawn in a power play I know nothing about. Paki and Thras had words over me while everyone else watched.” 
 
   I retrieve the silver keepsake from under my pillow, fingering the locket. 
 
    “Oh, so you call him Thras, now, do you?” Reve’s eyebrow cocks.
 
   “Quit sexualizing everything I say. He told us all to call him that. Everyone.” My brother’s getting to me. “Go take a shower. I’m sure you know where the towels are. I doubt if your room setup is any different than mine. I’ll fix us dinner.”
 
   “No, I want to finish our conversation,” he says.
 
   “Fine. Paki and Thras seemed to go at each other like dogs with stiff tails and ears, held high in aggression. And it seemed I was the pawn in the middle. Me. Who am I? Nobody, that’s who. I thought Paki would explode. Then, he simply turned tail and left. But I doubt if it’s the last we’ll see of him, what with his Wacher status and all. And why am I being so closely watched? Are you getting the same treatment?”
 
   Reve squints. “Not really, no. I think they assigned me in the sub-levels for a reason, though. They’re keeping me out of the way in the shitter, and they’re keeping you somewhere visible where they can keep an eye on you.”
 
   “We’re only petty thieves. I don’t get it. We’re hardly the stuff killers are made of.” I sit up.
 
   His stomach growls.
 
   “You’re hungry. Let me feed you. It hardly matters, anyway, because all we have is questions. Take a shower and then we’ll see if we can find answers.” I get to my feet and walk over to the kitchen area.
 
   “You’re probably right. I do need to get cleaned up. Even I’m sick of my stink, if truth be told.” He lifts his arm and sniffs. “This place disgusts me.” 
 
   “And, for the thousandth time, I’m sorry.” I open the cold storage unit, taking stock.
 
   “I know you are,” he says. “I’ll get over it. And we do end up with a lot of S-Co. More than I could have made for us by stealing.” His eyes flit around the room from corner to corner, as if searching for listening devices. “Shit,” he mutters.
 
   “Paranoid much? They know that part. Don’t worry about it. Even if they are monitoring us, I imagine we’re not high on their list.” I pull out some veggies and meat-like substance in a silver squeeze-tube.
 
   “That’s the problem, sis. If what you’re saying is true, it seems like we are high on their list. That’s the thing I’m afraid of.” He points his middle finger at every corner. “Take that, assholes.”
 
   I let out a nervous giggle. But inside, I think he’s right.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting on the bed, I stare anxiously at my brother, resting on the sofa, his eyelids closed to our Complex nightmare. 
 
   His elbow sits on the arm of the couch, his hand supporting his head. He looks so peaceful propped there. I sani-washed his work clothes in the WD while he showered, eliminating the stench. He’s clean, fed, and comforted. He’s always been a heavy sleeper. It’s as if his mind draws a barrier to his existence the minute his eyes close.
 
   For me, sleep is a terrifying state, especially tonight. Who knows what I’ll dream living in a ginormous metal bubble filled with Metas? I fidget with the bed covering. I nibble my lower lip. I chew on the inside of my cheek. 
 
   To further distract myself, I stare at the stark white and gray interior of my dwelling. This place is blank. There’s no warmth whatsoever and we’re told we can do little, if anything, to customize our surroundings. The experiment is said to work best if our environment is neutral, nothing to reflect our past or remind us of our race. At the moment it’s not doing what I hoped—distracting me. 
 
   Finally, words catapult from my mouth. 
 
   “I’m scared to fall asleep, Reve,” I say, interrupting his post-supper drowse. 
 
   He jerks awake and rubs his eyes. “Huh? What did you say?”
 
   “I’m scared. Surrounded by crazy mutants and criminals, I don’t know what the night will bring.”
 
   “Shhh,” he soothes. He stretches, yawns again, then gets up and limps toward me. He sits on the bed next to me, drawing me close. “It’s going to be okay. I’ve got you.”
 
   “No, Reve, it’s not. I’m worried it’s going to be the same as when mom died—only worse.” 
 
   His face sours, and he shakes his head. “Nothing can be as bad as that.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” I say, burrowing into his shoulder as if he can protect me. “That’s what I feel like right now. That same sense of insanity, like I’m going to be devoured by my dreams, not simply a voyeur to them.”
 
   “Come on, little sis,” he says falling into his soothing voice.
 
   If he’s using that voice, I must be freaking him out. I let out a shaky, shuddering breath.
 
   “That’s it. Good girl. I’ve got you.” His head falls against the wall. 
 
   I feel wrapped in comfort. But then, a few seconds later, a snore emerges. Reve’s merely asleep. 
 
   He jerks and gives me another squeeze. “I should get back to my apartment.” 
 
   He pushes his feet toward the edge of the bed.
 
   My fears leap-frog back into my brain. “Can’t you sleep here tonight?”
 
   “I wish I could but someone in the lower levels let it slip we’re constantly being monitored.”
 
   “What? How? I thought you were only being paranoid.”
 
   “I wish. You know that glint of light high overhead you asked Paki about when we arrived?” He gets to his feet, wincing. His leg is probably bothering him still. I wish I could do something to take away his suffering.
 
   “Yeah. What about it?” 
 
   “That’s the eye in the sky. The ‘guvmint’ is watching us,” he says, resorting to slang. “At all times. If I’m not in my room by twenty-three hundred hours, I might not be around in the morning.”
 
   I stiffen. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “I kid you not. That’s the word on the street. Or, rather, the word in the shitter” He pauses and looks at me. I must look as terrified as I feel, because he adds, “We can do this.” 
 
   “We’ll get through this together,” I say.
 
   “Damn straight we will,” he says, winking. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? Dinner at your place again?”
 
    He laughs. 
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll take care of you,” I say.
 
   “And I’ll take care of you.” He gets to his feet like an old man, not the five and twenty years of his actual age. He pauses before exiting. “Didn’t some old hag teach you how to deal with this shit?”
 
   My forehead scrunches as I scan my memory. “Yes! You’re right! I thought it a dumb idea at the time.  Maybe it’s time to try it. Thank you!”
 
   After he leaves, I don my nightclothes and turtle under the blanket. I recall the technique taught to me when Reve and I were forced to live on the streets. 
 
   “You say your awakening happened when your mum died?” an old woman had said to me through missing teeth, grateful for the scrap of bread I shared with her. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That’s what happens. Tragedy can split your cells. Now, if I’m right,” she said, “you’re one of them people who’s like a sponge for other’s thoughts and emotions. They’ll be around you and they’ll feel better because they’ve dumped all their everything into you. And you’ll be burdened by every mood, thought, and feeling known the galaxy over. You’re like a vortex. A cleansing station. And then you’ll dream.” She wiped the air with her hand. “Only you’ll be transported to a place most don’t go to. You’ll be in the minds and souls of people. You’ll be privy to their secrets.”
 
   She went on to explain a simple technique for purging toxins from my etheric body. 
 
   And so, laying here in this strange new world, I imagine washing others’ emotional gunk from my skin with my hands where it bleeds down an imaginary drain.  The faucet streams with white light and water, cascading from the spout. I hold my hands under the flow until whatever’s in my cupped palms is washed away. As I do this, setting my mind and imagination to the task, I relax. As the last of the strange feelings I’ve been carrying all day is washed from my soul, I drift into the ethers.
 
   In my sleep, I drift through the corridor of my division, riding a thick current of emotion. People’s fears coil like murky yellow clouds, oozing through the doors and walls of their apartments. Their distrust hangs from the ceiling like black swamp moss. Suspicion and hatred pool along the floor in sticky chunks of brownish-gray. It’s overwhelming. I gag. Even though I’m in my etheric body, I’m sure I can vomit up something.
 
   I don’t want to see people’s secrets. I don’t want to know their obsessions and their longings, their anxiety and their fears. I don’t want to see a vampire’s lust or his victim’s erotic fright. Or stumble into a werewolf’s path witnessing whatever werewolves do.  And so I seek a place inside my mind that’s quiet and perfect. 
 
   As a teen, before our house got blown to dust, I used to sneak from the housing compound and slip into the woods at night, seeking comfort. Lit by the moon, I’d track my way down to a pond. There, I’d sit, listening to the Three-eyed frogs singing their throaty song, and the double-winged Singing-Star crickets, their wings humming a thousand beats a minute. 
 
   Now, as I enter my dream-space, hoping I can avoid watching a gruesome scene taking place on the Complex, I bring the quiet pond to mind as a vivid memory. It’s difficult to do as I find myself wading through my fellow District Five dwellers nightmares. They appear as murky shadows. Some seem to cling to my skin as I focus on the pond. I wipe my legs of the emotional goo and bring all my memories of the pond to vivid life.
 
   I imagine making my way along the grassy path and freeze. A shrouded figure sits at the edge of the pond, cross-legged. 
 
   It looks to be a man. No, it looks like a Meta. Some sort of conjurer. He holds a slender branch in his hand, stirring the water into lazy ripples, illuminated by moonlight.
 
   I slip behind a sturdy tree, not wanting to be seen. My insides crawl with fear, like millions of snakes nesting in my belly.
 
   The ripples glow with exquisite pink and purple, like jewels. He traces the same shape over and over again. As the stick moves, the gorgeous shape grows until it floats above the water, a brilliant, vibrating lotus blossom. 
 
   What a curious thing for a man to conjure. 
 
   It’s so beautiful, I’m hypnotized by it. I stare, slack-jawed until I realize the man is gone. I blink, rapidly. 
 
   “Where did you go?” I whisper.
 
   Fingers curl around a handful of my hair, pulling tight. 
 
   “I’m behind you,” a resonant male voice utters.
 
   I shriek.
 
   “Shhh,” he says. “You’ll wake the dead.”
 
   “The dead?” I stutter.
 
   Warm breath whispers along my skin. 
 
   “The Lorn desert is littered with the dead. Zombies sleepwalk at night,” he says, holding my tresses tight. 
 
   I shiver. “Zombies?”
 
   A chuckle escapes his lips, sending ripples of warm breath along my neck. “No, love. There aren’t any zombies. There are only freaks and mutants…like me.”
 
   I can hear the sarcastic smile in his voice but I’m not smiling. I’m unable to move, let alone breathe. I’m in the clutches of a Meta. I close my eyes and whimper. My heart stutters like a drum beat out of cadence.
 
   His free hand glides over my goose-fleshed arms like silk. He encircles my wrists behind my back, restraining my arms.
 
   “What do you want with me?” I ask.
 
   “Everything,” he says. He nuzzles my neck with his nose.
 
   I swallow. “You can’t have it. You’re an…” I shut my mouth, trapping the words evil monster. I should scream. I should run. I should do what Reve and I did every day of our lives for two years prior to the Complex—fight for survival. Instead, I wait. Expectant. Wondering what it would like to be kissed by him, as well as how fast I can run to get away. 
 
   “What you call a Meta? I know.” His slow, even breathing soothes my heartbeat into steady rhythm. “But a man can hope, can’t he?” 
 
   One finger pushes aside my hair. Four calloused fingertips make delicious swirls along the tender skin of my neck. They thrust into my scalp in gentle caresses.
 
   Releasing my wrists, his hands mantle my shoulders, like the wings of a bird of prey. 
 
   My arms fly around my belly protectively.
 
   “Oh, how I want you,” he whispers, low and soft. “Your energy…it’s intoxicating.”
 
   Prickles ripple up my neck and along my head. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Shhh,” he soothes.
 
   “Who are you?” I say.
 
   “The real question is who are you?” His laugh vibrates against my back.
 
   A horrifying snarl rips through the trees like a Reaper’s scythe.
 
   I gasp.
 
   My night-stalker stiffens, standing rigid.
 
   Me? I’m right back in fight or flight mode, the state I lived in constantly on the streets of Wreston. 
 
   Something crashes through the woods. It’s big. It’s mad. And it’s heading straight for me. I yank my hair free and run.
 
   “Citizen alarm. Citizen alarm. Report for duty at oh-four-hundred hours.” The message blares through the darkness, shaking me from my dreams.
 
   “What?” I bolt upright.
 
   It booms through my room, the corridors, everywhere. I glance at the digital timepiece embedded in the wall. It’s three-fifteen a.m. I’ve had four and a half hours of sleep. 
 
   How am I going to make it through the day? I want to sink back into my dreams, the dreams I resisted a few short hours ago. Instead, I have to face day two on the nightmare known as the Complex. I know what I’ll be thinking about—who is that man and what does he want? And what the hell was after me?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At work, my co-workers and I are taken on a tour of the Forest Dome, tromping through the woods like good soldiers. It’s a huge environment, acres and acres of green, seeded and tended by Uni-Land-Shapers, a specialized group of individuals diligently working to rebuild life on various planets. The trees are sustained by the climate controlled reality of the Complex. The right soil, the right temperature, the right bio-organisms—everything to nourish plant life has been considered. 
 
   Apparently, Thras and his team of experts have been coming here for a couple years now, overseeing the building, planting, designing, and scheming of our new world. How they got these ancient looking trees to grow so fast in a short time, however, is anyone’s guess. Two years does not a giant make.
 
   We come to a halt near the huge silver doors in which we entered. Something is being said about, “our tour coming to an end…I hope you took note of the various species…back to Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three,” blah, blah, blah. The conversation sounds like wasps to me, humming around a nest.
 
   A pleasant breeze stirs the branches. The smell of leaves and forest loam fills my nostrils. I stare blankly into the artfully crafted environment. Gazing at the temperate coniferous forest, untamed or not, is a welcome escape from my Complex existence. 
 
   I sink into the narcotic euphoria of last night’s dream, stirring memories of the touch that terrified and seduced me…and the hands that soothed and scared. Electric bliss courses through my blood stream. 
 
   “Miss Borren,” Thras says.
 
   Like a towel snapping my behind, my musing is interrupted by my boss. 
 
   I blink, coming back to reality. “Yes? I’m sorry. I’m afraid I’m rather groggy from lack of sleep. What did you say?”
 
   His eyes narrow. “It’s important to be on top of your game here, Miss Borren. I expect my team to perform, and perform well. No mistakes will be tolerated. If you’re groggy, it’s on you to manage your time.”
 
   My cheeks heat to boiling.
 
   His duo-color eyes drill into me. “Are we clear on that, Miss Borren?”
 
   “Clear as a bell, sir,” I say. Unspoken feelings wire my jaw shut. 
 
   Get up on the wrong side of the bed, jerk?
 
    I drop my head in submission, though what I’d really like to do is tell him to mind his own damn business.
 
   “Everyone,” he says, turning to face our team.
 
   I look up, thinking the pressure’s off me.
 
   Only, the other forty-nine team members all stare at me, or, at least I think they are. Some with out-and-out contempt, some with curiosity.
 
   Oh, come on. Being called out by your boss is hardly the stuff of preferential treatment.  I glower in their direction.
 
   “Miss Borren has volunteered to lead our first research team.” 
 
   And there’s the preferential treatment. Damn. 
 
   I want to shrink inside my Uni-Crap black and gray uniform emblazoned with an orange U--the kind a convict would wear. 
 
   He says the words crisply, as if it’s been discussed and decided on. Only, it’s news to me. My skin is on fire now, a combustion of emotion raging inside of me. I need an ally. I search for Naazira the same way I look to my brother for alliance and strength. Our eyes meet.
 
   She makes that same graceful shoulder sigh, her eyebrows lifting like rolling hills.
 
   She doesn’t appear to resent me, but maybe she hides it well. I attempt the same gesture, hoping I don’t look like a bumbling dork.
 
   “Who else would like to volunteer?” Thras scans the crowd. 
 
   A few hands raise.
 
   “You, you, you, and you,” Thras says, pointing to both Metas and Humans.  “And the five of you over there.”
 
   The heebie-jeebies of others’ anxiety crawls over me like maggots. 
 
   Great. I have to work closely with Metas, not simply in the same building. 
 
    “And you,” he says, pointing to Naazira. 
 
   Her entire being lights up as if struck by sun-rays. I’ll bet it’s not me she’s oozing cheer about, though.
 
   “We’ll refer to you as the Eleven. When you hear an announcement for Uni-Bosk Eleven to meet, that’s you all. I expect a prompt response.” Thras nods, like it’s a done deal. “And you, over there…” He points to a couple of odd-looking females tittering at the back of the group. “There’s nothing funny about the work we’ll be doing here. This is serious.”
 
   Everyone stills like cows in a blizzard. The warm, engaging man from yesterday is gone, replaced by the cold military commander.
 
   “Is there a problem I’m not aware of?” he asks.
 
   No one replies.
 
   I want to ask the same of him.
 
   “I said, is there a problem here?” His face is a granite mask.
 
   Yeah, buddy. It’s you.
 
    I lower my head in case he’s a psychic mind reader.
 
   “No, sir,” someone says timidly from the back of the crowd.
 
   “Good. Let’s head back to Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three.” As if striking the last nail in my coffin, Thras turns to me and says, “Miss Borren, I’d like a moment of your time. Follow me, please. I’d like to speak in private after I get the others on task.”
 
   I literally want to die. Like a paddled puppy, I slink behind Thras. I barely register the white and gray bleakness of the Aqua Dome Commerce Center bridge, leading us away from the woods—me, a dog on leash, and him, the controlling master. The bridge is nearly as vast as the woods, but far less inviting. We’re back in our bland, Uni-tone world.
 
   We approach his office. My legs have a mind of their own, moving slower, my feet dragging on the floor.
 
   The doors trap us inside, and he lets out a long, deep breath. 
 
   “Please sit,” he says.
 
   I perch on a metal chair facing his desk like a bird about to take flight. Enclosed in gleaming white and polished metal, I feel like a lab animal. I study his office, waiting for him to issue orders.
 
   One lone, tinted window looks out over the farm, where our team is preparing to work. Lights blink from a console on the wall, revealing diagrams and grids. 
 
   “I’m sure you’re wondering why I chose you to lead our first experimental team.” He settles on top of the desk, mere millimeters from me, his face turning whitish-gray.
 
   “Yes, sir, I do. You, uh…” I choke back the words. “You don’t look so well.” 
 
   I study him briefly. His green eye has flecks of black, while the dark iris is flecked with green. 
 
   Interesting. And beautifully intriguing, like an infinity symbol.
 
   He squeezes his eyes shut. He takes another deep breath and opens them. 
 
   “I’ve led many people into battle. I have good instincts, and I didn’t get this far in life by not trusting them. I rely on them. And they tell me you’re honest and ethical.” He swallows, his eyelids fluttering. 
 
   I shrink inside. Reve would call it lacking righteous courage. “I don’t know about that,” I say. “Aren’t you being a bit presumptive?” 
 
   This has got to be a setup.
 
   “Our first trial will involve pain and restoration research. There are two plant starters being cultivated in the greenhouse—Snow Hemp and Silbalda Volaticus.”
 
   My eyes widen. “Sir, you know Sibalda Volaticus yields a volatile substance that can both harm and heal.”
 
   “True,” he says. “What do you know of it?”
 
   Is this a test of some sort? Is he trying to glean my knowledge? Does he know of my studies before the war?
 
    “It all depends on the handling and preparation,” I say. “SV can kill if not used carefully.”
 
   He nods, appearing satisfied with my answer. “But the Snow Hemp is a potent derivative of Cannibis Sativa. Early trials on planet Raxu, combining the two, showed promise in the restoration and damage of flesh, torn asunder by modern war devices.”
 
   Like the damage from Butchers of Frozen Hell? 
 
   Hope blooms in my chest for my brother. I lean forward in my chair, like my wings are ready to spread, lifting me into the air. 
 
   Maybe this will help Reve. 
 
    “Did you live on planet Raxu?” I ask.
 
   “Me? No.” Thras smiles. “That’s a planet for Humans.”
 
   “And you’re not?” I blurt.
 
   “What do you think?” He cocks his head, his expression challenging. 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know what you are, sir.” And maybe I don’t want to know.
 
   He strokes his chin, looking down his nose at me. 
 
   “I went to Raxu for research,” he says, side-stepping the question.” As you know, Cannibis seeds were taken from Earth when the last residents left the planet.”
 
   “After a nuclear holocaust wiped the planet of natural resources in 3910,” I say, recalling the cultural history classes back in school.
 
   Thras nods. “It’s been cultivated for over two-hundred years to prime potency as a pain reducer and mood enhancer. But you must already know that.” 
 
   “I have to dust my brain off to access my knowledge, but, yes, I do.”
 
   “Why the dusting?” He flashes me an amused smile.
 
   “War took its toll on us all. Our lives were rather brutal,” I add, offering a glimpse of the suffering my family endured. “It’s difficult to remember simple times when my mind is crammed with images of war.” 
 
   I try to be light, but my chest tightens, strangling my breath.
 
   Thras eyes me, and then nods. “It did, Miss Borren. It took a toll on us all, not merely Humans.” 
 
   His entire demeanor forms frost. 
 
   Silence muzzles us for a few awkward seconds. 
 
   “Anyway,” he says, as if shooing away memories. “My team and I have been tending them separately for months. We need your expertise to graft one to the other.”
 
   I let out a small gasp. In my studies, we were never allowed to touch SV. Only the scientists were granted permission. “Sir, do you think it wise to assign a task like this to someone as lowly as me?”
 
   “Yes, Miss Borren, I have every confidence in you.” He winces and swallows again.
 
   “Sir, I…” I shake my head. “But why?”
 
   “Don’t ask so many questions,” he snaps. “This is a direct order.”
 
   It’s like he slapped me. I flatten against the chair.
 
   “Look. We all have our secrets, and our wounds from the war. No one here is immune.” He stares at me with a fierce gaze and then slowly stands.
 
   I don’t dare ask him another thing. But then I notice a dark stain blooming on his black uniform, at the level of his abdomen.
 
   “What?” he says. His gaze lowers to where I’m staring. He jerks, as if surprised. “Excuse me a moment.” 
 
   He steps smartly to his waste disposal room. When he returns, his uniform is clean and dry, no doubt whizzed through the sani-wash housed in his WD.
 
   “This has to remain a secret, are we clear?” Even though his tone is softer, there’s no mistaking the intensity behind the request.
 
   “What does?” I say. “I didn’t see a thing, sir.” 
 
   “If you don’t stop calling me sir, I’m going to feel like an old man.” The smile on his face seems genuine. “It’s Thras. I’m not that old. Twenty years and seven.”
 
   “Okay, um, Thras.” It’s one thing to refer to him as Thras in front of my brother. It’s another thing to call him his name to his face. It unnerves me.
 
   He purses his lips and studies me for a second that lasts far too long. Then he inhales slowly and deeply. Color returns to his face.
 
   I avert my eyes, staring at my black and gray covered lap.
 
   “Alright, then,” he says. “Let’s put you to work. And we have a deal, right? You’re sworn to secrecy, am I right?”
 
   “Yes, uh, Thras,” I say, but this has got to be some sort of manipulation. 
 
   What’s all this talk of trusting me? And how did he get that wound?
 
   He’s bound me to be beholden to him with his secrets, and I don’t like it one bit.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By day nine, I’m sick of the Eleven. They suck my attention every moment of every day like a chronic, festering lesion. I see them in the cafe. I work with them, side by side, all day, every day. I clear their emotional gunk from my etheric being each night. How can I be sure they’re not visiting me in my dreams? One of them could be my night stalker.
 
   Tonight, as I wade through the murk and gloom of others’ unconscious minds, the same cloaked male sits at my pond, stirring the same exquisite flower into life. He never lets me see his face. He always disappears. Then, either him or his accomplice appears behind me. 
 
    “Why are you here, Sakhi?” he whispers in my ear, his fingers gripping a handful of my hair. His other hand strokes the tops of my breasts. 
 
   My fear is at war with my desire. I hate him caressing me. Each touch makes my belly twist with guilt, like I’m betraying my brother. 
 
   But I also love him touching me. His tender strokes send volcanic chills through me.
 
   “Why are you here?” he repeats.
 
   “I want…I want to get through this experiment and leave. That’s it.” I say, my heart pounding.
 
   “No. Why are you here? Say it.” he says, insistent.
 
   I want to turn around and face him before climbing on top of him, letting him enter me. I want to run from him, screaming, too. He’s a Meta, for gods’ sake. 
 
   But then the same thing happens every night: The snarls. The crashing figure. 
 
   I run, and then wake up, utterly terrified.
 
   I sigh and make my sleep deprived way toward getting to work on time. Dressing is simple—we all have to wear the same drab garb, completely sheathed in protective outerwear, including eyewear.
 
   In the greenhouse,  I glance at the fake sunlight streaming in diffuse rays through the frosted glass of the greenhouse. It bounces off the gleaming whitish-gray Smuntine metal, mined from the depth of Lorn. 
 
   This enclosure is smaller than the ones used to produce food. It’s only about ten meters by three meters. Right now, it’s filled with failed experiments, including the Eleven. This Complex idea of getting along is a joke. 
 
   Kipp, a werewolf, approaches. 
 
   My stomach coils in knots of dread, as usual.
 
   “Morning, Sakhi,” he says, his golden eyes glittering with mocking malice, as I bustle about the enclosure. “You’re looking fresh as new roadkill.” 
 
   He chuckles. 
 
   I’ve been using under-eye concealer lately. The dark circles of no-sleep apparently can’t be concealed, though. Today I can’t even fake pleasantries. Instead, I ignore him.
 
   He steps aside, making room for me to pass through the greenhouse rows. 
 
   “It’s the job,” I say, fudging the truth. Are you the night stalker? “Have you seen Naazira?” 
 
   He makes a small purring sound in this throat. “Hell, yeah, I’ve seen Naazira. She’s crouched behind table sixteen.” He nods his head in her direction, a wicked smile plastered on his face. “I’d like to be crouched behind her, making little elf pups.” He pretend-grabs her ass and rocks his hips forward and back.
 
   “Kipp,” I begin.
 
   He puts his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. No interrelations. Them’s the rules. But rules are meant to be broken. Want to know what I did last night?” 
 
   He cups his groin.
 
   “Not really,” I say, eying the top of Naazira’s head.
 
   “I broke a few rules,” he says, clearly not caring what I want or don’t want. He saunters away from me, laughing.
 
   I shake my head. Besides having to manage a group of people I’d rather not even know, I have to deal with all the rampant sexual energy sizzling through the Eleven like wildfire. Every male wants Naazira. Or the succubus named Carissa. Or the witch named Synneva. It’s like trying to manage a Singing Barrel Launcher or a Whistling Plasma Device—two of the deadly bombs used in the P-Extinction war. And me? I want someone I met in a dream. I scoff, heading toward Naazira.
 
   “Hey,” I say to her as I approach.
 
   “Oh, hey,” she says brightly, her words muffled behind her protective mask. She stands.  “Another dud.” 
 
   She holds aloft a dead plant. 
 
    “I see that.” I wrinkle my nose. 
 
   “Seen Thras this morning?” she asks.
 
   “Not yet. You?” I take the plant from her hands and toss it in the discard bucket at the end of the table.
 
   “Only from afar.” She grins. “We’re getting to know each other,” she whispers conspiratorially.
 
   “How so?” I peer at a withered plant. “Any hope for this one?” 
 
   I pick up a trowel and rake the growing material surrounding the drooping leaves.
 
   “Doubt it.” She wrinkles her nose. “And I’ve been seeing him outside work.”
 
   The trowel falls from my hand. 
 
   As I stoop to pick it up, I say, “You know that’s against the rules.”
 
   “Oh, we’re not dating or anything,” she says. “Only sharing a meal now and then.”
 
   I open my mouth to speak but I don’t know what to say. How could she find him appealing? It’s like being turned on by an inanimate object. 
 
   “Good for you,” I finally manage.
 
   “He’s so handsome,” she says, leaning against the table full of experiments. 
 
   “Uh-huh. I guess.” I pluck the dead leaves free from one of our many mistakes and pitch them into the bucket.
 
   “He’s so dreamy.” She practically shivers. 
 
   “I suppose.” I pick up another graft study gone bad, grimace, and put it down.
 
   “I think about him all the time. Do you think it’s mutual?” She looks like she’ll faint. 
 
   “Look,” I say, putting my hands on my hips. “He’s got a lot of secrets. I don’t trust him.”
 
   “Whatever,” she says, glancing at me as if I’m crazy. “Don’t tell me you don’t find him attractive.” She pokes me playfully. “Or aren’t affected by his charm.”
 
   I pretend smile, thinking, Oh, I’m affected alright. What Meta has no emotional signature whatsoever?
 
    I say, “Okay, I won’t.”
 
   “I knew it.” She grins, looking victorious, and then turns her attention to one of the plants.
 
    “Stop,” I say. “I was only kidding. To tell the truth he terrifies me.” 
 
   “What?” Her head lifts and she stares at me, mouth agape. “How could he scare you?”
 
   “He’s too…too…I don’t know, too everything,” I say, swishing my hand through the air like I’m making suds.
 
   Her head pivots toward a window. “Ooh. See him out there in the field? I’m going to go ask him a question.” 
 
   She practically pants.
 
   I glance through the translucent door. 
 
   He’s standing in one of the Uni-Bosk fields, talking with one of the workers. The fake blue sky provides a pretty backdrop.
 
   “What’s the question?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out by the time I get there.” And away she jets, peeling free from her protective garb.
 
   I almost laugh watching her primp in her black and gray uniform as she storms through the tilled growth mixture, dotted with tiny plants. She’ll be covered in fine particulate dust-like matter in seconds.
 
   I can’t wait to get out of here and back to my dreams, but our plant grafting is proceeding slowly and needs constant monitoring. We’ve made several attempts at inosculation without success. The tissues of Snow Hemp won’t merge with the tissues of SV. The plants die. They wither on their stems. On one occasion, they simply burst into flames.
 
   I thought this would be the answer for Reve’s pain. It galls me to cook for him each night and witness the agony he endures. Hence, I stand in the well-ventilated greenhouse, seeking answers. Yet I’m surrounded by nothing but rows and rows of a potted growing substance that yields nothing. I place my hands on my hips. I wish I’d dream something useful for a change, like how to graft two unlikely plant candidates. 
 
   “Don’t give up, Sakhi,” a team member named Daylon says to me, patting my shoulder. “You’ll figure it out.”
 
   I flinch, whirling to face him. 
 
   Is he talking about the plants or the dreams? What does he know?
 
    “I won’t,” I say, giving up another fake smile, hoping my face appears pleasant. I step as far away as I can without invoking suspicion, pretending to spy something fascinating in the dirt-filled pots. 
 
   Are you the guy stalking me nightly? 
 
   “Why do you do that?” he asks, sneering.
 
   “Do what?” I ask, still staring at the soil filled pot. 
 
   “Flinch. Sidle away from me, like you’ll catch a disease if I so much as breathe on you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I stir the soil with a fingertip.  “Didn’t hear you coming, that’s all.” 
 
   “Yeah, you do and yeah you did. This experiment…the Complex…” He waggles his finger between us. “We’re supposed to at least pretend to get along.”
 
   “Come on,” I say, lifting my eyes to meet his. I grimace and rub my arms before I can catch myself. He’s not ugly. About six foot tall, muscular, he could be considered handsome, except for his eyes—they’re red-flecked brown. Besides that, there’s something about him that’s unsettling, though. Maybe it has to do with his Meta abilities. “You’re an incubus,” I say, hoping that explains my reaction to him.
 
   “Right. Like that’s something repulsive. I am what I am.” The sneers grows more pronounced. “And you’re all lily white and pure. Are you thinking I stalk you in the night?” He steps toward me.
 
   I back away. My eyes narrow. 
 
   “No,” I lie. “Nothing of the sort.”
 
   “Good,” he says. “You’re not my type.”
 
   His words lance me. It’s not like I’d want to be his type but the insult stings, nonetheless.
 
   He lets out a sigh and drags his hand through his silvery hair. “Look, we’re all having a hard time here. Do you think it’s a party for me?”
 
   “No, I…” I sigh, too. “I’m sorry. I don’t really know you. I know nothing about you.”
 
   “Have you tried getting to know me? Have you tried getting to know anyone on our team? We all think you’re a stuck-up bitch. There. I’ve said it. What are you going to do? Head to Leader Dog over there?” He inclines his head toward the field, his reddish-brown eyes flinty and hard.
 
   My face flames. How did painfully shy, “keeps to myself,” and responds politely turn into stuck-up bitch? 
 
   “No. In case you haven’t noticed, I avoid him.”
 
   “Right.” Daylon barks out a laugh. “Uh-huh. I see the way he looks at you.”
 
   “He doesn’t look at me any particular way,” I blurt, my face hot.
 
   “Right,” Daylon says again. “Keep telling yourself that. Anyway, if you want to hear my suggestions about why the graft isn’t working, give me a shout.” He turns and strides toward the door. “Or not.”
 
   “Wait!” I call, hustling toward his retreating back. “I do want to hear. I’m desperate for answers.”
 
   “You never listened to me before, why should you listen to me now?” He lifts his hand dismissively over his head and stomps through the doorway.
 
   I’ve got to do better in the leadership department.  If Daylon’s opinion can be trusted, there’s a serious rift in the team. 
 
   Naazira’s in too much of a love-tizzy, and I’m a paranoid basket-case, always looking over my shoulder. I’m convinced anyone could be my dream stalker.
 
   A few hours later, frustrated with everything, I remove the protective clothing, mask, eye-shields, and headdress, and drag myself into the nearby Uni-Cafe Twenty-Three for a quick lunch. Like every place on the Complex, the Uni-Cafe has white walls, gray concrete floors, and white uniformed staff, their heads all covered in white netting. They look more like surgeons than cafe workers. Even their frowns imply serious work. No-one who works here even cracks a smile. We all just eat and then hustle back to work. I’m guessing that’s the point of the “no-fun” policy that must be in place.
 
   Searching for a space to eat, I spy Naazira sitting by herself. 
 
   “I thought you were talking to your boyfriend. What are you doing here?” I ask, amid the clatter of silverware, dishes, and diners. 
 
   “Waiting for you, what do you think?” She gives me one of her heartwarming smiles. “I’ve got this great idea for the graft. I think this will work.” She sets her silver tray on the gleaming white table across from me. “And, yes, I was talking to Thras,” she says in her new dreamy-eyed demeanor. 
 
   “For hours?” I say, lifting my eyebrows.
 
   “He loved my suggestion,” she says, ignoring my comment.
 
   She proceeds to natter on about how we’ve been taking the wrong tissues from SV, how we need to employ a four-flap, or quad-stitch method of grafting. Then she adds more about Thras says this and Thras says that. I barely track what she’s saying.
 
   Finally, all her nonsense bubbles over in me like sugar burning in a hot pan. 
 
   I roll my eyes. “Honestly. Give it a rest. He’s not trustworthy.”
 
   Naazira freezes, her mouth agape. She tosses her head like a haughty pony forced to live with a herd of nags. 
 
   I take a bit of my sandwich.
 
   “What?” I say, chewing half-heartedly on my tasteless meal. 
 
   I sip from my straw at the container of Uni-Nourish, some high-protein manufactured drink that is supposed to contain every ounce of goodness a body could need. It tastes like dog shit smells. I force it down my throat and set the container far away from me. I have another go at my sandwich. It’s filled with Uni-lunchmeats, Uni-grown lettuce, slathered with Uni-condiments. This whole naming of everything Uni makes me want to puke.
 
    I focus on Naazira’s face and cock my head, questioningly.
 
   “Nothing,” she says, chewing happily.
 
   “Come on, tell me.” I drop my sandwich on my plate and push it away from me. 
 
   She turns toward me. 
 
   “It’s just that…” She shrugs. “You’re jealous.”
 
   “I am not jealous.” My face hardens. “The man’s a control freak. An emotionless, controlling man who only wants power over me.”
 
   “Really.” She stretches the word out like brittle taffy. “And you’re so weak you’re his helpless victim.” She says it like it’s a fact. “You want him just like everyone else around here.”
 
   “I don’t want him! I want him to leave me alone!” The words practically vomit from my mouth. This conversation is making me extremely uncomfortable, if my hot face is any indication. I start to push away from the table, but she shushes me.
 
   “Prove it.” She points at me, and then waves gaily. “Because here he comes.” 
 
   I turn toward the entrance of the café. He’s striding toward our table.
 
   As he approaches, he nods at everyone, pausing to chat with people, putting on the charm. And then his beautiful, mesmerizing eyes look right at me—and his smile disappears.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “I’ve been thinking…more like losing sleep, wondering why the grafts aren’t taking,” Thras says to Naazira, sitting across the lunch table. “Your idea of a four-flap graft might work but it’s a complex procedure.”
 
   “It would yield the maximum cambium overlap,” I say, my brain lighting up with knowledge.
 
   “Yes,” Thras says, sparing me a glance. “But Daylon just brought something up. He thinks we need to seduce the tissues into merging with one another.”
 
   My face practically bursts into flame. That was probably the idea Daylon had in the greenhouse. But I’m the stuck-up bitch who didn’t solicit his opinion earlier.
 
   “Ooh, seduction,” Naazira says, all goo-goo eyed. “How would we do that?”
 
   “Well,” Thras says, leaning in conspiratorially. He lowers his voice. “Daylon suggested it could be a problem with energetics.”
 
   “How so?” I frown.
 
   Another glance is cast in my direction, like a crumb flicked from the table. “He thinks we need to get the two plants’ energies to merge. Then, the physical will follow.”
 
   “Explain, please.” My forehead bunches into a knot, trying to comprehend what he said.
 
   “You know how, when two people are attracted to each other they can be miles apart and think the same thoughts…stay connected as if they’re in the same room with one another?” He looks at Naazira. 
 
   She looks like she’ll pass out with joy. 
 
   “Think about it,” Thras says. “Consider the individual plant procreation. The Snow Hemp prefers warmer climes. And, it populates through seeds. Silbalda Volaticus, on the other hand, propagates via asexual vegetative reproduction in the ice-lands of Wreston. Talk about interspecies interrelations!” His face brightens. “It’s like we’ve been trying to get a Human to mate with an Iceorx from the mountains of Creda.” His strong hands sweep the air. “Completely different cellular structures. I don’t know why none of us thought of it before. When Daylon brought the idea to me, well…” He rakes a hand through his dark hair. “Wow. All my synapses started firing.”
 
   “How do we accomplish the seduction?” I say. “You can’t force copulation, propagation, or even attraction,” I add, unsure of my meaning. 
 
   “Exactly,” he says, nodding at Naazira. “It can’t be forced.” 
 
   “Right,” she says, smiling broadly.
 
   The conversation continues, speaking in depth about scion and stock keeping their parents, being tricked into conjoining, and so on. The two of them are glued to one another with excitement. 
 
   I’m happy to ignore both of them the rest of the day. At night, though, snuggled in my blankets, I drift off into thoughts about my dream stalker—and wondering what Thras’ touch feels like.
 
   I toss and turn, restless, until finally I fall asleep.
 
   In the darkness, the moonlight dances across the pond. The trees whisper with wind. There sits the same man, shrouded in shadows.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d come,” he says, his back to me, as usual. The sparkling lotus blossom hovers above his head in the air.
 
   “It’s my dream. My sanctuary. Why wouldn’t I come?” I say.
 
   “Is it? Is it merely yours?” he says, making my insides churn. He lifts the stick high and slashes if forward, like a sword. The lotus becomes two. Their petals gently touch, and they float in a lazy circle.
 
   Again, he disappears. Again I wait, every nerve on high alert. And I keep waiting, clutching the trunk of a tree, staring at the symbol as it goes round and round and round.
 
    I’m taut. Tense. And wanting to bed this man, which confuses me. Just as I’m about to give up and wander off, his arm reaches around and pins me to his chest. 
 
   “Don’t leave,” he says from behind me. “Give me a chance.”
 
   “I thought you left,” I say, in a whisper. “I thought you wouldn’t return.”
 
    He feels solid. Strong. And so damn sexy I think I might faint.
 
   “I had something to take care of,” he says. “But it’s done now.” His nose nuzzles my neck.
 
   “Oh?” I say. “What was it?” I’m tempted to push into him, rub against him like a cat, but I’m afraid to let go into my lust…lust for a Meta.
 
   “Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” he says. 
 
   The sexual energy he exudes is potent and powerful. It rolls from him in ripples and waves, filling me as if he’s inside me. My body sizzles with the chemistry of him and me.
 
   “What are the symbols? What do they mean?” I say.
 
   “That’s for you to figure out.” He burrows his fingers into the hair at the nape of my neck, slowly gathering it into his hand. And then he pulls hard. Restraining me. Holding my hair tightly, he sweeps his other arm along my belly toward my hips. “Do you like this?”
 
   “Yes,” I breathe.
 
   “Will you allow this?” he whispers.
 
   I’m wet with desire for him. “Yes.”
 
   He wriggles his fingers into my waistband. His fingers push into the apex between my legs. 
 
   I gasp. “Do you have a name?”
 
   “Yours.” He says this as a statement of fact.
 
   “Mine,” I say, noticing the surge of sexual power that fills me when I say the word.
 
   “Yes. That’s all you need to know,” he growls. “You’re so wet.” 
 
   He slides his finger between my folds, working the rosy nub.
 
   My legs part. My hands fall along his thighs, stroking the powerful muscles. His rigid heat presses into my backside. And then I realize something. Nothing is disturbing this moment. No terrifying creature is crashing at me. 
 
   “Where’s the beast?” I ask, writhing against him.
 
   “He’s right here,” he growls.
 
   “No, the beast who wakes me night after night,” I say. “The one who’s after me.”
 
   His finger flicks faster.
 
   I moan.
 
   “He’s been handled. You’re safe. Now hush.” He works my clit, rubbing his stiff, hot erection against my ass.
 
   I’m beside myself, about to let go into orgasm, when a monster-like roar rips through the forest. 
 
   “Ah, hell,” my dream-stalker snarls. “Gods be damned.”
 
   The symbols shiver in the air, then pop like bubbles.
 
   I freeze.
 
   My dream lover freezes as well. “He’s coming for you. I won’t let him take you from me.”
 
   “Who?” I say, my heartbeat accelerating like a Jetter preparing for take-off.
 
   And then, just like always, I wake, my heart trying to claw right out of my ribcage. I’m also wet with longing. I’ve got to find who this man is in my daily life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day was long and horrid. The words, “he’s coming for you” hammered against my mind as I worked in the greenhouse, tending to our experiments. Thrilling arousal wound through my terror at times, though, filling me with lusty whirls of sensation. I spent all day in a fog. And then, I had to meet with Paki for reasons known only to him.
 
   Meeting with him is like meeting with the devil himself. Making my way into his office, I tap on the door. 
 
   “Enter,” he booms.
 
   I take a tentative step inside, standing as close to the door as I can. When the doors slides closed, I jerk, as if struck. Being in his office makes me physically ill. It smells of sweat and something sweetish. The temperature of the room is cooler than anywhere else. 
 
   He sits at his Smuntine escritoire, contemplative. Like the rest of us, his office has no personal adornment, save for some sort of award hanging proudly behind his gleaming desk. Framed in an oval, it provides a backdrop, like an evil moon. 
 
   With one fingertip, he smooths his mustache, first to the right, then to the left, over and over. He keeps his lips parted as he does this, like he’s preparing for something delicious to enter.
 
   I start to say something but he interrupts with a single sound—a zip or psst kind of hushing noise. “I talk first. You’re in my space now.”
 
   “So, talk then,” I say, my gaze cast at the concrete floor.
 
   He lets out a low chuckle, sending chills up my spine. “You’re a saucy one, aren’t you?” 
 
   He stands and saunters toward me, taking his time. He reeks of some exotic scent I’d smelled on a soldier on Wreston. If I liked that scent before, I hate it now.
 
   He circles me, brushing against me. Each touch sends waves of horrid, toxic energy shooting into my system like stabs with a blunt knife.
 
   I train my eyes on a single spot on the floor, my mouth clamped shut.
 
   “Like it here? Getting on okay?” he says while continuing his slow step, step, step around me. “Everyone treating you okay?”
 
   I hate his voice, emerging all smooth and low.
 
   When I say nothing, he seizes my jaw between his strong fingers and forces my face up. “I asked you a question, Miss Borren. I asked you how you’re getting on here.” 
 
   In the dim light of his office, his face appears shadowed and angled.
 
   Looking into his dark eyes is like looking into an abyss to hell. His grip digs into my flesh but I don’t cry. I try my best not to wince. 
 
   “Fine,” I say, through gritted teeth.
 
   He brings his nose to my cheek and nuzzles me, in a similar manner as my dream stalker
 
   I suck in my breath. Sweat breaks out on my forehead and neck. I want to vomit, to scream, to rage—anything but stand in terror. 
 
   He releases his tight hold on my chin, continuing his slow, wretched stalking around me. “It’s important to me you’re taken care of, my sweet. I only want the best for you.”
 
   My lips work hard to contain all the fear and rage bubbling inside.
 
   “We’ll be seeing a lot more of each other from this point forward,” he says.
 
   I can think of nothing worse.
 
   When his chest-com blips, the spell breaks. He looks at it angrily. 
 
   He taps it and says, “What?”
 
   “You’re wanted on level seventeen,” a male voice says.
 
   “Can it wait?” Paki snaps.
 
   “Now,” says the harsh voice.
 
   Paki lets out a huff. “We’ll have to reschedule our time together, Miss Borren. Don’t for a minute think this is the end. You and I are going to get close—very close.” He nods curtly and says, “You’re dismissed.”
 
   I don’t start breathing fully until I reach the Fastrans. And, I don’t let out one tear until I arrived in the safety of my apartment.
 
   Later that evening, I’m livid when Reve shows up for dinner. I slap my palm against the door to open it and whirl back into the living area without sparing a glance at him. The minute he enters my absence-of-color apartment and the doors sigh shut, I begin to vent.  
 
   “Do you know what I had to do today?” I say, pacing back and forth in my front room. “I had to meet with our Wacher, Paki. Me, not you. He sat me down and asked me the most stupid questions that had nothing to do with anything!” My hands fly in the air in wild gesticulation. “I’m certain he only wanted to mess with me. Assert his control. He even said that to me earlier—‘I intend to assert my control.’ Have you found out a thing about him? You said you’d make a few inquiries on your com device.”
 
    A charred scent tickles my nose. 
 
   “What’s that smell? Is that you, Reve?” My head whips around. “Oh!” Smoke curls from the kitchen in smudged wisps. I race to the cooking device to see our meal dancing with tiny flames. “That’s just great, now I’m burning supper.” I pause in my tirade, realizing Reve hasn’t said a word. I look over at him. “Reve? Are you okay?”
 
   He’s slumped on the sofa, hair disheveled, his eyes glazed over and heavy-lidded. 
 
   “I’m fine.” His words come out slurred.
 
   I hurry to his side. “You don’t sound fine. You sound drunk.”
 
   “Ha!” He lets out a short laugh, lifting his head to squint at me. “Drunk. Me? On this shit-hole of a planet?” His head falls back against the couch.
 
   “How in the world could you find anything alcoholic?” I scowl at him. “I thought the whole Complex was dry.”
 
   “Ish,” he says. “It’s dryish.” The ish comes out in a hiss like gas leaking out of a carbonated beverage. “There’s a black m…the black mark…” He waves his hand listlessly. “You can get anything for a price.” He lets out a groan, like speaking proved a huge effort.
 
   I place my hand on his arm, attempting to soothe. 
 
   He shoves away my hand. “Don’t. I said I’m fine.”
 
   “Reve,” I say, crouching before him.
 
   “Stop trying to make me feel better,” he says. He leans forward, places his hands around my upper arms, and tries to get me to stand up. He ends up pushing me backward instead—hard.
 
   I fall back on my tail-bone and tears instantly sting my eyes. 
 
   “Reve! That hurt!”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” he says, the whites of his eyes showing. He attempts to get to his feet but he’s so trashed he stumbles, loses his footing, and nearly lands on top of me. “Shit! Fuck! Goddamn leg!”
 
   Forgetting about my bruised butt, I leap to my feet. “Sit. Get off your leg. Now. I’ll go get a compress.”
 
   He falls back on the sofa, his face as white as the walls. “I can’t do this, sis. We’re only a couple weeks in and I’m…” 
 
   He lets out another groan.
 
   “Damn, damn, damn,” I say, racing around my small dwelling. I power off the Uni-flash cooker and hustle into the bathroom for a washcloth. Hurrying back to the kitchen, I press the freeze button and wave the cloth underneath. In seconds, it’s frozen solid, so cold it burns my fingers. I grab a Uni-preserver sheet, meant for storing leftovers, and wrap the frozen bundle inside. “Unbutton your pants, Reve. Peel them off. No resistance. Just do it.”
 
   He shoves his fingers under the waistband of his trousers and wriggles them down his legs. His head falls back and his eyes slam shut. 
 
   “Get it over with, whatever you’re going to do. I’m too fucked up to give a shit.” His hands drop limply to the sofa.
 
   Seeing his wound, I bear down on my lip to keep from gasping. “Oh, Reve,” I manage to say without bursting into tears. 
 
   “Quit it,” he mumbles, eyes closed. “If you feel sorry for me, I’m going to smack you. I mean it.”
 
   His thigh is ragged and misshapen. There are indents where there should be strong, bulging muscle. White scars are surrounded by inflammation. 
 
   That goddamned war. 
 
   While I’m left with psychic and emotional scars, my brother’s physical being has been ravaged. I hate Metas even more. 
 
   I press the frozen cloth, loosely wrapped in Uni-preserver, onto his red skin. He’s hot to the touch, way too hot.
 
   He pats his hip and mumbles. “Left front pocket. Get it.”
 
   “Get it? Get what?”
 
   He lets out an anguished moan, unable to answer. 
 
   I find the pocket inside the folds of his pants and fish around until I find something papery. I pull it out and hold it up. “Is this what you meant?”
 
   He opens one eye with obvious effort.
 
   “Yeah,” he breathes. He extends his hand to me and gestures with his fingers. “Give it. Better yet, open and pour. Pronto.” 
 
   His mouth falls open.
 
   Opening the flap to the tiny envelope, I peer inside to see a twinkling blue powder. “All of it?”
 
   His head slowly nods.
 
   Gingerly, I pour the blue sparkles into his mouth.
 
   He wiggles his jaw side to side. Swallowing results in coughing. 
 
   “Shit!” he exclaims, gasping for air. He licks what he can from his palm and downs what’s left in his mouth.
 
   “I could’ve given you some water,” I say.
 
   He gives me a heavy-lidded, tortured gaze. 
 
   “Yeah. No time. Hold on.” His head falls back.
 
   In seconds, his breathing grows deep and even.
 
   I gently press the compress into his leg.
 
   His hand finds mine and gives it a squeeze. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he mutters, his eyes closed tight. “Let me be for a second or ten. I’ll be back among the living in no time.” 
 
   And then, like that, he snores.
 
   I’m more determined than ever to get the SV to merge with the Snow Hemp. My brother won’t make it otherwise. 
 
   Leaving the icy-compress in place, I step toward the kitchen, retrieve a dish, and add some of my burnt meal to the plate--a gamy bird from the desert of Lorn. I think it’s called a Shork Red. 
 
   Some hunter probably wrapped himself in sun-protection, took off on his Flyer, and zapped a whole bunch of Shorks with his blue-blazing segif weapon, rendering them unconscious. The rest of us are trapped here for the duration. All I have to keep me going is my mental sanctuary. I shiver, remembering who else shares my secret space—a Meta.
 
   I add a scoop of Complex-grown vegetables and sit down at my table. Reve remains silent. I pick at the dried out meat. It tastes better than the non-burnt food at the cafe. “This place…” I whisper. “And what does Paki want with me?”
 
   Reve stretches and lets out a long groan. He opens his eyes and blinks. Then, he scrubs his face with his hands. 
 
   “Got anything caffeinated?” he asks, as if we’re here having a simple dinner together and nothing’s amiss.
 
   “Reve,” I say, getting to my feet.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you okay?” I step toward him and pluck the cooled compress from his leg.
 
   He looks at it, frowns, and then tugs up his pants.
 
    “What’s for supper?” he asks, ignoring my question.
 
   “Burnt desert bird,” I say. “A fine Shork Red.” I make my way to the disposal and drop the cloth in. I’d rather get a new one than work to get his dark, painful energy off of this one.
 
   “Mmm, sounds delicious,” he says.
 
   I fix a plate for him, step across the room, and hand it to him. I brush a few bright blue sparkles from his shirt.
 
   He seizes my hand and looks at me, his hazel eyes sparking. “Don’t ask, all right? Not one word. I do what I have to in order to get through each day. It helps with the hangovers, too, if it’s any consolation.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, smiling slightly. When I start to pull my hand back, he tugs it toward his lips and licks the powder from my fingers. I say nothing, wiping my hand on my uniform when he’s finished.
 
   “Paki’s a dick,” I say, changing the subject.
 
   “I know,” he says.
 
   “He’s after me. I just don’t know why.”
 
   “I know,” Reve says, hungrily shoving food in his craw. “I’ve made some inquiries. I’m waiting for intel. It will come, don’t worry.” He wipes his face with his sleeve. “Thanks for dinner. I really appreciate you feeding me.”
 
   “I know,” I say, echoing his words. I pause before continuing. “So, Reve. I haven’t wanted to say anything, but we’re working on a pain and restoration cure. Combining Snow Hemp and Silbalda Volaticus.”
 
   His eyebrows raise like rainbows.
 
   “We came up with a good idea to graft the two. It could work. This could really work. I wanted to keep it a secret but seeing you tonight…” My words trail off. “Anyway, it could work. Thras is excited about its potential.”
 
   “I don’t want any substance endorsed by a Meta,” he snarls. 
 
   “We don’t know what Thras is,” I say, but Reve cuts me off with a look. “He said his kind were affected by the war, too.”
 
   “Shut up, Sakhi. You’re starting to sound like one of them.” He drops his fork. It clatters onto the plate. He starts to get up, winces, and falls back onto the sofa. “I’m here because of Metas. You’re here because of Metas. I fucking hate all things Meta. Do you know what I had to do to get the shit that takes my pain away? Or what parts of my body I’ll have to use for repayment?” His hand waves wildly in the air like a dying snake. Without waiting for me to answer, he says, “You don’t want to know, trust me. Now I owe a Meta a favor and he’s going to make me pay, you can bet your S-Co on it.” He heaves his body to standing and limps toward the door. “Let me out.”
 
   “Wait,” I say, reaching for his arm.
 
   He brushes me off and gives me a fierce, wild-eyed look. 
 
   “Let me out, sis,” he snarls. “Please,” he adds, softening his disposition. “Just please let me out.”
 
   “Where are you going?” I say.
 
   “To get drunker so I can fall into oblivion.”
 
   “Reve…”
 
   He shakes his head. “Open the door, Sakhi, before I do something we’ll both regret.”
 
    His eyes are frothing pools of sorrow and rage.
 
   I palm the door open.
 
   He makes his way unsteadily through it. Once more, I’m engulfed in my drab, white and gray world, with only the promise of my dreams to look forward to—the dreams that scare the life out of me and draw me into naughty temptation. At this point he’s my only comfort. I wish I could find out who he really is.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A few weeks later, as I enter the horrible, hallowed greenhouse of the Eleven, I scan each team member for signs of recognition, the same way I’ve done each day. All males are dream-stalker suspects. There’s Kipp, the werewolf. Daylon, the incubus. A Strogoi possessing magical powers and immortality named Reiker. A loner, he doesn’t speak much. He barely interacts with me, but I can’t be sure. The quiet ones hold mysteries. It could be any of them. One of them could be my dream stalker. I don’t, for a moment, want to consider Thras.
 
   “Girl, I hope you’re getting laid every night. You look a hot wreck,” Kipp says to me as I step along the rows of tiny plants. His golden eyes rake me up and down in a long slow sweep. “As usual.”
 
   His hands…those warm hands, stroking my breasts. 
 
   I’m lost in thought, barely comprehending the filament water tubes hanging from the ceiling and the coils of fertilizer feeders snaking through the pots. 
 
   And then his hands drift downward.
 
    I don’t track the electrodes in the corner, busy stimulating our test subjects. 
 
   But he’s been distracted lately. Watchful. Alert. We haven’t been able to let go into one another. 
 
   “Hey, you with me?” Kipp asks.
 
   “What?” I glance at him, already weary at five-thirty in the morning. I’ve been here since four-fifteen.  I start to make my way between the rows of plants. I trip and catch myself before falling into him.
 
   He laughs. “Right. I’ll take that as a yes. Or else you’re an insomniac,” he says as he saunters off. “Or, a newbie vampire. Or a succubus. Or a…” 
 
   He steps outside and I can’t hear what he’s saying any longer. Not that I care.
 
   I spy Daylon at the far end of the greenhouse. He’s holding one of our newly grafted experiments. It’s too early to be celebrating, but the seduction experiment seems to be working.
 
   “Hey, Daylon,” I say, stepping toward him, attempting a smile. I’m sure it looks forced. 
 
   My brother’s an addict because of what your kind did to him.  Anger boils in my belly.
 
   He looks up, frowns, and then sort of smiles back. “Hey.”
 
   “Isn’t this great?” I say.
 
   “Isn’t what great?” he says, setting down the two conjoined plants. He fixes his red-brown eyes on me.
 
   Those eyes still make me nervous. “The seduction experiment. We owe the success partly to you.”
 
   “I don’t know, something’s not quite right.” He lifts the two plants again, peering at them.
 
   “What do you mean?” I stare at the green and gold child plant of the two parents, emerging from the scion in a delicate swirl.
 
   “I think someone forgot to turn on the Uni-feed tubes again. These babies need regular doses of the fertilizing compound at precise intervals.” He glares at me.
 
   “Wow. We’ll have to alert the Eleven,” I say, my face reddening. “Make sure everyone’s doing their part.” My lip sneaks between my teeth, begging to be bit.
 
   “Uh-huh,” Daylon says, pointing his strange gaze in my direction. “The team needs to hear about it.” He snorts, sets the plant down, and shakes his head. “You’d best alert everyone.” His voice is laced with sarcasm. 
 
   Everyone knows it’s my job to set the timer at night. 
 
   “You can be sure of it,” I say, whirling to find something to do far, far away from Daylon. 
 
   Naazira stands outside the clear door, talking to Thras. 
 
   They’re laughing. She puts her hand on his arm. He draws it to his lips and kisses it. He kisses it! So much for impropriety and keeping things on the down-low. 
 
   My stomach knots. They’ve grown closer the last few days. He and I have barely spoken for weeks.
 
   The door swings open, and Naazira practically dances inside. 
 
   She approaches me, a lilt to her step. “Hey, Sakhi. Thras needs to see you. He said to come to his office, pronto.”
 
   “Oh, he did, huh?” I say, picking up a trowel. I want to rake that grin right off her face. I pretend to study some plants, pushing the trowel around the growing mixture. “And you found that so funny you burst out laughing.” 
 
   I want to die. I didn’t mean for those words to come out.
 
   “What?” she says, her face crinkling into one of her stupid, cheery smiles. “Just now? Oh, no. He told me something funny. And guess what?”
 
   “What?” I say, in the most petulant voice ever.
 
   She leans in and whispers in my ear. “We’re going on a date.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to date on the Complex. Ordinance 62751. No interrelations between species. No dating.” My fingers clutch the handle of the garden tool.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she says, looking annoyed. “No one listens to that rule.” She purses her lips. “What’s gotten into you? I thought you were going to be fun.”
 
   Ouch.
 
    “I’m, uh…I’m only looking out for you,” I say, attempting to cover for my dumb outburst.
 
   “Right,” she says, shaking her head.
 
   I’m going to strangle the next person who shakes their head at me. I grit my teeth.
 
   “You’d better get to his office. He’s waiting for you.” She rolls her eyes and then sashays away from me.
 
   “Fine,” I snap, dropping the trowel and rush out of the building.
 
   Outside the greenhouse I see Paki, chatting with a uniformed guard. He turns his head as if we’re connected with an invisible chain. 
 
   “Miss Borren,” he says, staring at me with his evil eyes. “What’s the rush?”
 
   He nods to the guard and steps in front of me, blocking passage.
 
   I shiver. Is he the dream predator? I’m going to completely lose it if he’s my night stalker. Even considering it sends me into a cold sweat.
 
    “I have a meeting,” I say, trying to swerve around him.
 
   “Not yet, you don’t. It’s our regular meeting day but you’re early,” he says, smirking. It makes the creases in his cheeks look like jagged scars.
 
   My eyes flick up to his. “What regular meeting?”
 
   He smiles coolly. “The one we’ll be having every other day, starting today. Come to my office at…” He consults his wrist-com. “Oh, say, eleven-hundred hours.”
 
   “But that’s my lunchtime,” I protest. “I only have thirty minutes for lunch.”
 
   “Well, today you’ll have ten.” He flashes his evil grin. “Don’t let me stop you from your other unimportant meeting. Ours matter.” 
 
   He gives me a challenging glare.
 
   I chuff out a breath and hustle past Paki, toward Thras’ office, leaving the world of growing green for the lifeless gray-white walls of the Complex. 
 
   When I arrive, I make a timid tap, tap, tap on his door.
 
   It opens with a whoosh.
 
   Thras sits at his desk, flicking his fingers across a holoscreen. Dressed in his Uni-uniform, his hair combed back, his face appearing freshly shaved, he’s a bold contrast to the bleak surroundings. 
 
   “Miss Borren,” he says, making the dancing words and images disappear into nothingness. “We’ve got a problem.”
 
   I inhale sharply, freezing in place.
 
   “Come in, come in,” he says. He gestures to a Smuntine chair before his massive desk. “No need to stand in the hall.”
 
   I let out a sigh and step toward the seat. 
 
   “What is it?” I say, plopping into the hard, unyielding metal. 
 
   “I’ve noticed your fatigue of late,” he says, his large hand stroking his chin.
 
   Why does he have to be so utterly handsome? 
 
   My gaze drops to my lap. “Sir, I…I’m sorry. I don’t sleep well here.”
 
   “Why are you here? At the Complex?” he asks.
 
   My back stiffens. That’s the same thing my dream stalker asked me. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Just that.” Thras steeples his fingers. “What are you hoping to get here?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. To get to the other side, I guess.” My mind whirls.
 
   He looks at me for a few seconds with an incomprehensible gaze. 
 
   “The work we do here is critical to the Complex,” he continues. “My team needs to be topnotch, on their game. You know that. We’ve already had this discussion.”
 
   His words lance me like a sword. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “It’s Thras,” he says, more gently.
 
   I lift my head. He’s looking at me with his infinity eyes all soft. It makes me uneasy to be regarded this way. 
 
   “I’ll get a scrip from the Uni-med techs, sir…I mean Thras.” I know there’s nothing they can give me that will really work, though. Nothing will work.
 
   He nods. 
 
   “Good. See to it.” His eyes grow cold. “Because as of today you’re on probation.”
 
   “What?” I blink stupidly.
 
   “We all know you’re the one forgetting to set the fertilizer timer at night,” he says.
 
   Words explode from my mouth. “And we all know those things should be set on automatic. It shouldn’t be a manual task. There’s always room for human error when things are manual.” 
 
   My hands gesticulate as if under someone else’s command.
 
   The eyebrow over his dark eye lifts, creating a murky shadow over a midnight moon. “Are you finished?”
 
   I nibble my lip into submission and stare at the ceiling. 
 
   “Yes, sir.” The anger and complete frustration that’s been building since I got here boils over. I lower my gaze to him again. “Wait. No I’m not done. This experiment is a joke. A total waste. We’re all biding our time. And you…” I lean forward and stab my index finger at him. “I don’t think you’re injured. I think you faked it to set me up. To make me feel sorry for you and triangulate with me against our stupid Meta team. Everyone hates me. They think I have some special connection with you. That was your point, wasn’t it?”
 
   His lips form a stiff, straight line. “We’re not discussing this.”
 
   “Whatever.” I flick my hand at him, but the words keep coming. “And another thing. You’re not supposed to date on the Complex. Especially you. You’re supposed to set an example.” 
 
   Shut up, shut up, shut up.
 
   His face crumples into angles and lines. “A date? Who told you I’m dating anyone?”
 
   “Your date, that’s who. She made sure to tell me,” I say. This time I stare straight into the eyes…those beautiful eyes of infinity.  I look away, lest I get swallowed in that gaze.
 
   He shakes his head. “My social life is no one’s business. This conversation has veered way off course.” He straightens a couple writing devices on his desk. “I’ve been advised to fire you by my superiors. Your lack of ability to perform a simple task each evening looks atrocious. My team has to perform and perform well, Miss Borren.”
 
   I nearly double over. 
 
   “What, so you can get a gold star promotion when this is over?” I snap, giving him a sidelong glance. I wish this day would be over and it’s barely begun.
 
   He almost smiles. “Why yes, I want an array of gold stars to line the walls of my office. I think it would look elegant right behind me, don’t you think?” he says. He pivots in his chair and sweeps his hand in an arc. “Like a gateway to excellence over my head. What do you think?”
 
   I almost laugh. 
 
   “It might work,” I say, suppressing my smile. 
 
   He swings his chair around to face me again, appearing serious once more. “I don’t want to lose you, Miss Borren. But if this behavior continues I’ll be forced to fire you. It will be out of my hands.”
 
   My heart hammers. “What will happen to me if I’m fired?”
 
   “Menial work, I’m afraid. No one will want to hire personnel who’s been fired.” He lets out a sigh. “This is a great position to have here on the Complex. One of the best, actually. I chose my team personally,” he says, with that damn tender voice he uses when it suits. “But if you screw up again. I’ll have no choice but to let you go.”
 
   “I understand,” I say, keeping my eyes pointed downward. I blink rapidly, trying hard to hold back the tears. “Can I go now?” My voice cracks.
 
   “Yes,” he says, getting to his feet. “You’re dismissed. Let me walk you back to the Uni-Bosk. I need to…”
 
   “No!” I blurt. “Just open the door. Please.” 
 
   I’m barely keeping it together. I don’t want him to see me sob.
 
   He presses a button on his desk and the door swooshes open, revealing my escape.
 
   I hop up and race into the hallway, without looking back, searching for a quiet place to get my shit together. The door to the WD is to my left, and I dart inside. 
 
   I stimulate the Uni-chip in my palm, contacting my brother, expecting to leave a message.
 
   “Yeah?” he says. His image shimmers before me. “What’s up, sis?”
 
   “How are you able to answer the phone?” I ask.
 
   “I’m on a break.”
 
   “Can you get me something to stay awake?” I ask. “I’m desperate.”
 
   His voice lowers. “Where are you? I hope you’re somewhere no one can hear. This place is bugged from top to bottom.”
 
   I can barely hear him he’s talking so low. “If I heard you correctly, yes. I’m safe. Can you? Please.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can find out,” he says. “Now hang up.”
 
   I disconnect the call, scanning the ceiling and walls, searching for signs of being watched or listened to. I’m pretty familiar with spy devices but the Complex probably has undetectable ones. 
 
   “What a dummy,” I say, hoping to divert my listeners. “I’ll make an appointment with Uni-med.”
 
    I don’t care what I have to do. I’m going to find a way to stay awake and keep my goddamned prestigious job. If Reve can cope, so can I.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The one thing my brother’s on time for is food—until tonight. He’s late. Hours and hours late. I’ve called and left so many frantic messages, his mind must be about to blow up. I’m worried sick, unsure of what to do. 
 
   Use the Uni-chip to call a friend perhaps? 
 
   Oh, right. I have no friends. My brother is my everything.
 
   I’ve chewed my nails to the quick. My gaze keeps flicking to the time display, hovering in the air above the front door. It beams in bright red, translucent letters like a warning written in blood. Five-fifteen. Six-twenty. Seven-nineteen. Eight-twenty-nine. If I don’t get to bed soon, I may as well stay up until rise and shine time—four a.m.
 
   At nine-nineteen, my Uni-chip vibrates. I jab my life line before the sound vibration has time to fade.
 
    “Reve! Where are you?”
 
   There’s a long pause and then, a familiar translucent image says, “Uh, no. It’s not Reve. It’s Thras.” 
 
   The unwelcome voice collides with my eardrum. “Oh! Hello, sir…I mean, Thras. What can I do for you?” 
 
   Please don’t tell me I forgot to turn something off or left something out or…I had such a shitty day.
 
   “I know it’s late, but would you mind meeting me in my office? I have an idea. Something I want to share with you. Only you. I’ve decided to take you off the evening detail for setting the fertilizer timer and put you on another task.”
 
   Oh, no. More preferential treatment. 
 
   “I…I…should I say thank you?” I stammer.
 
   He laughs. “Wait until you hear what the assignment is before thanking me.”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m worried about my brother. He was supposed to meet me for dinner hours ago.” I taste blood as I gnaw on my fingernail.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I heard there was a problem in Uni-Station Negative-One. He probably stayed late to help with the repairs.”
 
   “No, he would've called,” I say, but my words are drowned out as Thras continues to talk.
 
   “This will only take a few minutes but I need to do it in person. I’ll wait for you.” He disconnects, fading from view.
 
   I wonder what happened to his date tonight? Maybe they felt sorry for me and schemed together. Maybe Naazira will be sitting in his lap when I get there and they’ll be all lovey-dovey. My stomach writhes like a knot of baby snakes. 
 
   “Gah! Quit being an idiot!” I say to myself. “You hate the man.”
 
   I hastily scrawl a note for my brother and pocket it. Grabbing my shoes  and jacket from the tiny entrance closet, I exit my apartment. Even though this place is climate controlled, they let the temps fall at night—it’s probably to keep us in our apartments. 
 
   I plaster the note on the outside of my metal door in a manner that’s pretty obvious. Drunk or not, Reve should be able to see it. Then I beeline for the Fastrans.
 
   As I approach the lift, I spy a sign stating it’s out of repair. “Damn.” 
 
   I’m hit with the twisted energy of some kind of Meta behind me. I whirl around. 
 
   A short, muscular, bearded alien approaches. His face is pinched and withered like a dried cat. His stride is a kind of side to side wobble, like he’s making his way across a boat in high seas.
 
   My heart pummels my ribcage, like a convict trying to get free. I don’t know what kind of Meta he is, but he gives me the creeps.
 
   “Is everything all right?” he asks. His blue-gray eyes are flecked with red, similar to Daylon.
 
   Is he an incubus? Has he come to this floor to mess with my dreams?
 
    I press my back against the broken elevator. “I’m fine. Really. No problem.”
 
   “This Fastrans is broken,” he says. He raises his hand and points. 
 
   I flinch like he’s going to hit me. 
 
   “I know.” I smash my back into the metal door.
 
   His frown deepens. “I can call for someone if you need me to.”
 
   My head whips side to side. “No. I’m fine.”
 
   He scratches his withered face, inclining his head to the side. His eyes disappear behind slits of flesh. “Okay then. Head down the stairs to District Four. Take the south Fastrans. Where are you off to at this late hour?”
 
   Does he want to follow me? Chase me? Is this a trap?
 
    “Uh…Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three,” I say. “My boss needs to see me. He’ll be worried if I’m not at his office in ten minutes.”
 
   “I see. The name’s Shict, by the way.” He extends his hand.
 
   I stare at it like it’s a demon viper. My palms flatten against the Fastrans door.
 
   He shakes his head and drops his hand. It falls like a lead weight by his side.
 
   My eyes dart about. 
 
   Shict nods. “That’s the shortest way, then.” He squints. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m certain. Never better. Thanks for the info.” I slide away from him and hustle toward the stairs.
 
   “Good luck,” he calls.
 
   I’m sure I’ll need more than luck.
 
   The District Four south Fastrans dumps me right in the city center, nowhere near Uni-Bosk Twenty-Three. I have to find a way to get to Thras’ office. I blink. I’ve never been here at night. It’s dark in places, brightly lit in others. 
 
   I’m slammed with energy the minute I step from the lift. It’s like a torrent of need, desires, greed, want, and hustle coming at me from every direction. Every kind of Meta is out, laughing, talking, arguing, scurrying to wherever they need to get to. Humans race past, too, looking grim and purposeful. I guess not everyone needs to get up at four in the morning.
 
   Come on, come on, come on, Sakhi. You can do this. 
 
   I claw my arms, trying to rid myself of the goo of Meta and Human energy. I scan my surroundings. My gaze lands on a familiar landmark, Uni-grocery Twelve. I put my head down and hurry towards it. Just past the grocery, there’s an alley. Reve pointed it out to me on one of our errand runs. I’m pretty sure this will cut my trek in half if I take it. 
 
   Reve. Stabs of pain needle my heart at the thought of my brother. I hope you’re okay.
 
   I jet for the mouth of the alley, seeking escape from the onslaught of energy. Once I enter it, the energy assault lessens. I relax, leaning against the concrete wall to catch my breath. 
 
   It’s a narrow passage, barely two people wide, and only if they’re slender. Like any alley in any city, it’s dirty and dank, lined with the city’s filth. It’s cool and dark, however, and doesn’t reek with disturbing energy.
 
   A group of gray clad people approaches, pausing at the entrance. 
 
   I shrink into the wall, wishing I were a shadow.
 
   “You fucking blood-sucker,” a raspy voice shouts. “You stay the fuck away from my wife.” 
 
   “Keep her satisfied, Human, and she won’t wander,” a smooth baritone voiced male answers.
 
   “Why you little shit,” the Human yells.
 
   I draw deeper into the passageway. I let the darkness hide me while grunts, the dull thwack of fists against bone, and other sounds of fighting take up air space a few yards away. I know I should scurry away like a rat, but I’m frozen, just like my dream.
 
   Shouts and tromping boots clatter along the sidewalk. The blue blast of a segif goes off at the alley entrance. 
 
   Get out of here! Come on! Go! I hurry in the opposite direction, head down. 
 
   Up ahead, there’s a body sprawled, knees bent, blocking my path. A streetlight illuminates his torso with a sickly, yellowish beam of light. The rest of him is hidden in shadows. 
 
   A hopeful thought floats from my mind like a helium balloon. Maybe it’s Reve, passed out from drink. 
 
   I approach with quiet stealth, drawing on survival skills honed in the streets and alleyways of Wreston. 
 
   The chest rises and falls. He’s alive, at least. I also know it’s not Reve because this fellow’s energy is ugly and sharp, battering me with tornado-like waves. 
 
   I glance in the opposite direction. The fight is growing into a riot. I can’t go back. 
 
   I swallow, my limbs trembling from the wind of fear. 
 
   There’s only one way out.
 
   Holding my breath, I swing my leg over his form. My foot lands on the ground. Almost there. I quietly lift my back leg, placing my hands on each side of the wall to steady myself.
 
   A hand shoots out and strong fingers curl around my ankle.
 
   I shriek. 
 
   “Let me go!” I bring my captive foot down with as much force as I can muster. I grind my heel into his ribcage.
 
   “Shit,” the man yells in a garbled voice. 
 
   I yank free and stumble, my knees colliding with concrete. Scrambling to my feet, I sprint toward the light at the end of the passage.
 
   He’s behind me, on his feet, moving faster than his inebriated state should allow. 
 
   Before I can reach the street, he tackles me.
 
   I fall like a two-ton Smuntine block. My breath explodes from my lungs like a detonated bomb.
 
   “Got you, you little bitch.”
 
   Ice crystals bloom along my spine. I know that voice. The man pinning me to the ground is Paki Tchepikov.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My breath returns in a huge, rasping gasp. I try, without success, to buck the beast from my back.  He’s far too heavy. I try to claw myself away from Paki’s talon-like grip, yelling for help.
 
   Paki grasps my hips and wrangles me on my back. 
 
   Crack! My head thuds on the solid ground. Shooting stars circle my vision.
 
   He straddles me, settling his bulk along my thighs. “Well, well, well, what have we here,” he slurs. He slurps the spit spilling from his mouth and wipes his mouth with his arm. “You’re out late. Shouldn’t you be in bed, my sweet?”
 
   I struggle, trying to wriggle away from him. “Get off of me, you bastard.”
 
   He grins, pinning my wrists over my head. 
 
   “I like this position,” he says, leering. “For a start.” 
 
   He rocks his hips, grinding his rigid hard-on into my leg.
 
   “I have a meeting,” I say, like a dumb-ass, as I writhe to get free. 
 
   As if that will entice him to let me go. 
 
   In the shadowed alleyway, his face appears more sinister than ever.
 
   “Is it that time already again? My mistake. I thought we already met today.” He laughs. “Time sure flies.”
 
   I lift my head and spit. The juicy wad splats on his chin.
 
   His cruel face hardens into brittle fury. 
 
   “I despise human spit,” he says, releasing one of my wrists. He wipes the sorry blob from his jaw, his expression ugly. “Unless it’s coating my dick.”
 
   I prepare to let loose again, but he crushes his slimy palm against my mouth. I scream into his nasty, horrible skin. 
 
   He stinks of booze and the foul-smelling chem-soap from the WD.
 
   He grinds my skull into the unyielding ground. “You better start acting nice to me. You being out this late, assaulting an officer, isn’t going to look good in your record. It’s a violation of your probation and there will be serious repercussions.” His face contorts into an ugly leer. “Unless…” He grins and taps the side of his head like he’s had the best idea. The fingers smashing my face release me and he goes for his pants, tugging them down. “We could make this all go away.” His half-hard cock, grotesquely misshapen, like a gnarled tree root, hangs free. 
 
   He lets out a heh, heh, heh kind of laugh.
 
   I scream. My cry is drowned out by sirens and shouts at the other end of the alley. 
 
   Paki fumbles with the waistband of my black Uni-pants.
 
   “No, no. No, no, no,” I shout.
 
   “Oh, yes.” He grins.
 
   A street light at one end of the alley shatters, glass tinkling to the sidewalk. Then another. And another, until the passage is pitched into darkness. Only a glimmer of that sickly yellow light shines from the end of the alley closest to me. 
 
   Metas and Humans continue to yell and fight. Fists strike flesh-covered bone, making sick thuds and cracks. Blue segif flashes burst like lightning bolts, then dissipate, followed by the whomp of falling bodies. 
 
   I continue to scream, shouting curses I didn’t know I knew. I want my brother to rescue me. 
 
   Reve, where are you?
 
   Paki backhands me. “Shut the fuck up. It’s either this, or you’re going to jail. We have measures in place here for dealing with criminals.” 
 
   Measures? What kind of measures? 
 
   Gritting my teeth, I grab his hand, forcing his fingers backward. 
 
   “Fucking bitch!” He yanks his hand back and lets loose another stinging slap. 
 
   It strikes my face with a loud crack. I’ve got to get away from this asshole.
 
   A strange, high-pitched keening explodes from my throat. Reve’s right. I hate it here. I hate being among Metas. I’d rather be in jail on Wreston than on this horrid planet.
 
   Paki frantically tears at my clothes.
 
   Twisting and fighting, I scream again. 
 
   He lands another blow to my cheek. 
 
   Tears rain from my eyes. This can’t be happening, can’t be happening.
 
   Boot heels strike, the sound ricocheting through the alley.
 
   I lift my head to look.
 
   Paki’s hands curl around my neck. 
 
   My Wacher bears down, squeezing hard. 
 
   Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. The little stars in front of my eyes turn into fireworks.
 
   I rake at his face, somehow managing to draw blood.
 
   “Fuck!” Paki yells. 
 
   The footfalls quicken.
 
   Paki’s head whips around to see who’s approaching.
 
   “Help! Reve?” I cry. “Is that you?” 
 
   He’s hooded, completely obscured by shadows and dark clothing. He lets out an unearthly roar and dashes toward us. Wordlessly, he hauls Paki off of me, yanking him to his feet.
 
   Paki whirls to face the man. 
 
   “You,” he exclaims.
 
   The attacker says nothing. Instead, he torques back his arm and slams his fist into Paki’s jaw.
 
   Paki’s head whips to the side, spraying blood and spit along the stream of a deep groan. 
 
   The blood spatter paints my pants.
 
   “Fucking hell,” Paki says, shaking his head like a wet mongrel. He shoves my rescuer, pounding into him like a wild bull.
 
   The attacker  grabs Paki’s shoulders. Paki tries to pull away. The cloaked male positions his rigid fingers in front of Paki’s neck and strikes like a cobra.
 
   Paki gurgles, chokes, and then coughs out a mouthful of blood. 
 
   Fists fly, fast and vicious. I can’t tell who’s hitting whom. 
 
   My head rings. It aches with such an excruciating throb I know I’m going to pass out. I attempt to get to my feet but nausea gets the best of me. I lean over my knees and wretch. Once finished, I stagger a few steps toward the street.
 
   “Oh, no, you don’t,” Paki growls.
 
   My head’s spinning. I’m so sick, in so much pain, I could curl up and die. But I’ve got to get free—for Reve, if for no one else. I will my legs to move.
 
   Footsteps crunch behind me. I stumble, catch myself and then speed up.
 
   More footfalls sound. A grunt follows, and then a thud. A horrible groan echoes through the dark, narrow passage, braiding with the riotous sounds on the street.
 
   I glance over my shoulder, squinting. All I can make out are two dark figures, one standing over the other, pummeling him with blow after blow.
 
   A chain zings through the air and strikes the fallen male. Whoever’s attacking the other is in a blood-lust craze.
 
   No sound emerges from the downed man, but the attacker persists. The chain whips through the air, clanging as it lashes the downed body and strikes the ground. Over and over and over he strikes.
 
   The attacker finally relents in his assault. He drops the chain, leans over his knees, and draws in huge gulps of air. With each breath, he seems to grow larger. With each inhalation, his body begins to glow. It’s beautiful, providing a hopeful contrast to the ugliness all around. It’s a brilliant green glow, like the new leaves of spring.
 
   Is it you? 
 
   My head’s still spinning. The ache in my skull intensifies. Little sparkles dance in my eyes and turn into huge white lights. I can’t do this. Can’t take it. This level of violence is like war. I never want to experience war again, for as long as I live. 
 
   I fall to the ground, weak, in the kind of pain I’d never wish on my most feared enemy. I writhe and moan, my eyes squeezed shut to keep out reality.
 
   Powerful arms scoop me up. 
 
   A jolt of magnetic energy from the contact sizzles into my back. It’s like my dream. It zings through my limbs, as if my blood vessels are conduits for electricity. I’m pulled close to his chest. The electrical charge becomes the hum of millions of bird wings, vibrating all around me.
 
   He squeezes me, hard. 
 
   “I told you he was coming,” he murmurs into my hair. “I’ve tried to keep you safe.”
 
   And that’s the last thing I hear before falling into the bliss of unconsciousness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “How is she?” a familiar voice says, pushing through my opiated haze.
 
   A large, warm hand wraps around my fingers.
 
   I lick my lips. They’re swollen and dry. Even though I’m weak as a kitten, I manage to squeeze back.
 
   “Sakhi? Are you with us again?” Reve says. His voice sounds urgent, pained.
 
   “I’m here,” I say, sounding more like the squawk of a Shork Red. 
 
   I clear my throat and blink rapidly, trying to wipe away the sludge from my eyes. And then I open them to a too bright, too white, windowless room and the worried, anxious gaze of my brother.
 
   He’s perched at the edge of a Smuntine chair, looking fatigued and drained. 
 
   Gizmos, tubes, and gadgets poke me, monitor me, and drip into me. An entire screen of translucent letters, numbers, and graphs floats in a circle over my head. I’m covered by a silvery blanket that rises and falls of its own accord, as if it’s breathing. 
 
   I reach to touch my head and find it’s completely wrapped in something gauzy and medicinal smelling.
 
   “They, uh…” Reve looks away. “They had to shave your head, sis. You had an awful concussion. The worst. They had to get in there and relieve the pressure on your brain before you stroked out.” He wraps his hand around his mouth.
 
   “Damn,” I say, letting my eyes fall closed. “Sucks.” My hair’s never been cut. But right now I’m too tired to even care…much. “What’s up, big bro?” 
 
   I’d smile but I think the corners of my lips will split.
 
   “Same old, same old,” he says. He feigns casual but then his voice breaks right at the end. “Life goes on at the Complex. Business as usual.”
 
   I open one eye. “What happened? How did I get here?”
 
   “Don’t really know,” Reve says. 
 
   “And where is here, exactly?” I ask.
 
   “Uni-med Fourteen. They all look the same. What does it matter?” He shrugs and twists his Uni-issued hat into a wad. “I got a call telling me you were beat up. That someone tried to rape…” His words trail off and his voice cracks, big time. His next words are low and threatening. “Who was it? Do you know who did it to you?”
 
   The evil face of Paki swims in my mind. I know if I tell Reve who did it, he’s going to kill the son of a bitch. And then he’ll be tried for murder. He’d be executed, no doubt. The thought sends shooting pains through my skull. I can’t have my brother dead. He’s all I have. 
 
   “I didn’t get a good look at his face,” I say. “It was dark in the alleyway. There was some kind of riot going on.”
 
   “No, shit, there was a riot.” He leans forward excitedly, practically vibrating. “The entire Complex was on lock down for a few days while you were unconscious. We had to be escorted to work and home by armed guards. There we’d all sit, locked in our dwellings, until it was time to be marched to our jobs. Some of the Metas got sent far away.” He lets out a laugh. “I hope they’re shot and released into space to explode like bags of blood and shit. Motherfuckers. Serves them right.”
 
   I give his hand another squeeze, trying to calm him.
 
   “I should have been there for you,” he says, changing topics, and swipes his eyes. He bursts to his feet and starts pacing in the small space, his limp hindering his stride. “I’m such an asshole.”
 
   “Reve,” I soothe. My eyes scan all the devices surrounding me. “I’m afraid you’re going to pull a tube from my arm or knock something over. Sit.”
 
   He pauses to look at me. 
 
   “Sorry.” He plunks down on his chair. He hangs his head, propping it in his hands. “Oh, sis, I’m sorry this happened. It’s all my fault.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I say, trying to recollect my time before arriving here—wherever here is. “I waited for you and then…”
 
   He cuts me off. “I couldn’t find my deal…I couldn’t find the store that had the supplies you asked me for. And then, when I found it…” He shrugs. “I wanted to make sure it was good quality and I lost track of time.” 
 
   He scans the room, no doubt for signs of listening devices.
 
   I make a half-hearted effort to roll my eyes. Even my eyeballs hurt. “Don’t worry. I think I got a call…some sort of meeting…with Thras. Yeah, that’s it. He called me in to a late meeting to discuss something or other.”
 
   “Fucking Meta.” Reve’s voice turns into a sinister growl. “He’s been here. Him and that goddamned elf, Naazira.”
 
   The intensity rolling off of Reve is so sharp, it hurts. 
 
   “Tone it down. I can’t deal with this much energy at the moment.” My eyelids slam shut, weighted and heavy.
 
   “Sorry, sis. It’s just that…hold on.” He picks up a remote from the Smuntine stand next to my bed. He fiddles with it until Uni-propaganda blasts through the airwaves from the overhead Uni-holo, spewing the party line and everything they want us to know. 
 
   The information we’re fed is pathetic. Watered down and weak, filled with positive statements like, “Jare Jones got promoted to manager on Uni-Bosk Twenty-Eight for his upstanding service.” And, “Weekend events include a picnic on Uni-parkland, compound-fifteen.”
 
   “That’s too loud, Reve. Turn it down.” I press my hands over my ears.
 
   He leans in close to me and whispers, “Listen. There’s something awful going on down here. That riot was only the beginning. You know how they promised us a means to build bridges and find peace, followed by lots of money and new beginnings?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “It’s total BS. It’s not working at all. Humans…we’re being hunted.”
 
   I shiver. 
 
   “No way.” My eyes widen to the point of pain. I fist the silver blanket. “That can’t be.”
 
   “Believe it, sis. There’s talk of Metas draining the life force from our kind. They grow strong. We get weak.” He shakes his head. “I think they still want to eradicate us. The war continues.” 
 
   An image of the green glowing male flashes through my brain. 
 
   Could he be one of the rogue?
 
   “It’s awful. Everyone’s paranoid. There’s already talk of mutiny in the lower levels. The work I do is pathetic but think what will happen if we don’t do our job. All bodily filth will pool everywhere. It will back up in the pipes. There won’t be any drinking water.” He’s talking fast, as if trying to force them out before we get caught.
 
   “Why would you do that? Why would you punish everyone?” I hiss. One of my monitors sounds an alarm.
 
   “Shh, sis. Easy. Big breaths. Calm yourself.” He places his hand over my sternum, looking intently into my eyes.
 
   Returning the gaze, I take a few slow breaths, as encouraged, until the beeping goes off.
 
   He nods and continues. “We’ll do it to make demands. Get our final S-Co payment sooner than later. And then…” He turns his attention to the door, then back to me, pressing his lips against my earlobe. “We escape.”
 
   “What?” I hiss. The thought of escape is both wonderful and terrible. We’d be back to living on the streets and, we’d no doubt be wanted criminals. But at least we’d be away from here.
 
   The clap, clap, clap of soft-soled shoes on concrete floors powers in our direction. 
 
   Reve pushes back in his chair and clasps my hand, smiling sweetly at me.
 
   The door swings open in a gust. 
 
   “What are you doing? This is far too loud. The entire wing can hear it.” A stocky, white-clad woman stomps in my room. Her name tag reads Citizen 98342. She grabs the remote from the bed stand and turns the droning propaganda down to a quiet hum. “And we’re short-staffed. I don’t appreciate having to drag my ass away from critical medical procedures to deal with noise levels.” 
 
   “What?” Reve says, innocently. “I thought you wanted us all to hear the daily message.”
 
   “Not at those decibel levels.” She glares at Reve, and then turns to me. “You’re awake.” She says this like it’s a command.
 
   “Barely,” I croak.
 
   She scans the swirling digits over my head and taps a few keys on the medi-console next to me. “
 
   Your vitals look decent.” She nods. “We didn’t know if you’d join us here, but here you are,” she says, giving me a perfunctory smile. She swivels to face Reve. “Look, buddy. I’m dealing with real emergencies. I need to get back to them. Now scram. She’s awake but she needs her rest.”
 
   “Got it,” Reve says, getting to his feet.
 
   The Uni-nurse’s eyes soften. “I’m sorry. We’re completely stressed. We’ve got humans coming in here in droves. They can barely stand. No energy. Metas bleeding and scraped from fighting. It’s horrible. It’s got to stop.” Her lips press flat. “Anyway,” she says to me, smoothing my silver blanket. “I’m glad you’re back among the living. It was touch and go there for a while. We’ll check on you in a bit. And you,” she says to Reve. “You’d best be on your way. There’s no telling what will befall a Human anywhere. It’s not safe, not even in here.”
 
    With a toss of her curly haired head, she hustles from the room. Reve glances at me, and then follows her out.
 
   I reach for the Smuntine tray table perched by my bed and wheel it over me. Pushing myself to sit up, I peer at my reflection in the shiny metal. I wince. I look awful. Like a victim of war. I stare at the woman staring at me soberly. The woman-child is gone. She’s been replaced by someone new, someone foreign. Someone pissed off and fed up.
 
   I release the table and fall back onto the pillows. Reve’s right. We have to get the hell away from here. The person I was before I landed here at Uni-med Fourteen wasn’t capable of escape. The woman I am today has every intention of getting free, and damn the man who gets in my way.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   That night, lost in medicinal dreams, I seek my quiet pond. The man is waiting, as always.
 
   He comes to me, fisting my hair, yanking hard. My throat is exposed, bare. His other hand cups my jaw, squeezing lightly. 
 
   “Who are you?” he growls in my ear.
 
   His voice makes me throb, wet and wanting. 
 
   Does he mean in the dream? At the Complex? On the planet? Is he fighting the connection? Does he not want me here?
 
   The two lotus blossoms spin like a top, lighting the pond with flecks of brilliant green. 
 
   “Why, Sakhi? Why are you here?” His teeth skim the tender skin of my neck. Then he bites down and suckles me.
 
   Completely aroused, I moan. “I don’t know. I don’t know.” 
 
   Whatever he means, I can’t answer him.
 
   His hand wanders along my body. He squeezes my nipples, and then fondles my breast, making them ache. Then, he moves lower, his fingers sliding beneath my hospital gown, finding easy access to my core. One finger slides along my slippery folds.
 
   “Can you feel this?” he asks, pumping his erection against me.
 
   “Yes,” I say, grinding into his finger.
 
   “I want to be inside you. But first…” he says.
 
   The words fade.
 
   “Sis. Sis. Sakhi. Sis.”
 
   Strong hands shake my shoulders.
 
   “Huh?” I say, coming to, blinking hard.
 
   “You’re being released today,” Reve says. “Don’t sleep through it.”
 
   I push him away. “Let me go back to sleep.” 
 
   “No. I have to tell you something. Before the nurse arrives.” 
 
   I tense, pulled from the idea of going back to sleep.
 
    “What is it?” I whisper. 
 
   He steps to the other side of the bed and pushes my breakfast tray table out of the way. “I got some news today,” he says. 
 
   “Paki’s been shipped off-planet,” he whispers.
 
   “He has? Why? What happened?” I don’t know whether I’m relieved or angered. I wanted to exact revenge. I’ve been plotting and scheming for days.
 
   “No one knows,” Reve says. “He’d gone missing for a couple weeks. Or, that’s what I heard, anyway. I usually never see him. Anyway, someone beat the shit out of him.”
 
   “Wow.” I say. 
 
   “One of my workmates said it was during one of the riots. Rumor has it he got caught in the crossfire.” Reve shrugs, and then holds his hand before his face, his thumb and forefinger a couple millimeters apart. “He was this close from dying. Damn. I’m sure he had enemies. I wish they’d finished him off. Don’t you?” He gives me a pointed gaze. “Are you sure you don’t know who assaulted you?” 
 
   “I’m sure,” I say, forcing my eyes to meet his.
 
   “Because it’s more than a little suspicious that he turned up beat to a pulp and he supposedly disappeared right after your attack.” Reve’s gaze chisels into me.
 
   “I’m sure it wasn’t him,” I lie. “I’d know. His energy is off the charts.”
 
   “Uh-huh. If you say so.” He gives me a steely-eyed glare.
 
   “I say so. If it was Paki, I’d want you to take care of him. We’d do it together.” I give him a grim smile. It feels weird to lie to my brother. When have I ever? 
 
   “Uh-huh,” he says, and then he turns away.
 
   The same stocky nurse from the other day, only known to us as Citizen 98342, barrels into the room. 
 
   “Fun time’s over,” she says.
 
   “When did it start?” Reve asks. He winks at her, his hazel eyes twinkling.
 
   It’s good to see Reve at ease. He and the nurse have formed a teasing alliance of sorts over the last few days.
 
   “The moment you arrived, sport,” she says, winking back. “It’s been nothing but fun.” She hustles to my side, shooing him out of the way. She checks my vitals and nods. “Good. You’re back to normal. Sorry, but we need the space. This Uni-med is likely to burst.” 
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” I assure her. “I’m eager to get out of here.”
 
   “Well, thanks,” she says, a droll expression on her plain face. “So happy you liked the care and service we provided.”
 
   “I didn’t mean…” I say, my face heating.
 
   She smiles and holds up her hand. “Stop it. I know what you meant.” Then she grows serious and places her hands on her generous hips. “Things aren’t going well here on the Complex. Someone’s gotta do something. This can’t continue.”
 
   As if on cue, a figure appears in the doorway. Our heads pivot to see  Thras, looking as gorgeous and intimidating as ever as he glances from me to Reve and back again.
 
   Reve stiffens. His energy turns sharp-edged and jagged, shooting from his etheric body like the blaze from a segif.
 
   The nurse smiles, her energy rolling from her in gentle waves.
 
   I’m awash in mixed-up confusion. I want to cover my head with a pillowcase so he can’t see my shaved scalp. 
 
   And yet still, there’s the lingering desperation to simply be liked by him mixed with something I can’t put my finger on. I still hate the guy, right?
 
   “Is this a bad time?” Thras says. “If it is, I can come back.”
 
   “Any time you arrive is a bad time,” Reve says. “Fucking Meta.” 
 
   He glowers and folds his arms over his chest.
 
   Thras’ face grows stonily impassive. “I’m a person, just like you.” 
 
   He does the same arm fold thing.
 
   The temperature in the room seems to drop ten degrees, sucked into a chill by the two males.
 
   “Reve! Stop it! He’s my boss,” I say, shooting him a dagger-filled glare. “If I still have a job, that is.” 
 
   My gaze drifts toward Thras.
 
   “We’ve kept it for you,” Thras says, allowing a slight smile to form. He stands rigidly in the doorway.
 
   The nurse glances at the time display. “She’s only got about twenty minutes left for visitors.”
 
   Thras nods. “I’ll be brief.”
 
   “I was just leaving,” Reve says. He glares at Thras.
 
   “Wait—stay,” I say, reaching for my brother’s arm.
 
   “Not happening. If he’s here, there’s no room for me. Besides the fact that it stinks—stinks like Meta.” Reve leans down and gives me a peck on the cheek. “Watch yourself,” he whispers.
 
   “Always,” I whisper back.
 
   After he and the nurse leave, Thras makes his way next to me. 
 
   “You look better,” he says, gazing at me with a somber expression.
 
   “I look terrible,” I say. “What with the new haircut and all.” I pat my fuzzy scalp.
 
   “It’s impossible for you to look anything but beautiful,” he says.
 
   My breath catches in my throat. 
 
   Where is this coming from? I thought he hated me…or I hated him or…gah!
 
    I smooth my silvery blanket, staring at my hands like they’re the most fascinating thing I’ve ever seen. “What can I do for you? I heard you stopped by when I was out of it.”
 
   “Yes. I wanted to make sure one of my core team members was all right.” He stares at me rather clinically.
 
   “I see. So I’m one of your core team members.” Something about this stings. It’s as if I’ve been given an impersonal classification, much like my citizen number. But at least we’re speaking. 
 
   “Yes.” He continues to stand, as if at attention.
 
   “You can sit down, you know. That’s what chairs are for.” I manage a slight smile of my own. 
 
   “I don’t want to take too much of your time. I only stopped by to see how you are. And to ask you something. They tell me you’ll be back at work in seven cycles of the sun.” He clasps his hands behind his back.
 
   “That’s news to me, but okay. They don’t tell me much.” I feign indifference. “How’s your girlfriend?”
 
   “What?” He scowls. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”
 
   “Right,” I say. “What do you call it?”
 
   “I call it none of your business. Now, would you like to find out why I’m here?” His hands find their way to his hips, making him look every bit like Commander Blüthe.
 
   “Sure,” I say, shrugging. 
 
   “When are you out? Tomorrow?” The day after?” As usual, he emanates no vibratory signature. No warmth, no anxiety, no need, no excitement—nothing.
 
   “Today.” I cock my head and narrow my eyes. “Why?”
 
   “Come to my office tomorrow. I’ll send an escort. You are not going out alone, day or night.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I scoff. “Like you’re going to watch out for me? I’m the only one who’s got my back…except for Reve.”
 
   He sniffs in a sharp breath. “I can see that, Miss Borren. In any case, would it be too much for you to meet with me tomorrow? During the day, of course. And with an escort. I vow to never let you go anywhere on this Complex on my behalf without protection.”
 
   My eyes narrow, and I study him. “Uh, sure, I guess. I’ll have to see how I feel in the morning, but if I feel as good as I do today, it shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   He nods. “Good. I’ll see you then. Eleven hundred hours?”
 
   “I guess. Sure.”
 
   “Get some good rest today,” he says.
 
   “Fine,” I say.
 
   “Fine,” he says. “I’ll call first.”
 
   “Okay, you do that,” I say. As uncomfortable as I was around him before, I want the old Thras back—the man with the charm and winning smile. This formal guy is too much to take. “Anything else?”
 
   He opens his mouth. Closes it. Appears to think for a second. Then he says, “I’m really glad you’re all right. If I could take back the invitation to my office, I’d do it. I’ve berated myself a thousand times for being responsible for what happened to you. I…” His voice emerges strained and tight.
 
   It’s the first sign of any emotion I’ve ever seen on him. A burst of laughter threatens to emerge. I stifle it, and cough, instead.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow.” With another nod, he turns on his heel and strides from the room. 
 
   I’m left with nothing but questions and confusion--and the driving need to escape the Complex, and planet Lorn.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m escorted to Thras’ office by two armed guards, and then told to wait for him. 
 
   “Wait here,” one of them says. “Don’t move. We’ll be right outside the door.”
 
   Standing here, alone, my head wrapped in a gray scarf, I’m tense, the way I’d be if I were about to be executed.
 
   Should I sit? Stand here, barely inside the door? Snoop around and see what I can find out about the man? 
 
   That thought intrigues me. I sidle toward his desk, keeping my eye on the open door. Knowing the guards are just outside, I have to be as quiet as possible.
 
   A schedule screen rests on top of his glistening desk. I glance at the door. Satisfied no one is watching, I move a little closer to the desk. I crane my neck…and read, Sakhi Borren, eleven hundred hours. Send escort. 
 
   I huff out a sigh. That’s nothing interesting.  I extend my finger, hoping to swipe it to the next display but when I pivot my head to check the door, there stands Thras. My hand jerks back as if burned. 
 
   Damn. Not only is he void of emotional readings, he’s stealthy.
 
   He enters, pressing the controls to the door. It slides shut with a swoosh. He strides to his desk, glances at the schedule reader, and glowers at me. He picks it up and shoves it in a drawer on top of something silvery and circular.
 
    “Good morning, Miss Borren,” he says. “Have a seat.”
 
   My stomach seems to plummet into my legs. This is worse than being caught for stealing grapes. “Good morning, I, uh…”
 
   He folds his hands in front of him on the glass top. He eyes my scarf. “Personal adornment is not allowed on the Complex. Only Uni-issued uniforms. Get rid of the head-wrap.”
 
   “But…” I say, my cheeks in flames, as I sink onto the Smuntine chair.
 
   “Off. Now.” 
 
   Swamped with shame, I unwind the long drape of fabric. 
 
   He inhales deeply, closing his eyes for the briefest instance.
 
   Is this guy weird or what? 
 
   I stare at my nipped off fingernails, horrified at sitting here, being seen like this. It’s one thing to be in a Uni-med bed where you’re supposed to look horrible, but now I’m in citizen territory.
 
   “Let’s get down to business, shall we? As you may have heard, we need to make adjustments here.” He swipes his hand through the air and a holo-screen display appears. He pushes the display until he’s satisfied with the images of maps hovering in the air.
 
   “Here, where?” I ask. 
 
   I stare at the diagrams and maps hanging like clouds in the sky.
 
   “The Complex,” he says. “Surely you’ve heard of the rising conflicts. The riots—it’s to be expected,” he says, as if to himself. His gaze skims the ceiling then back to me. “We’re taking measures to stop any uprisings.”
 
   “Measures? What kind of measures?” 
 
   That’s what Paki told me about my future if I didn’t cooperate. I swallow, hard, and realize I’m sitting at the edge of my seat. I make no move to relax, anxious about what’s coming next.
 
   “The kind to protect the citizens and punish the criminals. Make no mistake, Miss Borren…” He pierces me with his gorgeous, mixed-color gaze. “No one, and I mean no one will get away with this kind of behavior.”
 
   This new formal Thras freaks me out. A sweaty sheen breaks out along my skin. 
 
   “What kind of behavior are we talking here?” I ask, my attention now aimed at my lap. It was so easy to be bold in the Uni-med and talk all tough and trashy to my brother. Here? Not so much.
 
   “I’m sure you know. I have no doubt your brother informed you,” he says. “More of the same. Metas against Humans.”
 
   His words cut through me. I lift my head. 
 
   He cracks his knuckles. A vein throbs in his neck.
 
   But there’s still nothing emanating from him that I can sense.
 
   He brings his hand to his lips and strokes them slowly, his eyes peering through narrow slits. He holds my gaze for what seems like a lifetime.
 
   A mixture of impulses storms through my body—things like rage, terror, and acute longing--but they’re not coming from him. They’re mine, all mine.
 
   “So.” He gets to his feet and swivels the display so I can see the maps and diagrams. 
 
   Then, he strides behind me and stands, the heat from him warming my back.
 
   My shoulders tighten. At least he has a core temperature. I don’t know whether to sink into his warmth, or lean away from him. Instead, I sit with a rigid back.
 
   “Both the Uni and governing body of Ama Seldova have approached me about unification tactics here at the Complex. I’ve been asked to lead a council of selected Humans and Metas to see what we can do to get back on track.” He leans forward, his body millimeters from mine as he points at one of the maps. 
 
   An earthquake shakes my spine. I’m sure he felt it. The fabric of these stupid uniforms is so flimsy, and he’s so close, we may as well be skin to skin. If he asks me why I shivered, I’ll tell him it’s my medication.
 
   “But,” he says, “there will be a Complex-wide vote. The Metas and Humans will decide who is to represent them moving forward. That in itself will be the first act of unification. It will also serve as a distraction to the fighting. People love an ‘us versus them’ kind of game. And, I’ll have a wicked opponent--I’ll be pitted against Talon Wiesner, a ruthless Human politician.”
 
   “Wow,” I say, my eyes closing from the nearness of him.
 
   “We’ll start by campaigning these divisions.” He indicates a couple maps hovering mid-air. “This is where the conflict is the greatest. We have to contain it before it spreads throughout the Complex. We’ll need a new regime of enforcers to squash the violence. And the election will pull their minds in other directions.”
 
   “So…why am I here then?” His warmth draws my limbs into supple surrender.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” he says.
 
   My eyes pop open. “Not to me.”
 
   “You’ll be mine,” he says.
 
   My breath catches. 
 
   “Yours?” I say, blinking. 
 
   Could he be…?
 
   He withdraws, stepping to my front. The absence of warmth is abrupt, like the window left open to a blizzard. Without thinking, I rub my arms.
 
    
 
   Thras allows a puzzled glance to appear, then he kills it with his usual stone-face. 
 
   “I indicated to you before that I trust you.” He paces back and forth. “I need an assistant, Miss Borren. You’ll be mine.”
 
   Of course, I think, but the disappointment stings. 
 
   “Why me?” I blurt. “Why not Naazira?”
 
   “She’s being used for other things,” he says. He stops, his hands falling to his sides.
 
   “I’ll bet,” I say, my mouth twisting into a sneer.
 
   “Do you have a problem with what I do with my staff?” he asks.
 
   “Only if it violates the Complex code,” I glare at him.
 
   He lets out a small laugh. “Oh, I’ve missed your saucy retorts, Miss Borren.”
 
   I’m confused—I didn’t think he even liked me. “Anything for your amusement, sir.”
 
   His laugh grows louder. 
 
   “Such a delight.” He shakes his head and stone-face reappears. His hands resume the death grip behind his back as he continues to pace. “This will have to be kept a secret, Miss Borren. No one, and I mean no one, can hear of this.” He turns to face me squarely. “Especially not your brother.”
 
   I inhale sharply.
 
   “You’ll maintain your regular work hours with the Eleven. After hours, you’ll work with me. And, I may call you into my office when needs require. You mustn’t tell a soul. Not any of your workmates.” The look he gives me is intense, as if he’s about to fit a giant key in my lock and twist it tight.
 
   My heart jitters and jumps, like it’s about to shoot from my throat. “But, surely they’ll be suspicious. They already thought I was getting preferential treatment from you.” 
 
   “We’ll make it look like your role in the grafting research requires you to meet with me. I think no one will be the wiser.”
 
   “Okay,” I breathe. 
 
   “No one must know. Am I understood?” His lips form a grim line.
 
   “Yes, sir,” I say, my voice all shaky and weird. How can I not share with my brother? Then I recall lying to him in the hospital. I sigh.
 
   “You’ll be given new quarters closer to mine.” 
 
   I want to groan and throw back my head, but instead, I stoically nod. “I see.” 
 
   And I’ll be despised by the Eleven which will make my life harder than it already is. 
 
    “And if we’re lucky, even you might learn a thing or two about getting along with Metas.” He drives home the sentence with a glare. “Do you think you’re capable of that?” 
 
   “Who in particular are we talking about?” I say, picturing my controlling dream man.
 
   “While you were hospitalized I heard a lot of gossip about you. I quickly put an end to it.” His jaw works side to side. “People seem to think you’re important to me.”
 
   “I see,” I say, confused to be disappointed. “I still don’t understand why you want me to do the job. I’m sure there are others far more qualified. What about Kipp? Or Daylon? They seem shrewd.”
 
   “You’re my choice, Miss Borren. You’re perfectly capable for what I have in mind.”
 
   Capable. What, like a tool?
 
    “And what exactly is it that you have in mind?” I blurt, before I can reel myself in. “The same thing you’re doing with Naazira?”
 
   I slight smile plays at the corners of his lips. “Oh, Miss Borren. You seem rather preoccupied with what I do when I’m not at work. Would you like to see for yourself?” His grin grows wider. “I could show you.”
 
   My head whips back and forth. “No. That won’t be necessary.”
 
   “Are you certain? You might be surprised.” He lets out a delightful laugh.
 
   Damn, the man is sexy when he’s at ease. Strike that—he’s sexy, period. 
 
   “No, sir,” I stammer, staring holes in my lap.
 
   “Pity.” He steps toward his desk, opens a drawer, and retrieves a pile of documents. “This could mean an Ambassador role in the Ama Seldova once the experiment is over. I don’t need to tell you—this is a very important assignment.” He extends the pile of Uni-stamped documents to me.
 
   “You’ll need to sign this confidentiality statement.” He thumbs through the sheets. “Sign here, here, and here. Fingerprints go here.” 
 
   I scan the documents, loaded with legal-eze. I read statements like, “This Agreement shall not be construed as creating, conveying, transferring, granting, or conferring upon the Recipient any rights…” and “If there is a breach or threatened breach of any provision of this Agreement, it is agreed and understood that the person signing this agreement shall be terminated and taken into custody for due process.” 
 
   Do I even have a choice in the matter? 
 
    I pick up a heavy Uni-pen from his desk and pause.
 
   “Is there a problem? This is an outstanding opportunity, Miss Borren,” Thras says. “Isn’t that what you want?”
 
   Why is everyone obsessed with what I want?
 
    I lift my gaze and study him, head cocked. Once more, we share a long stare. It evokes a state of utter turmoil inside.
 
    Finally, I let out a deep, ragged sigh and scribble my name, adding Citizen 22395 at the end.
 
   Thras nods, gathers up the documents, and puts them in his desk drawer. He presses his thumb against the drawer and the whir and clink of a lock sliding into place issues forth. 
 
   He presses the center of his palm and says, “Klevon. Deacon. Miss Borren is ready to be shown to her quarters.”
 
   I stand, whirling toward the door and then back to Thras. “But I…my things…my brother.” 
 
   “What did you just sign?” Thras asks me, back to his formal, stern self. His hands sweeps the air, erasing all the diagrams and maps.
 
   “A confidentiality agreement but…” My mind is racing, frantic to get word to my brother.
 
   “And what did you agree to?” he says.
 
   “To not tell anyone. But he depends on me. I cook for him every night.” I’m flooded with guilt, hurt, and fear. I had no idea I’d be moved so soon.
 
   “He’s a big boy, Miss Borren. There are cafes everywhere, plus, he’s been given the same stipend as you, am I right?” He gets to his feet, standing with formality.
 
   Should I salute, asshole? 
 
   “Yes, I guess, but…”
 
   “No buts about it. Any idiot can heat a pre-packed meal.”
 
   I bolt to my feet. “You don’t know what we’ve been through! He depends on me!”
 
   Thras lifts his eyes to mine and gives me a cool, assessing glare. “You may not discuss anything with your brother. Not a thing. Do you hear me?”
 
   “Yes,” I snap, rage pouring from my eyes. 
 
   How can I cook for him and not share anything?
 
   “Good. You’re dismissed. I have other concerns to see to today.” He drops his gaze and studies something on his desk. 
 
   I guess the escape plan has taken a turn.
 
    Like my near-rape assault, like the war, like living on the streets with Reve, my life has been transformed again by things I don’t agree to, things out of my control. Is there ever any choice to my life?  If there were, I’d be running away with my dream stalker to destinations unknown.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A violent lighting storms flashes in the distance as I gaze out the window of my new dwelling, waiting for my brother to unleash his storm. While it’s a stark desert environment outside, it beats the monotony of our gray and white surroundings. Reve’s voice through the holo-image is icy-calm, yet the rage is evident. 
 
   “I see,” Reve says. “Your whole team got a promotion to new lodgings. Why couldn’t you tell me before I made an ass of myself outside your door and had to be escorted by segif-toting guards to my floor?”
 
   “It happened so fast,” I say, squirming inside my rather luxurious surroundings. “I didn’t have a chance to call.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he says. “So you got out of the Uni-med yesterday morning and this evening you’re living somewhere else. And your entire team of Eleven got promoted on the same day. I don’t believe you. On the way to your floor I passed those two Meta assholes on your team, Kipp and Daylon, emerging from their apartments. When I asked where you were, they said they hadn’t seen you since before your attack.”
 
   “I can explain,” I say. “I have dinner for you,” I add, hoping I have supplies.
 
   “It’s kind of late,” he says, but I can hear the hesitancy in his voice. Food always wins with Reve.
 
   I open the Uni-cooler in my spacious Smuntine, glass and concrete kitchen. 
 
   Good. Greens and indistinguishable ground meat.
 
    I pull a few food items out and place them on the counter. “Your meal is waiting.”
 
   “All right,” he grumbles. “Where are you?”
 
   When I tell him, he grouses. “Oh, right. You’re in a suite now. Fucking hell.”
 
   “It wasn’t my idea!” I blurt.
 
   “Who’s was it, then?” he asks.
 
   I fall silent.
 
   “Did I lose you? Sis? Sakhi? Are you there? Hey, talk to me.” He pauses, waiting for me to answer.
 
   I’m completely tongue-tied. There’s nothing I can say to him that won’t incriminate me.
 
   “Damn, she’s being weird,” he mutters, before disconnecting.
 
   A short time later, a whooping alarm sounds in my room. It sounds like the kind of bomb alerts we heard on Wreston during the P-extinction war. Instinctively, I crouch in the corner.
 
   “Citizen 22395…intruder alert. Citizen 22395…intruder alert. Citizen 29143 is attempting to breach your living quarters,” a voice booms through my room.
 
   “Let him in!” I shout over the din. “That’s my brother!”
 
   “Negative, Citizen 22395. Unauthorized citizens are forbidden from entry.”
 
   “Well, authorize him!” I shout, hands pressed over my ears. “And stop the alarm.”
 
   The whoop-whoop ceases and an uneasy silence descends all around me. Several minutes later, my door alarm buzzes like angry bees. Another voice, a real voice, blasts into the room.
 
   “Citizen 22395, open the door. Citizen 29143 has requested entry,” a deep male voice says.
 
   When I open the door, two segif-wielding, granite-faced, red-clad guards stand on either side of Reve. 
 
   One of them clutches Reve’s upper arm, holding him like a prize.
 
   “Citizen 22395, is this your brother?” guard number one asks.
 
   Reve tears away from their grasp, in mad-dog, ready to bite fury. “Of course I’m her brother. You know I am. You could’ve scanned my implant. Tell them, Sakhi.”
 
   “Yes, that’s right. Please, let him in,” I say. “Stop treating him like a criminal.”
 
   “We’ll remain right here,” guard number two says, his face impassively cold.
 
   They both step inside my door, shoving Reve in the process.
 
   I glower at them to no effect.
 
   “Nice place, sis,” Reve says, scanning my suite with squinty eyes. Arms folded, he stalks through my front room. 
 
   “I…dinner’s not quite ready,” I say, my face reddening. 
 
   My stomach binds into a pea-sized knot. 
 
   He tips his head and sniffs the air. “I can tell. Can’t smell a thing.”
 
   “The kitchen’s…” I begin, pointing toward the room in the back.
 
   “Back there? In a separate room? Not like the shitty little Uni-space you used to have? How nice. Whoa..” His gaze slices toward my bedroom, complete with a door. “A separate bedroom. Such luxury! And look,” he says, stomping toward the window, “you can see what’s going on outside. Wow, sis.”
 
   He turns and glares at me.
 
   “I’ll share, you know I will,” I say, bringing my chewed-to-the-quick nail toward my teeth.
 
   “Oh, right. With me accompanied by armed guards. I don’t think so.” Hurt, betrayal, and bewilderment roll from him in crashing waves.
 
   I feel so small, right now. I want to curl up and die. 
 
   “I meant to have dinner started,” I say, making a lame attempt to cover the fact I lied about a meal. I take a step toward him but he backs away.
 
   “Uh-huh,” he says with a sneer. “So now we’re on a lying basis, are we? Sorry, sis, but I’ve changed my mind.”
 
   “About what?” I make another attempt to approach him but he holds up his hand.
 
   “Stop. Don’t come any closer, or we’ll both be sorry.” Mouth parted, he takes deep gulps of air, as if what he sees here is too much for him. Either that, or he’s making a huge effort to control his temper. Whirling around, he faces guard number-one. “I’m ready to leave now. I won’t be returning, rest assured.”
 
   “Reve,” I plead, tears stinging my eyes. “You can’t mean that.”
 
   He whips around and gives me a look so fierce I stumble backward.
 
   “Think not? I knew it was a mistake to come to the Complex but I didn’t know how bad of a mistake it would be. You’re changing, sis. I can tell. I know I’m losing you. We may as well get the process over quickly.”
 
   Tears fall from my face. 
 
   “Reve, no,” I say, rushing toward him.
 
   This time he doesn’t push away from me. Instead, he wraps his arms around me. “I’m sorry, sis.” He sniffles against my half-inch hair. “Stay strong and watch yourself. You’ll be all right.”
 
   “But Reve…”
 
   He unwraps his arms, holding me away from him, his hands on my shoulders. His hazel eyes meet mine. “Don’t fight it, sis. Our destinies are going different directions.”
 
   “But Reve,” I say again.
 
   He presses a finger against my lips. “You can do it, baby-sis, whatever it is you’re being asked to do.” He brings his lips close to my ear and softly whispers, “Because I know if you’re here, you’re being asked to do something huge.” 
 
   He blinks back a few tears.
 
   “Citizen 29143. Please come with us,” guard number one says. He reaches for Reve’s arm, but Reve bats his hand away.
 
   “I’m coming. I don’t need restraint,” he snarls. Without another word, he turns on his heel and marches resolutely away from me, guard one and two following close behind.
 
   I’m left completely, utterly alone, with only my dreams for company and not a friend in sight. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After Reve left, I sob until I can’t see. I curse Thras and the ground on which he walks. I pound my pillow with my fists, bemoaning ever laying eyes planet Lorn, two hundred thousand S-CO be damned. Finally, eyes swollen, head aching, I fall into a dead sleep, thanks to the Uni-med issued drugs given me after my last hospital visit. 
 
   In my dreams, I’m ready for anything to occur. 
 
   “I thought I lost you,” he says, coming up behind me. His stupid conjured lotus blossoms continues their lazy swirl, lighting the water with the hues of the rainbow.
 
   “Still here,” I say, defiant, arms folded across my chest. “What do you want?” 
 
   I stare into the dark night, illuminated by the green, throbbing symbol.
 
   “I want you,” he says in a low, growling voice. “And I want to know with certainty what you want.”
 
   I stiffen. “Why are you and everyone else so obsessed with what I want?”
 
   “It’s the difference between existing and truly living,” he says.
 
   I scoff. “Right. I’m about to get a lesson in philosophy.” 
 
   “No,” he says, his warm hands on my shoulders. “It’s a lesson in love.”
 
   My breath catches. It’s like he’s tossed a bomb at my cold, unfeeling heart. My eyes close as my arms wrap around me. A sob escapes my lips. “I’ll never be truly alive. Not when the faces of so many dead people live inside of me.”
 
   He brushes my hair away and softly kisses my neck. “Shhh, sweetheart.”
 
   “You don’t get it. I lost both parents. My world was blown up. I had to wander through the dead, to look into eyes that held no life.” I shiver. “I slept next to dead bodies to stay warm. The stench was overwhelming. It was awful. I hate Metas. I shouldn’t have let you in to my dream space.” 
 
   Hot tears splash my face. 
 
   “You’re not the only one who suffered,” he says, his voice cracking. 
 
   “I don’t believe you. Your kind won.” I spit my words out in an angry snarl. I cross my arms tightly.
 
   “None of us won, Sakhi,” he says, his tone brittle. “That’s the part you refuse to acknowledge.” 
 
   We rest together, in silent anger, until my ire fades. He’s too intoxicating. 
 
   He groans, the sound rumbling against my back.
 
   The energy between us is voltaic. It’s like being dropped into the belly of a transformer.
 
   His heat creates whirling shivers up my spine. I gasp, releasing my arms. They fall like feathers, my fingertips coming to rest against his strong, muscular thighs. I tentatively touch him, noting the contours of his firm muscles. Then, my hands curl, unwilling to give into this potent desire.
 
   He caresses my scalp with his palm, smoothing it along the short, soft hairs. “Let your guard down. Let me into your juicy sweetness,” he purrs.
 
   His touch feels exquisite. 
 
   He softly draws the pads of his fingers along the silhouette of my skull, now ridged with scars.
 
   My head pushes into him, like a cat, rubbing back and forth. I shudder, my inner walls dissolving and blowing away.
 
   “Much better,” he says. “Surrender to me, and I’ll give you the world.” 
 
   He wraps one of his strong arms around me and pulls me into him. He rocks me back and forth, letting me feel the hard heat between his legs.
 
   It renders me speechless. It feels large…perfect. I imagine it belongs to me and no one else.
 
   “Yes,” he says. “Oh, yes.”
 
   Does he know what I’m thinking? Is this that mind connection Thras spoke of when he talked about the seduction experiment?
 
    “Who are you?” I ask.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” he says.
 
   “It does to me,” I say. What if he’s a vampire? The thought makes me shiver. “Do you live on the Complex or elsewhere?”
 
   “Hush,” he soothes. “Be with me in the now.” 
 
   His fingertip traces the shell of my ear. Then, his warm, succulent lips nibble my earlobe. He kisses his way down my neck. 
 
   He withdraws slightly, and the warmth of his breath blows along my back. My clothes melt away. In an instance, we’re both naked, skin melting into skin.
 
   I hiss, feeling his heat, his hardness his everything behind me. My body falls into his, savoring the hair on his belly and chest, undulating my back against him.
 
   He fits his erection between the crack of my ass. It glides against the silk of my ass, eliciting wet readiness from my core.
 
   “Oh, goddess,” he breathes into my ear. His hands cup my breasts. “You’re the most beautiful woman in all the galaxy.”
 
   “You can’t know that. You haven’t seen me,” I whisper, rubbing against his solid chest and belly.
 
   “I can sense you. Everything about you is exquisite.” His hand lands on my cheek and urges me to face him.
 
   I do so, turning toward him.. 
 
   The green symbol ceases glowing and we’re plunged into darkness, obscuring his face.
 
   I don’t care. He’s about to kiss me, I know he is. My lips part. My eyes close. 
 
   His mouth is against mine. I’m ready to surrender, so ready to give myself to him. The image of Paki on top of me floods my mind. I shriek with frustration and catapult back to my body, sitting up with a start. I’m awake, in my bed. My breath comes fast and furious. 
 
   “You asshole!” I yell into the room. “If I ever see your slimy face again, you’re a dead man!”
 
   I shake with anger. A quick glance at the time lets me know it’s three-fifty-five. My alarm will go off in five minutes, so I may as well get up.
 
   Thirty minutes later, I approach Thras’ office.
 
   A black-uniformed guard spies me and nods. 
 
   “Mr. Blüthe is waiting for you.” He taps the chip in his palm, and says, “She’s here, sir.”
 
   The door slides open.
 
   Thras gives me an expansive grin, beckoning me into his space. “Enter. We’ve got a lot to cover today.”
 
   Biting my lip, I glance at the guard and then back to Thras. I take a deep breath and step across the threshold.
 
   The metal door glides shut behind me. I’m effectively swallowed into my new role at the Complex as assistant to the man I’ll never understand.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It takes me all of two weeks to decide I like my new job. Except for the political aspect of it, of course. Political debates are just this side of war.
 
   Otherwise, the work is better than at the greenhouse. Glued to my boss’ side, I attend meetings, take notes, compile data, and learn about the inner workings of both Uni and Ama Seldova. There are factions surrounding each that act and accord themselves like street gangs. In fact, after watching some of the dirty tricks the Uni do to stay on top and in control, I’ve decided politicians are nothing better than glorified gang members. 
 
   I stay so busy I don’t have time to think, which suits me well. Because when I do have time, my heart aches for my brother. I haven’t seen him since the day he was escorted from my suite. I long to share with him what I’ve learned. But I fear what he’d do with the information.
 
   Today, I’m been distracting myself with preparations for the mock debate at noon. Finally, the digital display reads eleven fifty-five. I make my way to the debate room, where Thras awaits me.
 
   The atmosphere in the small, white, windowless meeting room is tense, like it could explode at any minute. Thras’ top advisers, Humans and Metas alike, all dressed in black, are on one side of a rectangular Smuntine table, frothing with sweat. 
 
   Thras’ opponents, a similar mix of species hired for the mock debate, dressed in gray, are on the opposite side, exhibiting their own signs of stress—red faces, necks corded with muscle. 
 
   “Answer me this, Blüthe,” an imposing, elderly warlock asks, getting to his feet. He places his palms on the smooth metal table and leans in Thras’ direction. “During the P-extinction war, you were accused of using torture to extract enemy secrets. The ban on torture is absolute and non-derogable. How do you justify your actions?”
 
   Thras takes a strategic pause, staring straight into the eyes of his adversary.
 
   I’ve seen this pause before, night after night, at his secret meetings with advisors and adversaries.
 
   “If you’d looked deeper into the matter, Mr. Condack, you’d have discovered all charges were dropped. I don’t believe in torture and have never employed or condoned its use. The accusation was a ploy the human faction on the opposing force used to discredit me. Surely you can do better research than this,” he says, adding a tsk. “Or are you that hard up for funds?” 
 
   He snickers.
 
   Someone on his side chuckles.
 
   Both sides explode into defense and offense. 
 
   I’m hunkered over a Uni-time-keep, watching the seconds fly by. When it gets to three minutes, I shout, “Time,” hoping I’m heard above the ruckus.
 
   Thras glances at the time display, hovering above the door. 
 
   “That’s it,” he says, rapping the table with his knuckle.
 
   The place settles into an uneasy quiet.
 
   .“Good job, everyone,” he finally says. 
 
   A collective sigh releases into the space, making it seem to expand.
 
   Thras nods to me, a slight smile playing at his lips.
 
   I return the smile and begin gathering up my supplies—my Uni-note assembler, diagram display, and Uni-recorder. Thras and I will listen to this mock debate later…much later, in keeping with my usual hours of pre-dawn until nearly half-night.
 
   “I believe we’re almost ready for the next convention,” he says to the assembled group. “I want this win, everyone. Together, we can make it happen. So, tomorrow, same time same place?” 
 
   People nod and murmur assent. 
 
   “The next debate is a big one. We can do it, everyone,” he says, smiling. “It’s nearly go-time.” 
 
   He lifts his fist in a salute.
 
   The group breaks out in cheers and applause.
 
   “You’re good, Blüthe,” Lucienne Condack says, slowly stepping to Thras’ side, once people start to leave. Gray-haired and bearded, his face as wrinkled as a peach pit, he may be old but he’s powerful. “But your opponent, Talon Wiesner, is a son of a bitch. He’ll stop at nothing to get this nomination. He’ll dig into your grandma’s dirty deeds. Shovel up shit on your dead pet. He’s ruthless. And he’s charismatic. It’s a deadly combination.”
 
   Thras sighs. “I guess I’ll have to do better. Have the team see what they can dig up on his dead pet.”
 
    He smirks and turns to leave. 
 
   When I get to my feet, supplies in hand, his head whips in my direction. I’ve learned over the past few weeks, he’s attuned to me, and me to him. I hold up my hand, flashing five fingers twice, indicating we’re to be back in his office in ten.
 
   He nods and gets back to his conversation.
 
   I head out the door and down the hall towards our office.
 
   A segif-toting guard nods to me as I pass. 
 
   I return the nod and continue.
 
   I arrive at Thras’ office door and use the key-code programmed into my palm to enter. Once inside, I settle into a chair and let my mind drift, lost in memories of my dream lover.
 
   “What are your thoughts, Miss Borren?” Thras says, interrupting my musing, as he steps into his office.
 
   “About?” I’m perched on my chair next to his desk, my official screen reader in my lap flashing maps, diagrams and notes—things I’ve ignored for the last five minutes. 
 
   I blink like an idiot.
 
   “You and your daydreams.” Thras shakes his head, an amused smile on his face. “What mysteries do you keep in that pretty head of yours?” 
 
   He strides across the room to stand next to me.
 
   I blush, focusing my attention on my lap, my short curls bobbing. “I’m sorry. I’ll pay better attention.” 
 
   “I know you will,” he says. “I’ve been given some good news.”
 
   “About?” I say.
 
   “The Snow Hemp and SV graft. Kipp informed me the graft has yielded two fine specimens. He’d like to extract some of their cells and begin the next steps.”
 
   My interest perks. Maybe I could take some to Reve as a peace offering.
 
    “That’s great!” I say, sitting tall. “Who will we test it on? You?”
 
   Thras strokes his chin. “No, I don’t think that will be necessary. Let’s use someone else.”
 
   “My brother might be willing,” I blurt. “He’s got a ghastly war injury. Last I knew, he was in agony. His work in the sewers is brutal.”
 
   Thras gives me one of his piercing gazes. “That’s kind of you but no. We can’t take a chance with a citizen.”
 
   “But you were willing to test it,” I plead.
 
   “That’s different,” he says, waving his hand.
 
   “Because you had nothing wrong in the first place?” I say.
 
   “No. I assure you I had something…I have something wrong. It’s just gotten better,” he says, his face as blank as the walls.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I say. 
 
   I want to stab his abdomen and see if it still hurts. 
 
   His Uni-com chip buzzes. He presses the pad of flesh in his palm.
 
   The holo of General Tso, one of the heads of our new military regime shimmers in the air. “Blüthe, we’ve had more reports of humans being drained in the night. As usual, they’re left alive, but weakened. We’ve got to determine who’s doing this. It’s making the Humans extremely afraid. I’ve got wind of an uprising in District Five.”
 
   My eyes narrow. That’s my brother’s district.
 
   Thras seems unconcerned. “We’ll handle it, general. I’ll send one of my best stealth teams into the night. We’ll catch whoever’s responsible, I assure you.”
 
   “Right.” The general nods.
 
   Thras brushes his hands together and the image vanishes. 
 
   Once we’re alone, I try my case again. “Please, Thras. I haven’t seen my brother for weeks. It would mean so much to me to be able to offer him some sort of hope. And,” I add, looking away, “it would help build the ruse of my employment. He’ll see I’m still working with the Eleven.”
 
   Thras seems to consider my words. 
 
   “I’m not saying yes,” he states. “But I’m also not saying no. I’ll get back to you.” 
 
   He settles at his desk and starts perusing the holo-display of Complex maps.
 
   His words are as good as assent to me. I make a plan to go see my brother tonight when I get off work. I hope he’ll open the door.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Against my better judgment, I arrive at Reve’s door around the time he told me he usually goes to sleep. The hall is somewhat dark at this time of night, in keeping with Complex ambiance guidelines. 
 
   I alert the door alarm, hoping, if he’s asleep, he won’t be too mad to be woken up.
 
   The door slides open an inch and his eye appears in the slit. 
 
   “Sakhi,” he says, the whites of his eye showing. “What a surprise.” 
 
   In the background, some sort of map hovers in the air. What’s going on? My mind wraps around suspicious thoughts.
 
   His face disappears from view as the crack in the door closes.
 
   I hesitate, chewing my lip. I should leave. Instead, I stay put, frozen in indecision.
 
   A few minutes later, the doors glide open fully revealing several Humans sitting in the tiny, dimly lit apartment. Some are seated around Reve’s kitchen table. Others lounge on his sofa. Evidence of various vices waft as clouds of smoke drifting into the hallway, and the potent smell of booze. 
 
   The map is gone.
 
    “Oh!” I exclaim. “I didn’t know you’d have company. I’m sorry. I should have called.”
 
   Reve stands squarely in the opening, hands propped on either side, preventing me from entering. “It’s only some friends from work. We’re just shooting the shit, you know.”
 
   “I see. So, you seem to be all right, then,” I say, feeling awkward and stiff. I try to peer around him.
 
   A couple of the guys lift their hands in greeting.
 
   One of them clutches a Uni-screen display device, the kind Thras uses to study maps and diagrams of the city.
 
   “Couldn’t be better.” He flashes me a grin, lowering his hands a little, blocking my view with his muscular arms.
 
   I glance down the hall toward the Fastrans. “I, uh…this was a mistake. I’ll come back another time.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. We were about to finish up.” He calls over his shoulder to the men. “Isn’t that right, boys?”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” a swarthy looking, Bulldog of a male says. “I’m beat. And four in the morning doesn’t come any earlier.” 
 
   He stands, stretches, and appears to yawn.
 
   The yawn looks forced and fake. And everyone beams the energy of guilt and contrived cheer in my direction. What the hell is going on? 
 
   Reve steps aside, but I’m unsure whether to enter. “Guys, this is my sis, Sakhi. Sakhi, this is Gian, Doug, Mink, Stern, and Daevi.”
 
   “Hello,” I say, not tracking who belongs to which name. I’m reeling with their energy.
 
   Reve gives a small nod of his head to Bulldog man.
 
   Bulldog man’s eyebrows lift. He surreptitiously turns, gathers papers off the table, and waves them about. 
 
   “Almost forgot these,” he says. “The guys were helping me with my preparation. I’m going for a promotion.”
 
   Another guy laughs. “Yeah, Mink, to shitter-manager, not just shitter-sweeper.”
 
   They all laugh, breaking the tension.
 
   “Thanks for helping, Reve,” Mink says, making a show of waving the documents in the air.
 
   “No problem,” Reve says. “Any time.”
 
   I smile as they all shuffle past me, voicing their good-byes.
 
   “Come in,” Reve says. 
 
   “It’s good to see you,” I say, but my chest feels cold and tight. This isn’t the kind of greeting I’d hoped.
 
   “Same here,” Reve says.
 
   “No hug?” I say, feeling all of ten-years-old.
 
   “Oh,” he says, like that explains everything. “Come here, baby-sis.
 
   He wraps his big, strong, brotherly arms around me. His skin smells awful but I don’t care. It feels so good to be held by him I don’t ever want to let go.
 
   But, at length, he gently guides me away from his embrace. He throws his arm around my shoulder and leads me to the couch, limping as usual. He shoves aside an empty bottle before I can sit.  Crouching unsteadily, he picks up another resting on the floor by my feet. 
 
   “Now tonight,” he says, holding the glass container aloft. He tips it over his mouth and sucks it dry. “This is what rises from the mud.” 
 
   He gestures to the room.
 
   I’m not sure that the “this” is he’s referring to.
 
   “In case you wondered.” He smacks his lips and winks at me.
 
   I giggle, sensing our old camaraderie, appreciating the reference to my locket. 
 
   “Can I get you something to…” He hiccups. “Drink?”
 
   I shake my head. “Shouldn’t you be more careful? When you opened the door and all that smoke poured into the hallway…well, it could have alerted the guards.”
 
   He waggles his eyebrows. “The guards on his floor have been bought and paid for.”
 
   I frown. “What do you mean?”
 
   “They’re Human,” he says, as if that should explain everything. He leans in so close his boozy breath fills my nostrils and slur-whispers, “Bribed.”
 
   My stomach twists, but now is not the time for reprimands. I nudge him and his stinky breath and sweaty body away.
 
   He slumps on the sofa, sitting close to me. 
 
   “So, how’s ‘work’?” he says, making air quotes.
 
   “Work’s fine. That’s why I’m here, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “Right,” he says, letting out a sharp-edge laugh.
 
   “I’m not kidding. We’ve been working on a new substance for pain and healing. It’s a potent formula. It could make all the difference in your comfort.”
 
   His eyebrows form sharp hills. He looks baffled, like that’s not the answer he expected of me. “Huh. Well, I, uh…you’d do that for me after me cutting you off?”
 
   “You’re my brother, Reve,” I say, patting his leg. “Of course I’d do that for you. I’ve missed you terribly.”
 
   He drags his hand through his hair, frowning. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “I asked Thras if we could test it on you. He said yes.” I cringe inwardly. Lying comes so easily to me now.
 
   “Oh, you asked Thras. And he said it’s okay to test it on a scumbag like me. Well then, fuck no.” He gets to his feet and lurches toward one of his kitchen chairs. His foot catches, and he trips and falls to the floor. 
 
   I bolt to my feet, rushing to crouch by his side.
 
   Instead of moaning in pain or cursing at his clumsiness, he laughs, pushing his upper body up with his hands. 
 
   He rolls on his back, grinning. 
 
   “Fuck me, I’m fucked-up.” He howls with laughter. “They’ve got some good shit on this here fine establishment. Which they’re more than willing to share if you make the right offer.”
 
   “Come on, Reve, this is serious. Talk to me.” I chew on my lip.
 
   “We can talk from here. No to being your test monkey. What else do you have to say? How is it living in a suite?” He spits out the word “suite.”.
 
   I fold my legs and sit next to him. “It’s okay. But…I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I’m fine.” He throws his arm over his eyes. “Too bright in here.”
 
   I’m certain he wants to shield himself from me…to ward off the strong connection between us. 
 
   “Tell me something else,” he mumbles.
 
   “Reve…” I begin, unsure what to say next. I can’t tell him my role in Thras’ life but I can speak in vague generalities…talk about things the citizens are privy to. “What do you think about the upcoming election?”
 
   “Oh, right,” he says, keeping his arm over his eyes. “Your Uni-bosk Meta boss is one of the contenders. Now it makes even more sense why you’re here. ‘Make her brother a charity case. Heal him and win the people over’.” He removes his arm from his eyes and, with effort, props himself on his forearms. “Hell, no. I’d rather limp in extreme protest of any care he might want to provide me.”
 
   “Quit being an asshole,” I explode, slugging his upper arm.
 
   “Ow!” Reve jerks, and then blinks, pushing himself up to sitting. “Whoa. Where’s this coming from? I’m the only one who gets to call myself an asshole. You’re supposed to say, ‘stop that big brother, you’re amazing’.”
 
   “You are amazing, but you’re not acting like it,” I say, swishing my hand in the air. “You’re acting like a victim. I came here in good faith, wanting to try something to ease your pain. It was my idea. Mine. But no, you want to make this about a cause…your stance against the Metas. Well, guess what?” I say, climbing to my feet. I prop my hands on my hips, glaring down at him. “They’re not all bad.” I squash my lips together before I say something I’m not supposed to…something that reveals I might do more than tend plants…that I might be in an inner circle and know a lot more than he does.
 
   He gives me a dark glare. 
 
   “Well, haven’t you changed,” he says. “You’ve sided with the enemy.” He reaches out his hand to me. “Help me up. I’m too fucked up to stand.” He squints and peers in the direction of his bed in the corner. “I need to get to that spot right there after I let you out.”
 
   “So, that’s it? I’m dismissed?” My mouth falls open in disbelief. I hold out my hand, though, ever the good sister.
 
   “Don’t be daft. Some of us have to get up and go to work so that we can live in this kind of luxury.” He lifts his chin, indicating his room.
 
   I have to use both hands and all my might to help him up. I’m tempted to swing him off-balance again, into the wall.
 
   He wobbles to the entrance and palms the door so it opens for me. “Help me to bed, first.”
 
   I stomp into the hallway, ready to bolt to the Fastrans. 
 
   “Get your own damn self across the room,” I say, my back to him.
 
   He barks out a laugh.
 
   “Not kidding,” I say, folding my arms.
 
   “Sis,” he says, gently. Some of the brother I remember leaks into that word.
 
   “What?” I snap, whirling to face him. My eyes sting with tears. And my heart…my heart’s as twisted as it was a few weeks ago, if not more.
 
   He flashes me a tortured look. He leans heavily against the door jam, putting all his weight on his good leg. “Let’s try again when I’m not in such a messed up state. I’m glad you stopped by. I was surprised, is all.”
 
   “I don’t know. I…” I want to forgive him. I want things to go back to the way they were.
 
   “Yeah, you do. You know. I’m sorry, baby-sis,” he says. “And thanks for thinking of me.” 
 
   He gives me one last sorrowful look before signaling the entrance to close.
 
   I stay put for a moment, unsure of what to do next. Should I pound my fists against his door, shouting, “Let me in, we can work this out!” 
 
   Or, should I simply leave?
 
   When I hear a loud thud, followed by curses and then a groan, I shake my head, turn, and head toward the Fastrans. He’s changed. I’ve changed. We both want the connection back. But I’m not sure if we can ever find it again. Even more troubling is whatever he’s hiding. I know he’s trying to cover up something.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In my dreams tonight, I’m so heartbroken and confused, it takes forever to reach the pond. I trip over a woman’s soul—she’s vacated her body while a vampire sucks her neck. And no, she’s not aroused. She’s terrified. I smash my way through the unconscious minds of werewolves preparing to shift. Their eyes glitter with lust while their mouths salivate with the need to feed on flesh—Human flesh. When I finally reach the pond, I’m back to hating Metas again—hating everyone, actually.
 
   My dream stalker is not sitting by the water. But he’s left his calling card—the two lotus blossoms, the symbol I’m supposed to figure out. At this point, I don’t care what it means. If I had a segif with me, I’d shoot it.
 
   He sneaks up behind me, silent as a ghost, as usual.
 
   “I can’t do this,” I say. I start to whirl around to face him, but he snags my wrists in his hands, capturing me.
 
   “Neither can I,” he growls, his voice taut. “I can’t not love you,” he breathes into my ear.
 
   “I can’t love you,” I say simultaneously.
 
   My stalker stills. 
 
   I cease resisting. 
 
   The blossoms stop spinning. The water stops lapping against the shore. The entire forest seems to have caught its breath. 
 
   My chest feels like it’s strangling, dying before its time. My heart beats against my ribcage like pounding fists, begging to be freed.
 
   “So it’s as I feared,” he says, his voice dejected. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Tears fill my eyes. “I’m so confused. Everything’s happening too fast.”
 
   “What’s happening to you?” he says, clenching my wrists. “Tell me.”
 
   “I’ve lost my brother and with the only one left to care for is you. And you’re the enemy,” I say, the tears spilling down my cheeks. 
 
   “Stop resisting.” He releases my wrists and pulls me against his rock hard body. “The moment I laid eyes on you, I knew.”
 
   “But you’re the enemy,” I say again. “You killed my kind.”
 
   He stiffens. His breathing comes hard and fast against my back. 
 
   “I lost in the war, too, Sakhi,” he growls.
 
   “What’s worse than losing your family?” I cry.
 
   “I lost my child,” he says, his voice cracking.
 
   I stop breathing. “Your what?”
 
   “My little girl. She was only one. I was on the battle lines so knew nothing of this until I returned—not a thing.” His voice cracks again, as if fractured with the pain of the memory. “Her mother died at childbirth. She was drained while giving birth. Drained. By someone who’s heart is beyond dark. A Meta, evil to the bone. A Human took my child in. Someone wounded in the war. But then he sold her. To the highest bidder. A scum of a man with greed in his soul who only wanted revenge. How can you sell a child?” His breathing increases, pumping madly against my chest. “So I came home from war, expecting to return to my mate and my child, only to return to nothing. I searched for the Meta. He eluded me. I searched for my little girl. I found her—dead at age two, killed in a raid. I hunted for the man who sold her but he eluded me. Now, I know where he is. It’s only a matter of time before I end his life.” He pauses, as if gathering his thoughts.
 
   The tone of his voice makes me shiver. Barely breathing, I wish I knew who killed my mom. Would I want to end his life? The answer is clear. Yes.
 
   “Evil isn’t about race or color. It simply exists. And yet you whimper about your losses,” he says. He shoves me away. His brilliant floral symbols extinguish, plunging us into darkness. “I lost everything at the hands of both Meta and Human. And then I found you. I thought you were the one to help me find my heart again. We have to lay down our weapons and make it right. If only you could see past your prejudice…” 
 
   I’m without words. He’s right. I’ve been too immersed in my own fear, suspicion, and sorrows to even consider anyone else might have suffered, be they vampire or witch, warlock or fae. I turn, eager to make amends. But he’s not there. His symbol is gone, and he’s gone with it.
 
   I fall to my knees and sob in the dark, next to my pond, until I wake.  My heart is shattered, ground to a bloody pulp.
 
   My day at Uni-bosk proceeds with me barely participating. I’m listless. Heart heavy. Searching for a way to make amends. If only you could see past your prejudice.
 
    I shake my head. War is insane. Even more insane is people’s unwillingness to let love in…my unwillingness to let love in, however it comes. When I realize this, a stirring of hope pushes its way through my heart. Maybe change is possible. I pick up one of our successful grafts and study it. 
 
   “You did it,” I tell the plants. “Why can’t I? Maybe I can help my brother find his way, at least.”
 
   The greenhouse door opens. My gaze lifts to see Thras, tersely regarding me.
 
   “There you are, Miss Borren. Can I see you in my office? I need to ask you a few questions about the clinical trials we’ll be conducting.” His face is stern, the way it usually is when he addresses me here in the bosk.
 
   “Sure,” I say. 
 
   He hesitates, his eyebrows stitched together. “Is everything all right?”
 
   “Couldn’t be better,” I say, dropping my head so he can’t see the sorrow in my eyes. “I’ll be there in a moment.”
 
   “Fine.” He gives me a cursory nod and slips away, leaving the door to bang shut.
 
   A short while later, I’m standing in front of his desk, my stomach in knots, grasping my forearms. I’m about to open my mouth when his Uni-call chip buzzes.
 
   He holds up one of his elegant fingers. 
 
   “One moment.” He connects the call and the holo-image of General Tso appears between us.
 
   “Blüthe, we have a real problem on our hands,” the general says.
 
   “Besides all the other conflict we’re trying to contain?” Thras says. “What is it? Out with it.”
 
   “It’s that rat bastard rogue Meta. He’s escalated his attacks. Maybe he’s working with others because humans are being drained to within an inch of their life. We’ve got to find that bastard. String him up by his balls.”
 
   I scan my brain for possibilities. Daylon comes to mind. His eyes…with those glints of red, they seem to emanate evil. And what if it’s the same one who drained my mother? Or my dream guy’s mate? Anything seems possible at this point. I shudder. 
 
   Thras’ face remains impassive as he considers the general’s words. Finally, he says, “If he’s escalated his attacks, we’ll escalate our efforts. I’ll double the man-power on this. Rest assured, the person responsible for these hideous acts against Humans will be brought to justice.” 
 
   He nods. His nod conveys total confidence.
 
   The general nods. His conveys utmost confidence in Thras.
 
   The call is brought to an end.
 
   Thras turns his attention to me. “So, Miss Borren. What is it that has you in such a twist, standing before me as if you’re about to be executed?”
 
   “Well, it’s my brother,” I say, rubbing the crap out of my palm. I’m certain the chip with the S-Co and all the details of my person will pop out the other side any second.
 
   “Is he in trouble?” Thras says. He folds his hands in front of him on the gleaming desk.
 
   “No, he’s, uh…” I take a deep breath. 
 
   “Miss Borren, please sit down. You’re even making me tense.” Thras gives me a warm smile.
 
   I pull the Smuntine chair in front of his desk and perch on it, sitting like there’s a steel bar in my spine. “I think he’d be an asset to your strategy team. He’s good at it.”
 
   Smiling blandly, he says, “You know the rules and structure here on the Complex.”
 
    “Come on, everything’s changing. It’s like we’re in the beginning of another war and you know what that does to rules and structure—it demolishes it. He was one of the most skilled on the battlefield. They put him in charge of strategic planning and covert warfare.”
 
   Thras’ eyebrows raise. He drums his fingers on the rigid glass surface and purses his lips. “That wasn’t in his records. It must have been redacted.”
 
   “It must have been. He was given honors and awards for his service,” I say.
 
   “Well, then. I’ll consider it. If they scrubbed his records…” He pauses, stroking his chin. “That must be why he was placed in the lower levels. Someone must have wanted to keep him out of the way.”
 
   “It was probably Paki,” I blurt.
 
   Thras’ eyes widen for a split second. “Why do you think this?”
 
   “Because he had it out for me from the start—both of us, but I took the brunt. From the second I arrived. You saw for yourself when he wanted to place a monitoring device on my ankle. I did nothing to warrant such behavior, nothing.” I’m practically hovering in my seat. “And then, he’s the one who…” 
 
   Almost raped me.
 
   “I know, Sahki,” Thras says gently.
 
   “What do you know?” I ask, confused. He can’t know about the near-rape, can he?
 
   “You were caught stealing food for you and your brother.” He presses his palms flat on the desk, as if the very thought is reprehensible.
 
   I lean forward in my chair. “I had to do it! Reve’s injury made it impossible for him to do what needed to be done. He took care of us after the war. But the pain wouldn’t go away. Why do you think I want to give him the love-child medicine of SV and Snow Hemp?” I’m ready to leap on top of the desk to plead my case. I picture Reve, urging me to take deep, slow breaths. I do so to steady myself. 
 
   Thras has never exhibited signs of what I’d call compassion. But in this moment, I swear he’s trying on the sentiment. It makes me uncomfortable to be regarded with such tenderness. 
 
    “Paki was sent away to planet Creda. Someone beat him up—badly. They have superior medical facilities than the Complex. I hear he’s come out of his coma. If he makes it, he’ll be sent back to the Complex.” He eyes me cautiously.
 
   My hands clench into fists. Tremors rip through my body. “If he returns, I’m going to kill the son of a bitch,” I say, through gritted teeth. The phrase hangs in the air for a second. My eyes lock with Thras. I don’t have a clue what he’s thinking, feeling, wondering, or seeing, but I sense a curious exchange happening between us.
 
   “I’ll help you,” he says.
 
   “You will?” For the first time ever, I sense the coldness of a killer emanating from Thras. It makes me shiver.
 
   “Yes. He doesn’t deserve to live,” Thras says simply. 
 
   “No, he doesn’t,” I agree, my insides racing with emotion, struggling to comprehend what’s going on here.
 
   Changing tack, he cocks his head and studies me for a second. “Would you do me the honor of dining with me in two cycles of the sun?” \
 
   I pause. “What? Where did this come from?” 
 
   “I’ve made a decision. There’s something I’d like to share with you but not in this environment.” He waves his hand through the air. “I’d prefer a more intimate setting.”
 
   A wash of confusion settles over me. 
 
   “All right,” I say, unable to meet his eyes.
 
   Thras inhales deeply and lets it out in a slow stream. “Good. I’ll choose a place and let you know after the debate tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh, right! Tomorrow’s the big debate,” I say. 
 
   “Yes, it is. And we’re in for the fight of our lives, Miss Borren. I’m glad you’re by my side.” He smiles broadly, making his gorgeous face light up.
 
   For a second, I’m completely smitten with the man, my dream love a mere figment of my imagination. I blink stupidly and then say, “Will there be anything else?”
 
   He sobers and says, “I certainly hope so, Miss Borren. But I guess that’s up to you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is the turning point. Tonight’s debate will reveal who is the worthiest candidate to win this election. Trapped in a white-walled Uni-amphitheater, with mega-Meta energy battering my insides, I’m desperate to flee. But my role as Thras’ assistant requires otherwise. Same as in the mock debates, I’m responsible for timing my boss’ answers, giving a signal when he’s ten seconds out. My eyes are glued to my Uni-timer. 
 
   There are thousands of black, white and gray clad onlookers in the stadium seating, all eager to participate in the mental blood-letting. Others are viewing via the news-feed, broadcast throughout the Complex.
 
   I imagine everyone is watching. It’s no doubt the most exciting event we’ve seen since we arrived.
 
   Thras and Talon stand onstage behind polished lecterns. 
 
   Thras’ team, including me, is seated at a translucite table facing him. The Eleven were allowed to “volunteer” to assist at the debate. I was the only one “chosen.” It was a dumb idea, but Thras seemed to think it would serve as cover for me being witnessed on the broadcast. In my mind, it only serves as more preferential treatment by my boss. But, I’m getting used to being a shunned outcast. It makes my time with my dream lover all the more precious—he takes me as I am.
 
   Talon’s team, a thirsty-looking bunch projecting all kinds of smarmy emotion, is directly opposite us.
 
   I have to keep imagining my white-flowing faucet cleansing me in the few seconds I have between rounds.
 
   Talon Wiesner’s a big man, weighing in at about eighteen stones. Although human through and through, his skin is the color of molten Smuntine and oxidized copper—a garish orangish-red. His hair matches. And his overall appearance is one of bloated excess. 
 
   He waggles his finger at Thras, using his podium as a shield of sorts. “I’m a wealthy man, Blüthe. None richer. I’ve made my fortune on planets smaller than this. Think I don’t know how to squash conflict or manage a team of dissenters? Child’s play, I assure you,” he boasts. 
 
   “Stick to the questions,” the moderator says, a brutish looking shifter named Val Duke. His face turns a shimmering gold, green and orange.
 
   I stare at him, my fingers clutching the timepiece.
 
   His skin returns to a more normal appearance.
 
   I resume my timekeeping task.
 
   “As for Metas, we’re going to tame every beast on the Complex. The vamps will learn to suckle mother’s milk—from Lorn boars—after I extract their fangs with pliers, one by one.” He rubs his hands together gleefully. “The werewolves will pull sleds on distant planets. I’ll put their abilities to good use. We’ll cleanse this whole planet of the weird, the strange, and the just plain ugly. Only the color white shall remain.” Talon cackles at his own assertions and then sweeps his hand around him expansively at the brilliant white walls.
 
   The crowd hoots and jeers.
 
   “We haven’t asked a question yet, Mr. Wiesner,” Val says, pounding his gavel on the table before him. He dabs at his sweaty brow with a handkerchief.
 
   I squint at the moderator. The back of his uniform is tearing. Are those wings sprouting from his back?
 
   “How do you account for the fact that you’ve done nothing to stop the rogue Metas who are draining our good citizens dry? Is it your plan to do nothing? Furthermore, is this the kind of leader you want, good citizens?” Talon says to the crowd. His face is bright with exertion.
 
   A Meta shouts, “We’re all good citizens, caught in the crossfire of political bullshit!”
 
   Humans and Metas alike roar, hiss, boo, and cheer. 
 
   “Wait for the question,” Val splutters, hammering his gavel on the table again.
 
   Thras turns the inquiry around, his face void of emotion, his mannerism relaxed. “Sir, we’ve picked up the slack where you have failed. I heard you had been appointed head of security. You were quoted as saying ‘we’re exploring means with which to eradicate the Meta responsible for the human energy sap.’ Meanwhile, you’ve been seen slipping into the night with female Metas. Returning from said encounters looking extremely disheveled. Shall I show you the images we’ve taken? The holograms are incredibly vivid. Is this how you conduct exploration? Further, does your wife condone such behavior?”
 
   More catcalls erupt from the audience. Fists pump and wave in the air.
 
   “Leave my wife out of this debate,” Talon roars, clutching the edge of his silvery stand.
 
   “You’re doing a good job of that, sir. I suspect your marriage is failing as miserably as your security measures are,” Thras says. “You who claims to champion the humans. Tsk tsk.” 
 
   Onlookers erupt in hoots and claps.
 
   Talon grins. “I’m hot, what can I say? My wife begs me to take other lovers. She needs a break sometimes.”
 
   “Both of you! That’s enough,” Val roars. He hammers his gavel without effect. Without warning, he leaps onto the table and a strange metamorphosis takes place. Right before our eyes, our moderator shifts into his dragon self, a huge, winged, fire-breathing creature with glistening green, orange, and gold scales, He’s nearly the size of a jetter. 
 
   The table shatters from his massive weight.
 
   People scream. Chairs topple as the audience struggles to get out of the way of this teeming winged giant.
 
   My fingers stay glued to the timepiece as I race toward an exit.
 
   He throws back his head and lets out a stream of fire. It scorches the metal ceiling, making it dance and crackle with orange heat for a few terrifying seconds.
 
   A few humans shriek. Metas yell. And then, everyone falls quiet.
 
   If they’re like me, they’re afraid to make a move or even breathe.
 
   Thras looks on, impassive. 
 
   Wide-eyed, face whiter than a few minutes ago, Talon appears like he’s going to wet himself. 
 
   I would laugh at him, but every hair on my body stands at attention. I’ve never witnessed a shifter shift. Reve had told me it was a hideous sight, and I’d have to agree.
 
   Before I can catch my breath, Val transforms back to his human-looking appearance. “We shall have order in this debate, or I’ll torch the lot of you. Am I understood?”
 
   No one answers. We all understand perfectly well—the threat of being burnt to death is effective crowd control and damaging to the unification cause. There’s no way we can unsee what we’ve just seen.
 
   “Someone clean up this mess. And get me another table.” Val turns his attention toward the stage. “And you, good sirs…will you accord yourself as the rules of the debate demand?”
 
   Talon grumbles his assent.
 
   Thras agrees.
 
   And so it continues. As time marches on, I find myself completely immersed in the drama unfolding. In one instance, it’s clear Thras is the favorite. He’s a smooth, convincing orator, promising unity. 
 
   In the next, Talon is pulling the lead among the humans with divisive comments like, “when I’m elected, I’ll make sure every human gets the piece of the pie they deserve. First, a Meta piece. Then, another Meta piece. And then they can fuck their human lovers and cleanse themselves of the Meta filth they just screwed. And the Metas can all go back to the hell they came from.”
 
   Thoughts of my lover beckon to me, like he’s standing before me, stimulating my every cell. At moments like this, it’s pure hell to pull myself back into the debate. I want to slip into my dreams and never return.
 
   At times, the debate nearly turns into a free for all. I expect the audience to get to their feet and start pummeling the crap out of their neighbor. Either that, or storm the stage hefting the two candidates in the air, shouting, “We’ll be victorious!” 
 
   I can barely keep up with the emotion assaulting my system.
 
   Thras must sense my discontent, because he breaks free of the discussion, glancing at me at one point, his eyes conveying concern.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I mouth. “I’m okay.”
 
   He nods and gets back to defending his position.
 
   Finally, the debate ends.
 
   I doubt if anyone will get any sleep tonight. We’ll all be mainlining caffeine in the morning. But overall, it was a great convention.
 
   As I prepare to head for my suite, striding away from the stadium, Thras calls out to me. 
 
   “Great job, Miss Borren.”
 
   I whirl in the direction of his voice.
 
    “Thank you,” I say, suddenly feeling exhaustion over take me.
 
   Thras strides in my direction, his footsteps sure and full of vigor. When he stands before me, he says, “Superb debate. Excellent. Thank you for keeping me on track.” 
 
   He beams at me.
 
   “I didn’t really do anything, except wave my hand at you,” I say, returning his grin.
 
   “You did so much more than that. With you by my side, I felt supported…stable…grounded. We make a good team.” He leans forward slightly and looks like he wants to throw his arms around me.
 
   My eyebrows knit in puzzlement.
 
   He leans back and checks himself. “I so appreciate you being my assistant. We do good work together.”
 
   I shrug. “This is what you hired me for, I guess.” 
 
   “Yes,” he says. “This and so much more.” His face grows somber. “It looked like it was too much for you at times. Was it?”
 
   “No. I managed. I get…” I start to tell him how sensitive I am, but swallow that thought. “It was a lot to keep track of the time.” I force a smile. “There was so much going on around me.” 
 
   I wave my hand in the air as if we’re still sitting in the arena.
 
   “I see.” He hesitates, looking unsure what to say next. “We’re still on for dinner tomorrow night, right?” He seems eager…almost anxious.
 
   “Of course,” I say, wondering if I should pat his arm. “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
    “Great debate, Blüthe,” a voice calls from behind us.
 
   We both turn to see General Tso lumbering in our direction.
 
   “Thank you, general,” Thras says.
 
   The general joins us. “The population seems mixed. I told you, Talon fights dirty. Those who can’t think for themselves are eager to believe his lies.”
 
   “Do you believe so?” Thras asks. “I was so caught up in the debate, I didn’t take time to read the audience.”
 
   “They’re torn,” General Tso says. “On the one hand, they want unity as much as the next. On the other, they’re all weary of war and blame the other for their hardship. This election could go either way, I’m afraid.”
 
   “But I speak the truth,” Thras reasons.
 
   “Since when did the truth call an election?” General Tso states, and they both share an uneasy laugh. “As for truth, the moderator may have severely damaged the cause, what with his shifter antics.” He shakes his head. “Next time I think we insist on a human moderator. Let him make a fool of himself when he tries to reign in Talon. People will see we all have our breaking points, Metas and humans alike.”
 
   This time the laugh they share is genuine.
 
   With their attention focused on one another, I decide to slip away. I scurry to my apartment where I wash up and crawl into bed. Within minutes, I fall into a restless sleep.
 
   I can’t find the pond. There are too many emotions and fears. People of every kind are fraught with anxiety. I wander through a corridor streaked with red—seeds of violence. I stumble through yellow fears and streaming clouds of orange survival energy. Finally, I’m ready to give up on everything.
 
   Then my mother appears.
 
   I blink, unwilling to believe my eyes. My hand flies to my breastbone, the fingers spread wide. “Mom? Is that really you?”  This could be some kind of trick.
 
   “It’s really me.”
 
   I want to believe her yet I hesitate.
 
   “Do you still have the locket? Out of the mud?” she says.
 
   No one could know that but me and Reve. I race into her arms and embrace her. “How did you find me?” I say, through sobs. “Reve and I—we’re not doing well. It’s awful here. I hate it. Metas everywhere. I’m falling in love with one of them but I can’t let him in.” The words stream from my mouth in an outpouring of emotion. “There’s violence and conflict everywhere! It’s as bad as the war. And I miss you, Mom. I feel so alone.”
 
   She smooths my hair, cooing into my ear as if I’m a baby. Then she says, “Shh, Sakhi. When violence surrounds you, there’s only one thing left.”
 
   I push away from her to look into her beautiful brown eyes. “What is it? Tell me. I’ll do anything.”
 
   “Listen to the still small voice in your heart. You can’t always hear it over the shouts of your stronger emotions. But it’s there. You know what to do.” She smiles at me.
 
   “I know what to do?” It comes out as a question.
 
   “You do, Sakhi, love. Follow your heart.” She fades like an apparition.
 
   “Wait!” I yell. Then, I remember the one thing that will mean more to me than getting her back—finding her murderer. “Who murdered you?”
 
   I hear something but it’s really soft, barely discernable. But if I had to lay S-Co down, I swear she said it was a young soldier named Paki. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As I take the black Zipper to Uni-Gourmet Forty-Nine, Thras’ recommended restaurant, I’m overwhelmed with competing emotions. Jittery anxiety wars with guilt as I sit with the ten other people being whisked to another part of the Complex on smooth, silent rails. Am I betraying my night stalker? I shake my head, clearing it of such foolish thoughts. I don’t even know if I have a night stalker anymore. He hasn’t appeared for several nights. Besides, this is a meeting with my boss, not a date. So why do I feel so on edge?
 
   When the Zipper comes to a stop, a block away from the restaurant, I hesitate before getting off. I scan the crowded streets for sign of unrest. Gray, white, and black clad individuals are everywhere, scurrying to and fro. I had insisted on not using the armed guard Thras wanted to send over, as if I was asserting my independence. Now I’m not so sure it was a good idea—I’m nervous about being out in the city, even about crossing the street.
 
   I bolt from the Zipper and hustle through the throng to the dining establishment. I glance at the bland, gray and white restaurant exterior, and then peer into the window, searching for Thras. I’m unexpectedly dismayed at the inside of the dining place. Why I expected it to look any different than any other building is anyone’s guess. White walls. Concrete floors. Metal and translucite tables. The entire Complex is so bland it makes me all the more grateful for my suite with a view of the desert. At least the abundant lightning storms that shatter the hills break up the monotony. 
 
   I turn my head to see Thras striding toward me, looking gorgeous and powerful in his black attire, as usual. His glossy hair is combed back from his face. His jaw is smooth and clean-shaved.
 
   “Sakhi,” he says, beaming.
 
   “Hello, Thras,” I say demurely, casting my gaze at the concrete sidewalk. I’m suddenly shy and tongue-tied. “I, uh…I might have put more care into my appearance but…”  I sweep my hand at my plain gray uniform. I left my hair in its usual tousled mess of curls.
 
   “You look splendid,” he says. 
 
   “I went for the gray,” I say, a small smile forming. “I could’ve chosen any color, but gray appealed.” 
 
   He laughs. “You look beautiful in gray.” He starts to lean forward to…what? Hug me? Kiss my cheek? But he stops himself. “You don’t need clothing to enhance your beauty,” he says.
 
   “Thank you. And you look handsome in black,” I say. I’m blushing ten shades of red, staring at my simple Uni-shoes. This is so not a work meeting. I lift my gaze and meet his earnest two-colored eyes. “Have you recovered from the debate?”
 
   “What?” he says, his eyebrows lifting high. “Oh, right. Yes, duly recovered. I’m sorry but I’m so captivated by you, I completely forgot what day it is, let alone what I did yesterday.” A heart-warming grin spreads across his face.
 
   “Mr. Blüthe?” a man calls. He’s dressed in a white Uni-waiter uniform, his russet hair wrapped in a white net. He appears bored and lifeless, as if dead inside. 
 
   “Yes?” Thras pivots his head in the direction of the speaker.
 
   “Your table is ready,” the waiter says in a monotone, nasally voice.
 
   Since the debate was only yesterday, I expect heads to turn when Thras enters the room. But, no, eyes are cast down, focused on consuming their meals. Only one man lifts his head and glances at us in surprise. 
 
   We’re lead to a table tucked in the corner, snug against the pale wall. It’s somewhat quiet and sort of cozy, inasmuch as we’re dining in the Complex.
 
   Thras holds out my seat for me, then settles into his Smuntine chair across from me.
 
   “So,” he says, folding his hands on the table in front of him.
 
   His hands are strong. Blunt fingers convey power and confidence. They lead to muscular arms. Those lead to… I shake these crazy thoughts from my mind, lifting my gaze to see him staring at me with an amused smile.
 
   “See something that pleases you?” he asks. “Because I sure do.” He bites his succulent lower lip.
 
   “Are you flirting with me, sir?” I say. Flutters and swirls stir in my belly.
 
   “What if I am?” he says. He cocks his head. And his eyes…those beautiful eyes of infinity grow hooded and dark with desire.
 
   The flutters inside turn into waves of sensation. “Then, I…I don’t know. Is this allowed?” 
 
   My eyes scan the room furtively, expecting to see armed guards with segifs pointed at us.
 
   “Oh, you are such a delight. I asked you to dine with me because I want to get to know you better. At work, well…it’s work.” He shrugs, appearing boyishly handsome. 
 
   “I see,” I say. I reach for the white napkin sitting underneath the Smuntine silverware, and spread it in my lap. My hands itch to touch something, anything. Strike that. They long to touch him. I think of my dream guy and frown.
 
   “Did I say something to displease you?” Thras says.
 
   I blink. “No, sorry. Lost in thought. You know me.” 
 
   “I’d like to know you better,” Thras says. “You’re a mystery to me.” 
 
   He gives me a penetrating gaze that makes me squirm.
 
   “You’re the one who’s a mystery,” I say, feeling emboldened.
 
   “Am I?” I wring my hands.
 
   “Yes, I…” I bite my lip and reach for the place behind my ear where the implant is lodged. “You know how they gave us Humans an implant to stop Metas from interfering with our thoughts?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I worked on the development of the implant. It was created with the unity principles in mind,” he says, an earnest look on his face. He flattens his palms on the table. “We don’t want the abilities of some to affect the comfort of others.”
 
   “Well…” I look right and left, and then whisper, “They don’t work for me.” 
 
   “How so?” he says, cocking his head.
 
   “It amplifies Meta energy in me.”
 
   “Oh,” Thras says, as if understanding dawns, leaning back in his chair. “Like at the debate, right? When I glanced at you, you looked as if you might crawl out of your skin.”
 
   I nod. “That was pretty brutal, I’m, um…I’m kind of sensitive.” 
 
   “I sensed that,” Thras says. “Hold on…where’s our waiter? I realize Uni service isn’t exactly speedy but we should at least have some water by now.” 
 
   He scans the room, spies a sullen looking male leaning against the wall, and lifts his finger.
 
   The male nods and heads in the opposite direction.
 
   Thras’ eyebrows crease in sharp angles. “Maybe he’s going to get menus.”
 
   “That must be it,” I say.
 
   “Please continue,” he says. “You were telling me about your sensitivities.”
 
   “Yes. My mom died a horrible death several years ago,” I say. “Both my parents are dead. My dad died in battle and my mom…” I chew my lip. “Reve and I suspect she was murdered.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” Thras says. He starts to reach across the table to take my hand, but then stops, as if thinking better of it.
 
   “It was. After that, it was only Reve and me, looking out for each other. And, well…” I turn away from my boss. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.”
 
   “I want to hear,” he says gently.
 
   I sigh. “I became a wreck after mom died. A complete mess. I started sensing things…others’ emotions. I began tripping over the truth about people. What they really want.”
 
   Thras’ eyes convey concern and understanding. “That must overwhelm you.”
 
   “Yes. It did. Reve was the one who consoled me. He taught me how to maintain, how to cope. I owe him everything.” My eyes fill with tears, but I manage to hold them back.
 
   “I see,” Thras says. “I’m trying to find a place for him on the team. There are some…” He looks toward the ceiling, and then back to me. “There are some complications. As you know, many rules keep the Complex running smoothly.”
 
   My stomach bunches in a tight knot. I want to protest, to tell him again we’re in a state of pre-war and there are no rules. 
 
   But instead I say, “Back to the implant…I’m swamped by Meta and Human emotion on a daily basis. I have to clean it from my energy body every night before I can sleep. And even then I might not sleep.”
 
   His hands clench and release. “I see. And…what do your dreams tell you here on the Complex? Anything interesting? Anything I should be apprised of?” His eyes narrow as if he’s searching for an answer.
 
   “Not really.” I shake my head, unwilling to share my private world. “But you,” I say, changing tack, tracing a circle on the smooth, shiny metal dining table. “I sense nothing about you. Nothing at all. It’s the strangest thing. Why is that? What are you, Thras Blüthe?”
 
    I look right into his eyes.
 
   He returns the gaze, unflinching, and then lets out a deep sign. “I’m different, Sakhi. There’s a reason you can’t sense me. It’s part of the reason we’re here tonight. I want to come clean. I’m your…I’m a…”
 
   “Everybody freeze!” a male voice commands.
 
   A few women shriek.
 
   Thras and I whip our heads in the direction of the threat.
 
   The room explodes into chaos. Several men, dressed in black, with black hoods and white smiling masks with black eyebrows drawn above the eye-holes, burst into the room, spacing themselves to occupy the entire restaurant. They hold what looks like sawed-off segifs. The word “Obliterate” is painted in red across their chests like a blood smear.
 
   “No one move,” the lead guy shouts. His voice is muffled behind the mask. He waves his weapon around the room, and then points it at his comrades. “You, you, and you, stand guard. Don’t let anyone move a muscle.”
 
   They all scurry into position.
 
   The other patrons hunch and huddle, trying to duck below the tables. A couple of defiant females hold their ground.
 
   “Sakhi, don’t move,” Thras says quietly. “I’ve got this, don’t worry.”
 
   A few patrons try to assert themselves. One, a skinny man with devilish protrusions all over his face, boldly leaps to his feet, saying, “You’ll get caught. There are eyes everywhere.”
 
   “Get rid of him,” the lead guy orders.
 
   A short, stocky masked male lifts his weapon, crouches slightly, and shoots. The segif fires a bright blue blaze in the skinny guy’s direction. The skinny man instantly falls.
 
   His dining partner screams. “Don’t hurt me, please don’t hurt me.”
 
   “Shut up,” the same stocky male commands. He whacks her along the side of the head with his weapon. She collapses next to her partner.
 
   “Who’s next?” lead guy shouts. 
 
   The room falls silent, save for a whimper or two. 
 
   “Where are all the guards usually about?” I whisper.
 
   “They’ve probably been bribed,” Thras answers.
 
   “Where’s the Meta scum we’re looking for?” lead guy says.
 
   The same guy who lifted his head when we arrived says, “Over there.” He points in our direction.
 
   I blink at him, enraged at being betrayed. 
 
   Thras bolts to his feet. 
 
   “Thras, no!” I shout. I get to my feet, too, unable to sit still. How he thinks to defend us when he’s clearly outnumbered is beyond me.
 
   “Stay out of this, Sakhi,” he growls in a terse, tense voice. He looks like he’s ready to attack anyone who approaches.
 
   “Get the girl,” the leader yells. “But don’t hurt her.”
 
   Two of them race toward me. One grabs me, securing my wrists behind my back with his strong, sweaty hands. I wrench and struggle. His grip tightens until I can’t move. 
 
   Two of the segif-toting males rush Thras. 
 
   Thras prepares to lunge at them.
 
   One, a tall man creeping up behind Thras, holds his gun with a two-handed grasp and swings. 
 
   “Behind you!” I yell, but I’m too late.
 
   The segif makes a bone-thwacking, sickening sound as it strikes the back of Thras’s skull.
 
   I scream, and my hands wrest free of my restrainer’s grip. I rush toward Thras, crouching next to his fallen, lifeless form.
 
   “Stop her,” someone shouts.
 
   Before I can touch Thras, one of the Obliterate gang plants his boot between my shoulder-blades, knocking me down and pinning me to the floor. The air rushes from my lungs in a whoosh, leaving me gasping for breath.
 
   Thundering footfalls burst into the room. Red-uniformed guards storm the restaurant. 
 
   “Stop!” one of them yells through a sophisticated amplification device secured to his mouth like a strange mouth shield. It makes his voice reverberate through the room. 
 
   “You’re under arrest,” he commands.
 
   The Obliterate gang swiftly disperses, tossing what appears to be a small Singing Temper bomb—something Reve told me about--into the center of the room. 
 
   It explodes in a fiery, whirling blaze of smoke and flames, creating a high pitched wail. Bits of shrapnel fire in a cascade throughout the room. 
 
   Screams and shouts ring out. Utter chaos reigns as everyone tries to escape.
 
   Instantly, I try to get to my boss, crawling on my hands and knees, but someone steps on my back. I groan from the impact. Bits of metal bite my face and arms. Someone kicks my head as he hustles to get past me. The same stars I experienced during my near-rape make an unwelcome visit.
 
   Once the smoke and swirling particles clear, the Climinitra dart about, searching for members of Obliterate. 
 
   I can’t see a single one. It’s like they ghosted away from here, like vapor.
 
   “Outside, everyone, let’s go. Find them!” the guy with the vocal amplifier screams.
 
   They all thunder through the exit, as Uni-medics race inside.
 
   Two medics roll Thras onto a stretcher. 
 
   “Do you know who this is?,” a Uni-medic says. “It’s Thrasyllus Blüthe. Get him to the Uni-med, now!”
 
   Another grabs me and says, “Sedate her. She looks in bad shape.”
 
   I realize I’m writhing, moaning, pain shooting through my head and back. I push the hand coming at me, wielding a power syringe.
 
   It lands against my shoulder with a dull hiss, shooting a tranquilizer into my blood stream. That’s the last I know before I’m catapulted into oblivion.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I come-to in the stark Uni-med emergency room, a cacophony of sounds greets my ears. I sense activity all around, as a white-clad Uni-nurse whips back the flimsy curtain around my bed. She stares at me, and then hustles to my side. It’s the same one who treated me last time--Citizen 98342.
 
   “There you are.” She smiles. “You had quite a nap. But we stitched you up and you’re going to be fine. Your injuries were all superficial.” She pats my hand. “And we…”
 
   “You need the room, right?” I rub my face and find it’s a textured mess of stitches.
 
   She nods, moving about like she’s got a fire under her feet. 
 
   “Got it.” I sit up on the metallic med-bed, groggy and dazed, no doubt from the tranquilizer they shot in my arm. 
 
   The nurse unplugs a machine behind me. Then, she grabs a translucent intake screen-reader next to my side and types a few notes.
 
   I scan my surroundings.
 
   Patients fill every bed. They slump in the corridor, crying. Patients moan. Nurses and doctors race to each one, doing triage, attending to those who fared the worst, leaving the others to fester and stew in the hallway. I do my best to keep the hysteria, fright, and other emotions out of my system.
 
   “Where’s Thras?” I say, my mouth all cottony and dry.
 
   “Thrasyllus Blüthe? The charming candidate? How do you know him?” Her blue-gray eyes grow wide with surprise. 
 
   “He’s my boss,” I croak.
 
   “Well,” she says, becoming somber. She puts her hands on her hips. “He’s still in surgery.”
 
   I stiffen. “Surgery? Why, what happened?”
 
   “Apparently he was stabbed a couple times. I don’t know if they missed vital organs or not.” Back on the move, Citizen 98342 bustles around the curtained space, already prepping for my departure.
 
   “Stabbed? How could he have been stabbed? I was there the whole time.” I ease myself off the bed, testing my aching, sore body. 
 
   “You were out of it, missy. A lot can happen between here and where you were.” She peels the sheets from the bed, tossing them in a container. She retrieves more sheets from a cupboard and proceeds to stretch them taut over the mattress. When finished, she pats her work. “There. I may as well get the next one in here. You okay to see yourself out?”
 
   “I’d rather wait for Thras,” I say. My mind’s racing with worry and fret.
 
   “No can do. But you can squeeze into the waiting area on the next floor. Room 78E. Tell them at the front desk who you’re waiting for. Now, out with you.” She waves me away.
 
   Woozy, blinking to wake up, I make my way to room 78E.
 
   After telling the harried desk nurse who I’m waiting for, I sit in the crowded room along with a bunch of anxious Metas and Humans. I bite my absent nails. Then I stand and pace. Eventually, I try to reach my brother, but there’s no answer. A few minutes later, I try again. And again. Finally, after what seems like hours, a Uni-med surgeon enters the lobby.
 
   “Is there someone here named Sasha Borren?” he says in a weary voice. Lines of fatigue droop from beneath his eyes. Blood spatters his gray uniform. 
 
   “It’s Sakhi. That’s me.” I leap to my feet.
 
   “Sakhi, Sasha. Whatever.” He lifts his hand like it weighs a ton. “You here for Blüthe?” 
 
   “Yes, that’s right.” I stare at him, eyes wide.
 
   “He’s still unconscious. Down the hall.” He stabs the air with his thumb. “You can see him but…” He shrugs. “You may as well be looking at a dead man because he is O.U.T.”
 
   “Is he going to be okay?” I ask, but the surgeon is already pushing through the waiting patients and those waiting to see to loved ones. I scurry in the opposite direction, dodging gurneys and barely alive bodies slumped on the floor, searching for the post-surgery room.
 
   When I find it, it’s jam-packed with unconscious individuals, each in recovery mode. I scan the beds until I find Thras. Relieved, I hustle to his side. My hand lifts to my mouth.
 
   “Oh, Thras,” I whisper. “What happened to you?”
 
   Pale and lifeless, his chest makes subtle movements, at least indicating he’s alive. He looks like he’s been swallowed up, digested, and regurgitated from the belly of the Complex. 
 
   I want to touch him, but I’m hesitant. This isn’t a thing, I reason. I’m only wanting to offer comfort. I bite my lip, flexing my fingers. Finally, I place my hand on his shoulder. 
 
   A jolt of electricity shocks me. I yelp, snatching my hand back. I stare at him, trying to rein in my galloping thoughts. This can’t be. Is he the same green glowing man who saved me? And the man who conjures the lotus blossom in my dreams?  I gingerly touch his cheek. My finger zings with sizzling heat, the same heat I experience in my dreams. I stare at him, jaw dropped. Thrasyllus Blüthe is the man who rescued me from Paki. He’s the man I’ve been dreaming. 
 
   I’m in love with Thrasyllus Blüthe.
 
   As if he heard my thoughts—or maybe my wildly beating heart—his eyelids flutter open. A sweet smile spreads across his face.
 
    “Sakhi,” he says.
 
   “I know who you are,” I say, brushing my hand against his jaw, savoring the potent connection. 
 
   “I’m glad,” he says, turning his head to kiss my fingers. “Please don’t run.”
 
   When his lips brush my skin, I shiver. “I won’t.”
 
   “Thank gods.” His eyes close briefly. When he opens them again, he says, “I wanted to tell you at dinner.” He pushes himself to sit, wincing. “Get my clothes, please. My shirt. Over there.”
 
   My eyes scan to see his clothes folded on top of a Smuntine table. I scurry to retrieve the shirt. 
 
   When I hold it out to him, he says, “Turn it inside out. There’s a pocket stitched on the inside, at heart level. Retrieve what’s inside. Quickly, please. I’m afraid I’m still under the influence and a nurse will be in here any moment.”
 
   My gaze slides toward the door and then, satisfied, to my task. I swiftly do as asked. I find the pocket and slip free a silver circle. My fingers start to tremble. It looks like the one I have, only in much better condition, polished and gleaming.
 
   “It’s an ancient symbol. Our people came from Earth, too. Metas and Humans have lived together for thousands of years,” he says.
 
   “What kind of…” I bite my lip, fearing the answer. “What kind of Meta are you?”
 
   He holds my gaze for what feels like lifetimes. “I’m a psionic vampire. I feed off the energy of others.” His gaze turns to one of challenge, willing me to reject him.
 
   “I see,” I say, my heart clattering about inside my ribcage. “What does a…are you the one draining Humans?”
 
   “No. I only sip. With you I…” Now he bites his lip. “I cleanse. I can sense the gunk of others and I take it from you, a little bit at a time.” His mouth parts and his eyes grow tender. He waits for me to gather my thoughts.
 
   “I see,” I say again. My mother’s words fly into my mind. Follow your heart. I push away my judgmental thoughts. I can do this. “What about Naazira? Do you and she have…” I swirl my hand between us. “You know, a thing?”
 
   “There’s nothing between us but a friendship. I know she wants more, but…” He shrugs. “Her people are powerful healers. I’ve sipped from her, is all.”
 
   “You used her,” I say flatly.
 
   “Befriended her,” he counters. “But with you…I couldn’t let you see how I felt. I had to cloak my feelings around you. I was afraid your prejudice would drive you away from me. But still, I protected you.”
 
   “Protected me from what?” I ask, confused.
 
   “Paki. He’s the one who stalks you in your dreams. He’s a dark psionic. He feeds on misery and rage. Fear and helplessness. He’s the one who drained my wife.”
 
   Chills erupt along my scalp. “Oh, gods. He drained my mother, too. And killed her,” I whisper.
 
   “I thought as much.” He nods. “He’s hunting you, love. He’s hunting us both. I’ve tried to keep you safe in your dreams. I tried to kill him, both here and in the ethers, but…” His mouth settles into a grim, determined line. “He’s strong.”
 
   “What can I do?” I say, my heartbeat becoming a gallop.
 
   “We can deal. Look. A nurse will be here any second. I’m surprised we haven’t seen one yet. Read it,” he says, his eyes glistening. “Read what’s in your hand…while we still have time.”
 
   “Out of the mud comes…” I frown. “It’s an unfinished sentence, like mine. I have the same thing.”
 
   “And so our destiny awakens,” he says, with a pain-strained smile. “Look at the back. Turn it over.”
 
   I do so and see an exquisite lotus blossom, artfully detailed. “Out of the mud comes a lotus blossom?” My forehead puckers with confusion.
 
   “What do you see when you look upon a lotus?” he asks, his eyes shining.
 
   “I see…” I think a moment. “I see beauty. I see wonder. When I looked at the symbol you conjured I felt hopeful, like I could get through the madness that surrounds us. My heart stirred when I gazed at it. My heart’s been closed for a long, long time.” My eyes moisten with tears. I reach for his hand. When our hands connect, the voltaic connection feels even more powerful than before.
 
   “Mine has, too. Want to know what I see in the lotus?” he asks. Before I can give my assent, he says, “You. I see all the wonder and possibility and beauty of you, Sakhi. I see an exquisite creature, her feet planted firmly on the ground. She folds into herself each night, cleansing her petals and unfolds each morning, ready to face the day. And she’s beyond beautiful.”
 
   I’m utterly speechless. Tears continue to track down my face but this time, they’re tears of joy. 
 
   “I love you, Thrasyllus Blüthe,” I finally manage.
 
   “And I love you, Sakhi Borren. From the moment I rested my gaze upon you, I knew you were the one.”
 
   “I can’t make all the pain of the past go away,” I say, clutching his hand. I kiss his fingertips. Have I ever been this overjoyed? I doubt it.
 
   “Nor can I erase yours,” he says, drawing my fingers to his lips. “But together…”
 
   “He’s over there,” a stern voice booms from across the room.
 
   We both look up to see the Climintra, dressed in their usual red, striding toward us, weapons raised. 
 
   “Thrasyllus Blüthe,” the Intra leader states. “You’re under arrest.” He whips out a nasty looking spiked handcuff, securing one end around Thras’ wrist.
 
   Thras immediately begins to fight, his one free arm landing a few choice blows on the leader.
 
   “You’re going down, Blüthe,” the leader roars, his arm shielding his rapidly bruising face.
 
   “What are you doing? He was assaulted. He’s badly injured. He’s not the one you should be arresting,” I say, trying to push the guard’s hand away from my dream lover. 
 
   The leader attaches the other end of the handcuff to the Smuntine bed frame.
 
   “Oh, he’s our man, I assure you. Or, should I say, he’s our Meta. He’s the one who’s been draining the life out of Humans.” 
 
   “You’re wrong!” I cry, reaching for Thras.
 
   Without further comment, they wheel him from the room, their boots striking the floor with angry determination.
 
   I’m left standing gape faced, wondering what the hell to do next. It definitely won’t be cowering in fear. I’m going to rise from the mud with love. That’s a power greater than violence.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Adrenaline jolts through my bloodstream in buckets. I run from the recovery unit room, trying to keep up with the Climintra, who march Thras away from me. 
 
   “Stop! Where are you taking him?” I shout.
 
   “Get her out of here,” the lead Intra commands.
 
   One of the red-clad males grabs my arms, wrenching me around and hauling me in a different direction.
 
   “Let go of me, you bastard!” I try ineffectually to peel his iron grip from my upper arm.
 
   I’m dragged down a corridor. 
 
   When we get to a service exit, he forces the door open, setting off a shrieking alarm. He shoves me outside.
 
   I fall to my knees, skin scraping sidewalk. I race for the door to the hospital, only to find it locked. Without thinking, I head for District Five, apartment six-hundred.
 
   When I arrive, I pound on the door with my fists even though I know my moniker, Citizen 22395, is being announced inside. “Reve! Let me in!”
 
   When the door glides open, I practically fall inside.
 
   “Cool your Jetter, sis. What’s up?” Reve says. “Whoa.” His eyebrows lift. “What happened to you?”
 
   “We were assaulted. At a restaurant. Thras…they tried to kill Thras,” I pant, trying to catch my breath. “And now he’s been arrested.”
 
   “Good riddance, Meta scum,” Reve says, smirking.
 
   “Shut up,” I snap. “Let me in.”
 
   “I, uh…” Reve says, his eyes sliding back and forth.
 
   “Let me in.” I shove him out of the way. I barrel into his tiny apartment, make my way to his sofa, and collapse on it. “You’ve got to help me…I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “This isn’t a good time, sis,” Reve says, leaving the door open. He limps to a kitchen chair and stands next to it, glancing around his room in an all too suspicious manner.
 
   I squint. “Why not? You’re the only one I could turn to. It’s not like I made friends here.” 
 
   “I’ve, uh…I’ve got things to do. You’re going to have to skedaddle.” The tic in his eyebrow begins to dance.
 
   Suspicious, I cock my head and stare at him. “What things?
 
    “Errand shit. You know. Sorry, but…” He shrugs.
 
   “I’m tired, Reve. And scared.” I take a long, deep breath, finally beginning to recover from my sprint to get here. “Oh, gods. Everything’s a mess.” I let my head fall back on the couch, landing on my bruised skull. “Ouch!” I turn to the side. And my eyes land on a black uniform sticking out from underneath the sofa…a black uniform with red letters and the words “Out of the mud comes power.” It’s written in Reve’s handwriting. The paint looks wet, like he just added that. I yank out the material. “You son of a bitch, Reve. You’re part of the Obliterate gang.” 
 
   I bolt to my feet. 
 
   “I can explain,” he says, unable to meet my eyes.
 
   “What’s to explain?” I stalk across the floor to where he stands, and forcefully jab my finger into his chest.  “Were you the one who stabbed Thras?”
 
   “No, I…” His face twists into a snarl. He grabs my hand and flings it away. “I’m sick of the Metas. I’m doing the right thing. We want the planet cleansed of Meta filth. They screwed us before, and they’re screwing us again.”
 
   “You freaking asshole! You could have killed him! You could have killed me!” I’m livid, shaking with rage.
 
   “No, I made sure you were okay. I made them promise not to hurt you.” He gets to his feet, wincing. Now he towers over me. “I refuse to let the Metas do to us what they did before. No more,” he yells, spittle flying from his mouth.
 
   I wipe his spit from my cheeks and lean in. “You have no idea what you’re doing. They’ve suffered as much as we have.” My anger becomes lancing pain, stabbing my heart. “I don’t know you anymore, Reve.”
 
   “Yes, you do, sis. We’re doing this for the good of the planet.” His face mirrors mine, now, appearing distraught. His eyes moisten.
 
   “No. What you’re doing is for you. Move, I want to leave,” I say. Tears begin tracking my face.
 
   “No, Sakhi, we can work this out,” he pleads.
 
   “Let me out!” I scream. “I need to leave! Open the goddamned door!” 
 
   When he powers it open, I jet from his room, my legs pumping frantically.
 
   “Sakhi, wait!” He limp-runs after me.
 
   I hurry to the Fastrans. I enter the lift and repeatedly punch the close door button.
 
   “Wait,” Reve yells, as the doors sigh shut.
 
   I make my way to the city center. Stumbling down the alleyway where I was attacked, I crouch and curl into a ball. I’m back to living on the streets. But this time will be different.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next few days, the Climintra hunts me like Zapper tracking-bots, those deadly machines used in the war to gun down targeted individuals. I’ve heard my name blasted through the Uni-propaganda news feed. My picture beams from Uni-screen displays. Apparently, I’m an accomplice in the crimes of Thrasyllus Blüthe. And I despise Paki Tchepikov. That man has destroyed everything I hold dear. And he only wants to make it worse.
 
   The only thing I’m an accomplice to is worrying about the man, hoping he’s okay. My mind is constantly flooded with thoughts of him. Our connection grows stronger by the second, like a throbbing, pulsing life-form, even though he doesn’t appear in my dreams.
 
   But I’m a freaked-out, frightened, wanted woman. I can’t go back to my suite. Instead, I slink through the shadows of the Complex, moving swiftly, head down to keep from being recognized by that blasted overhead eye in the sky.
 
   I’m also starving, my stomach hollow and screaming, which has my attention at the moment. I haven’t eaten since yesterday. And yesterday I barely ate at all.
 
   Huddled in the dark alley behind Uni-Gourmet Forty-Nine, the place where my latest nightmare began, I can smell the food-waste some Uni-waiter guy just threw in the bin. I swallow like a mongrel, my mouth filling with spit. 
 
   Go back inside, stupid Uni-waiter.
 
   He’s propped against the wall, smoking, illuminated by the light issuing from the back door. 
 
   My stomach lets out a loud growl.  I know, I know. I suck at stealing food, I silently tell it. Every attempt yesterday ended in nearly being caught.
 
   The Uni-waiter finishes his smoke, but he simply stands there, staring at nothing. 
 
   I inch closer, sticking to the shadows of our artificial night. Go! The scent of food is making me crazy inside, like I’d kill to eat right now. Maybe that’s not such a bad idea. What’s one less Complex drone? When I scan the alley for a weapon of some sorts, however, I come up empty. And anyway, me, kill for food?
 
   When the guy finally slips inside, I ghost-walk toward the waste receptacle. I have to pass the back door, which has been left open. Food smells billow from the restaurant. My insides howl.
 
   Kitchen staff are silent as they bustle around the kitchen. The clink of glasses and plates being sanitized, and the tromp of footsteps is the only noise coming from the back of the restaurant.
 
   I take a deep breath when I’m in line of sight of the kitchen. Pressing my back to the shadowy white walls of the passageway, I sidle sideways. A loud voice blasts through the doorway.
 
   “Hey! Get that shit out of here. That’s not fit for a Lorn coyote.” 
 
   Another guy says, “What is it?” There’s a pause, followed by, “Oh, gods, this looks awful.” Some sort of wretching sound is made.
 
   The first guy laughs. “That’s our kitchen’s finest. That’s what the idiots who dine here eat. At least the Uni-food stores sell stuff resembling food.”
 
   I can’t move. I stay glued to my spot, sweat dripping from my brow.
 
   A louder, more distant voice bellows, “What’s going on back there? Get to work!”
 
   A Uni-waiter steps through the doorway, holding an outstretched white packet by two fingers.
 
   I’m certain I’m going to be discovered, shadows or no shadows. 
 
   The guy lifts his head. He stares in my direction. He squints. His mouth falls open. He squints harder.
 
   But then a voice from inside says, “Get rid of that shit and get back in here, Dimon! We’ve got work to do.”
 
   Dimon glances over this shoulder, saying “Yeah, yeah,” and then shuffles to the waste bin. He tosses in the food packet, takes a quick look once more in my direction, and disappears back in the kitchen.
 
   I hustle out of the line of sight of the door. 
 
   I’m at the trash receptacle, about to open the lid, when I hear, “I thought I saw someone out there.”
 
   “Out where?” the other guy says.
 
   “In the alley,” Dimon says. “I couldn’t see really well but it looked like a chick. What if it’s that woman they’re hunting for?”
 
   “What if it is?” first guy says. “They’ll find her. I want to get out of here. I’ve got things to do with someone. She’s waiting for me. Waiting for me. Catch my drift?”
 
   “Lucky dog,” Dimon says. “You know you’ll be punished if you get caught.”
 
   “Fuck that shit. The Uni are full of bullshit rules and you know it. Get busy. And shut the back door. If the boss-dick sees it’s open, he’ll string us up by our balls. ‘Uni-cost tracking starts in the workplace,’” he says in a deeper voice.
 
   Hiding next to the bin, I hunch low. The door slams. And it’s quiet again in the alleyway.
 
   I lift the lid of the bin, peering inside. Avoiding the slimy, oozing packet Dimon just tossed in, I pull out remnants of what looks like food. My gaze lands on a couple unopened containers of Uni-nourish. Crap nourishment never looked so good. Quickly, I make a pocket out of the bottom of my uniform top and shove as much food and Uni-nourish as I can inside.
 
   The back door bangs open.
 
   I let the bin lid slam and sprint away from the restaurant, clutching my grub.
 
   “I knew I was right,” Dimon calls. “You’ll never escape. Don’t you know? There are eyes everywhere.”
 
   Yeah, yeah, I think, echoing his earlier words. They haven’t caught me yet. I’ve got food to eat. I found a good place to hide and sleep. And, believe it or not, I’m actually feeling like I accomplished something by stealing this Complex chow. I’ve got no one watching out for me and there’s something about it that feels righteous and true, even if I am a hunted individual.
 
   I reach the Uni-sewer cover  and pause. It’s only fitting that the place I found to escape prying eyes is in my brother’s world here on the Complex—the world of Human and Meta waste. It’s on a street where the lights haven’t been replaced yet, so it’s pretty dark. I lift the cover and slip into the stinking bowels beneath the city. It makes me gag. Balancing my food bundle in my uniform, I one-hand it down the metal ladder into the shit-hell where my brother works—the level known as Negative-One.
 
   There are pipes pumping all things foul beneath the city. Piss and shit spews through one culvert. The stench of polluted water streams through a Fresh Smoker. It’s disgusting down here. But no one is going to think to look here. Reve’s right—he’s in a place where nobody wants to be.
 
   I curl beneath one of the pipes and unfold my uniform. I don’t bother to look at what I’m going to eat. Filling my belly is my only desire. I hold my nose, bite, chew, and swallow. It’s the only way I can get it down. When I’m as full as I’m going to get on someone elses’ food remains, I tuck my Uni-nourish into a crack in the wall for later, fold my arms, and close my eyes. I’m heading for dreamland. I’m heading to be with my love, Thrasyllus Blüthe.
 
   There’s so much fear and distress to wade through, it takes me forever to reach him. When I find him, he’s frantic, edgy. 
 
   “Oh, gods. I didn’t think you’d come.” He clutches me to him, kissing me deeply. The kiss deepens as we grind against one another, strengthening our bond. 
 
   Finally, he releases me and looks into my eyes. “We don’t have much time. I’ve discovered some things. Paki’s the one responsible for me being under arrest.”
 
   “Isn’t he still off-planet?” I say. 
 
   A loud clang rings out, followed by a hiss.
 
   “Oh, no! That’s the sound the Fresh Smokers make. Someone will be in Negative-One space, soon, flushing out the system. I have to wake up before they arrive.”
 
   Thras looks as breathless as I feel. He strokes his jaw, plotting. 
 
   “Okay,” he says. “I have an idea. Paki’s still at the helm. I’m sure of it. I heard some other prisoners talking. They didn’t know I was listening. They spoke of rumors rumbling through the Complex that Paki Tchepikov is still wielding power. He and my opponent, Wiesner are in cahoots. Paki hates me. We were in the war together. I became commander. He could never get past sergeant. Not only that, he was in love with my fiancé. He’s been jealous and vindictive all these years. When Paki found out Wiesner would be my opponent, he bribed him.
 
   I’ve tried to rid the planets of him. He’s always evaded me. He’s a sneaky bastard. We’ve each tried and failed at destroying one another at numerous times. We’re well matched. I thought I finally finished him off, but no. I intend to win this time.  He probably hates me even more now, if that’s possible. And he despises you, love.” 
 
   “Why me?” I ask.
 
   “He knows your abilities. He made sure to be your Wacher when he found out you were coming here. And, he’s the one stalking you in your dreams. I’ve been guarding you from day one.”
 
   “The one crashing through the woods?”
 
   Thras nods. “You’re too smart. You wake up every time. And he knows I’m in love with you. If he can’t have you for himself, he intends to kill you.” His face grows scarily serious. “I’m going to ask you a favor. You can say no but it might be our only chance to glean information.”
 
   I nod earnestly, scanning his beautiful face. “What is it? I’ll do anything for you.”
 
   “I want you to enter Paki’s dreams,” he says.
 
   I step back. “What? No! Never!”
 
   “Sakhi, you can do this. With your unique powers, you can find out what he’s up to. The gunmen who took me out…apparently they’re being manipulated by one of Wiesner’s henchmen. This guy—his name is Mink—he pretends to be Human, on their side. But he’s the eyes and ears of Weisner. He’s feeding them orders communicated directly from Paki.”
 
   “Oh, no! I met him. He was in Reve’s room! If Reve knew that…” I bite my lip, not wanting Thras to know that my brother’s one of the gunmen. 
 
   “Is he…?” Thras’ face blanches.
 
   He doesn’t need to finish the sentence. 
 
   “Yes,” I say, my arms hanging limply at my side. “He’s one of the Obliterate gang. If he knew Paki was at the wheel…” I shake my head.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. It is what it is.” Thras takes my face between his hands and looks intently into my eyes. “Will you do it? Enter Paki’s dreams? It’s going to be dangerous. He could sense you. He’s extremely aware of energy, especially if you’re afraid. You’re going to have to be strong.”
 
   “What do I do if he senses me? Is there any way of protecting myself?” I shiver. “I’ve always had Reve around to protect me.”
 
   “You’ve got me now. But you’ve also got yourself. You can do this, sweetheart, I know you can. Ward yourself. Shield your mind.” Thras’ face is somber and intent.
 
   I’ve been dependent on Reve practically my whole life. I’ve never stood on my own. “I’m scared.”
 
   Another loud hiss blasts through the air. This means the polluted water from the Fresh Smoker is being channeled through the filtration system in the next room over.
 
   “I’ve got to wake up,” I say. “I’ve got to find a new hiding place.” My entire dream body tenses. I don’t want to be caught.
 
   “Yes. And the guards will bang their segifs against my cell any moment. Will you do it?” Thras asks again, beseeching me with his strangely hypnotic eyes.
 
   I think of Reve telling me I lack the courage to do what’s right. If ever there’s a time to prove him wrong, it’s now. “Yes,” I say. “I’ll enter Paki’s dreams.” 
 
   After one more swift kiss good-bye, I will myself to wake up in the nasty, stinky, disgusting bowels of the Complex. But worse is the task I’ve agreed to perform. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After a day spent hiding in the sewers, ducking from the gazes of those working down here, I’m more than ready to dream-stalk the man I’ve grown to hate--Paki Tchepikov. I’m surrounded by noxious fumes, hot, smelly steam, deafening bangs, clangs and loud hisses. The sounds and smells make me ill. And even though hate is a powerful emotion, it doesn’t come close to what I feel for Paki. He took my mom, he almost wrecked me, he’s manipulated Reve, and he nearly destroyed the man I love. He’s going down. 
 
   I settle into my hiding spot, tucked into a crack near the pipes in Negative-One. I didn’t bother venturing out today—too risky. My belly’s fairly content. I parsed out my food supply, consuming only as much as would keep me going, so I think I can sleep well enough. 
 
   I visualize my white light faucet, amping up the flow so that it shoots all over me, clearing away today’s gunk. Once that’s complete, I get as comfortable as I can—given I’m in the constipated bowels of the Complex, surrounded by everyone’s shit, piss, jizz, vomit, and whatever else they washed down the drains. I imagine every cell in my body in a state of relaxation. And then, I start to drift, my consciousness flowing into ether-space. 
 
   I don’t really have a plan other than to find Paki. I don’t even know where to look. So I start with the obvious—Talon Weisman. I know his general whereabouts. I know what division he’s in—Thras informed me when I acted as his assistant, only a few short days ago, though it seems like a lifetime. So I let my mind coast, conjuring up the scant details I know about Division Sixteen—one of the levels where the privileged abide. 
 
   Picturing his bloated features and the orange hue to his skin, I find myself in a black room, lit by dancing fires. Talon’s body lays inert in the center of the room, on a simple palette, suspended a few feet from the floor. He snores as loud as the pipes pumping pollution in Negative-One. His etheric body hovers a couple inches outside the physical form. The etheric body vibrates a ghastly yellow, like quivering baby poop.
 
   I stare at him for a moment, uncertain what to do next. I don’t know how to read auras but his seems tense. Either that or diseased. Maybe both. Tentatively, I take a stab at scanning his mental body. 
 
   His mind is fairly unremarkable. I sense greed…ambition…lust…but no plans or manipulation beyond that. This entire campaign seems to be a game to him. In the end, he’ll get some sort of reward—a hefty reward. But he doesn’t seem to be wielding the power he projects. He’s only a figurehead.
 
   I cock my head, searching for ideas.
 
   Loud footsteps echo through the space, as if in answer.
 
   I press my etheric body into a wall, away from the flames.
 
   The door opens. And in saunters my nemesis, Paki Tchepikov. He’s still handsome but he looks crueler, if that’s even possible. He’s not dressed in Uni-attire, no doubt since his physical form is still off-planet. Instead, he’s in his crisp green and gold military uniform, the colors worn by planet Pinao militia. 
 
   It’s probably the same uniform he wore when he killed my mom. Rage boils in my belly. 
 
   Stop, stop, stop. He’ll feel it. He’ll know I’m in here. Come on, think of Thras.
 
   Paki stops his stride, inclining his head for a second. His face is tight, like it’s been under reconstruction lasers. The tightness pulls his lips into an evil-looking, perpetual smirk. 
 
   “Hmmm,” he says, tapping a finger on his lips. “Interesting.” 
 
   His feet propel him forward again, slower this time.
 
   I tense with fear and revulsion.
 
   He pauses and looks around the room. “Who’s here?”
 
   Crap, crap, crap. Think of white light, think of…think of making love to Thras. A flood of pleasure, joy, and protective warmth replaces the fear.
 
   Paki’s eyes narrow, giving him a sinister appearance. 
 
   “If someone’s in here, I’ll find you. Mark my words. It’s what I do.” He chuckles. It’s more of a cackle, the kind I’d imagine warlocks making.
 
   He turns his attention to Talon. “There’s my little puppet.” 
 
   He stalks to the man’s sleeping form. He strokes his hair back, away from his forehead, almost reverentially. His pink tongue snakes along his lips.
 
   The yellowish quivering of Talon’s etheric body increases, until it blurs.
 
   Is Paki actually turned on? I squint through the gloom, catching a shadow of arousal in Paki’s trousers. Gah. Yep, he’s turned on by Talon.
 
    “It’s time for a strategy session, my pet,” he coos to the unconscious male. 
 
   Talon moans in his sleep, and then mumbles, “No. Please, no.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Paki says. “Give it to me. Give me your fearful resistance.” He crawls on the table and positions himself between Talon’s thighs.
 
   “No,” Talon cries.
 
   “Oh, yes, my fearful pet.” His fingers clutch Talon’s uniform clad legs, digging his long knife-like fingernails into the skin. Droplets of blood appear. He works his nails deeper into the muscle.
 
   Talon screams. His sickly aura seems to coagulate into a puke-like substance.
 
   I start to dry heave. I’ve got to keep it together. I clutch at my tummy, telling myself I’m safe.
 
   Paki shudders. His head falls back in apparent rapture. He lets out another chuckle. It sounds like a Wreston rattlesnake. 
 
   “What will you get when you win?” Paki asks his unwilling companion.
 
   “S-Co,” Talon murmurs. “And whores.” 
 
   “In spades, my friend. Endless supply of both. And what do you have to do to win?” Paki asks.  
 
   “No, my wife…” Talon cries.
 
   Your wife? What does your wife have to do with anything? 
 
   “She’ll carry the bomb to the door in her purse. Ka-boom,” Paki yells, sounding crazy. “Humans dead. Fearing Blüthe. Fuck Blüthe. Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him,” he chants, sounding like he’s completely unhinged. “Give me your essence.”
 
   “Stop!” Talon cries. He writhes underneath Paki’s grip.
 
   “Oh, no,” Paki roars, his eyes rolling back in his head. “No stop, no stop.” He heaves in an enormous inhale, his head falling back.
 
   Talon’s energy body seems to tear free from his flesh. It streams in a sickly-looking cloud toward Paki’s nose and mouth. 
 
   Paki shakes his head as he exhales, like he’s just snorted the finest blow in the galaxy.
 
   I’m horrified, flattened against the wall. Paki wants to pin some kind of explosion on Thras. He wants to frame him. And he’s draining the life out of Talon.
 
   The energy in this space is so repulsive, I can’t clear it fast enough. Bile fills my throat.
 
   Paki stills for a moment. He scans the room. A grin forms on his face. 
 
   “Why, we’ve got a visitor. Someone’s spying on me. Are you a voyeur, my dear? Do you like to watch?” 
 
    I feel my spirit discombobulating, dissolving into fragments. White light, Thras, think of something else. My head is swimming. Little stars, like the kind appearing when I got a concussion, dance before my eyes. All the white light I blasted myself with before I began this journey begins to drain. My dream-legs tremble. I feel weak, like a premature kitten, abandoned by its mother in the woods of Wreston.
 
   “Big boom, huge boom, right underneath District Five, apartment six hundred. We get the brother and then we get the sister—after I fuck the shit out of her for what she did to me.”
 
   Oh, no! He wants to kill my brother! And then he wants me! What did I do? I’m vibrating with terror and rage.
 
   “Keep the fear coming, girl. I know you’re listening,” Paki says, his eyes trained where I’m hiding, as if he can see me. “Want more? This is what I’m going to do to your boss, after I kill your brother. While I’ve been convalescing, I’ve been working on my technique. Growing stronger. Want to see?” He breathes deep.
 
   Talon screams as wisps of his etheric body are drawn into Paki’s lungs. Then, he fades from view.
 
   “Don’t worry he’s not dead. I’ll finish him off after the election. And then I’m coming for you.” 
 
   I can’t help it. I retch, vomiting clouds of yellow goo.
 
   The room grows deathly quiet. 
 
   A few seconds later, Paki says, “Oh, that was the nicest meal I’ve had in quite some time.” He calmly slides from the table. Hands on his hips, he pivots his head to scan the room. “And where might you be, my little dream-voyeur?”
 
   I’m nowhere. I’m everywhere. I’m completely drained. And I have no doubt, Paki is the bastard who’s draining the life out of the humans. 
 
   And I’m his next victim. 
 
   He inhales long and deep and all the energy in my body begins to vanish, leaving me weak, with no will to even live.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Arching violently, I let out a huge, wheezing gasp, like I’ve just been saved from drowning. My dream-body’s supported in someone’s arms. And this someone is on the move. I blink, trying to orientate.
 
   “Sakhi,” says a familiar voice. “I’ve got you.”
 
   Thras’ face blurs before me, then comes into focus. He’s cradling me in his arms, hurrying down a stone paved path to get who knows where, amidst shadows and flickering light of this dream-scape.
 
   “What…happened?” I can barely get the words out. 
 
   Mist swirls all around us as Thras powers through the dream.
 
   “I wanted to protect you, but I couldn’t find you. All I could see were white walls. Then I felt you. I knew you were in trouble.” Even though he’s practically running while holding me, he’s not breathless. “I’ll tell you more later. Right now we have to get to safety.”
 
   “Where are you?” Paki roars. His military boots pound the ground like iron clubs.
 
   Even though he sounds far away, it’s still close enough to give me chills. My skin ices over with fear. “Oh, gods,” I say. “Is he…?” That’s all I can manage to say. 
 
   “Paki’s hunting you and me both right now,” Thras says. “Don’t worry. I know where to go.”
 
   “Paki’s…” I breathe, my arm around Thras’ neck. “The one…” Another breath. “Draining…” I can’t seem to catch my breath. “Humans.”
 
   “I’ll find you fuckers,” Paki yells. He lets out an ear piercing war cry, like an enraged beast. He sounds closer now.
 
   Thras glances over his shoulder. Then, his speed increases. 
 
   “How do you know he’s responsible?” he asks. He turns to maneuver through a series of narrow walls, like slices in the sky. 
 
   “Because…” I inhale. “I’m one...” I’m so weak. My arm releases Thras’ neck. It drops limply along my tummy. It takes too much work to hold on. “I’m one of them.” What should have flowed from my mouth took the effort of climbing Mt. Remembrance, the tallest peak on Wreston. 
 
   “Be quiet, don’t talk. I’ve got you. You can tell me everything in a moment.” 
 
   He scrambles down some sort of tree-lined incline.
 
   I manage to lift my head and spy a huge castle-like structure ahead past the trees. Too heavy to hold upright, I let my head fall into Thras’ embrace.
 
   Thras continues powering us through trees, a beautiful meadow, and up another stone pathway, toward the castle. 
 
   We approach a formidable looking door.
 
   Thras adjusts me, balancing me against him. He uses his free arm to make a slow sweep in front of the door, his palm extended. 
 
   A swatch of golden light appears out of two small holes on either side of the door panel, making a thick line across the door panel. It illuminates letter, symbols and icons.
 
   “Aperi sis ostium.” His voice booms, deep and resonant.
 
   The letters blaze with light.
 
   “What did…you…say?” I ask.
 
   “Open the door, please.” He grins at me, as the door swings open.
 
   “Doesn’t…sound…like the most…secure…pass-phrase,” I say, smiling weakly.
 
   He pushes past the threshold and enters the ginormous room. “It’s attuned to me. You’d have to have my cellular structure, my height, weight, my handsome good looks…hell, you’d have to be me.” His grin broadens.
 
   “Didn’t…know…you had…a sense…of humor,” I say, panting between each word.
 
   “There’s a lot you don’t know about me. I intend to share it all with you. But first, let’s get you restored.” He gently releases me, letting my legs swing to the ground.
 
   I sink like a Smuntine weight dropped in the sea.
 
   “Whoa, baby,” he says, catching me before I land like a sack of sand.
 
   The clang of pipes rings out.
 
   “Oh, dear. That’s the…Fresh Smoker. And I can’t…can’t move.” I’m gasping for breath.
 
   “Easy, girl. I’ve got you.” 
 
   Back in his arms again, I’m ushered through a warm, manly room, filled with heavy, over-sized furniture. The colors are rich—russet, golds, and deep greens line the walls. A sofa and several large arm chairs are scattered throughout the room. He places me on the sofa with the reverence of placing something at the altar. 
 
   “We’ve got to restore you,” he says.
 
   “Where…are we?” I wheeze.
 
   He smiles, his face transforming into a virtual sunrise. “You’re in my dream, girl. My fantasy.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Want to know what kind of fantasies I have about you?”
 
   I manage a smile. “Love…to.”
 
   Clang, clang, clang. The jarring sound of wrenches striking Smuntine metal blasts through the air.
 
   “I’ve got to…wake up,” I say, closing my eyes. The only thing I really want is to stay in Thras’ dream.
 
   A rustling catches my ears. I force my eyelids open.
 
   Thras rubs his palms together. Next, he blows in his hands. Then, he passes them along me, a millimeter from my body.
 
   A shiver courses through me. “What are…you doing?”
 
   “Shhh,” he soothes. “Hopefully helping you restore with a little psionic vampire magic. My mother was part witch.”
 
   Sure enough, I sense a stirring inside, like a tiny trickle of electricity flowing through my veins. Exhausted, I let my eyes close. 
 
   “Paki’s setting…a bomb.” The words come out in a whisper. “Underneath Reve’s apartment. Thousands of…Humans…dead.” I take a deep breath. “Your fault.”
 
   “He’s going to blame me?” Thras says. “Figures.” His face furrows. The warmth streaming from his hands increases.
 
   Another clang and a high pitched hiss bellows into Thras’ dream-space.
 
   “Crap…I’ve got to…” The words fall back in my throat.
 
   “Hush,” Thras soothes.
 
   “I’ve got to…tell you…there’s more…” I swallow, suddenly parched. “He’s draining…Talon…into…submission. It’s a sex act…for him. He said he’s been training. And with Talon…promising…whores and…money.”
 
   “Shhh, baby. Let me heal you,” Thras says. Even his voice seems to restore me.
 
   “We’ve got to…do…something,” I say. I can’t even lift my eyelids.
 
   Bang, bang, bang. Someone hammers on the door to Thras’ dream. 
 
   “I know you’re in there,” Paki yells. “You think mere psionic wards can keep me out?” 
 
   Bang, bang, bang.
 
   A loud crash sounds. I can’t tell if the door just exploded into splinters or the pipes in Negative-One burst but suddenly I’m falling through space. I land, with a heavy thud, into my body. 
 
   With just enough energy to move my arms, I wiggle farther into the crack, letting Thras’ loving energy restore me for the few seconds I have left. I hope I have enough energy to juice me for what’s ahead. If I don’t, it could mean death to many.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Inside my dank hiding spot in the bleakness of Negative-One, I’m starving and somewhat restored. And, I know what I’ve got to do--I’m turning myself in. I’ve got to suss out info from the inside…find a way to stop the explosion before it’s too late.
 
   I pull out every scrap of food and nourishment I have left. It’s not much, but hopefully I’ll get rations in prison. I slam down the Uni-nourish, fighting back the urge to vomit it back up. I eat the sorry remains of leftovers, trying hard not to look at or taste what I’m chewing, especially when I detect mold in my mouth. Finally, when I feel kind of full, I peer out of my hiding hole.
 
   Workmen wearing lighted helmets scurry about near the pipes. The lights lend a macabre aura to the pipes, concrete, and gloom of level Negative-One.
 
   “We’ve got a leak here,” a dark-faced middle-aged man says, tapping a tool against metal.
 
   “So fix it,” another gripes.
 
   “You fucking fix it,” the first one says.
 
   “I don’t fucking feel like it,” the second one says.
 
   The first one shoves the second and a fight ensues. I bet it happens all the time down here.
 
   I use the opportunity to scramble up the ladder. Pushing open the manhole cover, I crawl out into the well-lit street, blinking as my eyes adjust to light. 
 
   Looking up, straight into that blasted eye in the sky, I say, “I’m here, assholes. I’m the one you want.” I raise my arms high and turn in a slow circle. “Come and get me. I’m here for the taking.”
 
   Humans and Metas stop and stare:
 
   “It’s her.”
 
   “That’s the girl who helped Blüthe.”
 
   “She’s turning herself in?”
 
   “Good riddance.” 
 
   Sirens wail. Bright, thousand-lumen lights focus on me, making it too bright to see. In seconds, I’m surrounded by the red-clad Climintra.
 
   “Hands behind your back,” one of them commands.
 
   I comply without resistance. A sharp sting of some sort of electronic laser stabs me. I arch away from it, wincing. I’m yanked backwards and handcuffs are snapped around my wrists, tightened to the point of numb. 
 
   “Ouch,” I cry. “I’m not resisting at all!”
 
   “Get moving. Stop talking. You can only speak when spoken to.” Strong hands shove me forward.
 
   What a show of ‘who’s the boss.’ I stumble forward to the jeers and chants of people—my people: the Humans. 
 
   “Get her! She’s one of them, now!” someone shouts.
 
   “Let me fuck her then burn her at the stake! She’ll go out in a blaze!”
 
   A few people laugh, caught up in the frenzy of crowd-mind and the overwhelming need to escape the boredom of their existence.
 
   I boldly hold my head high, feigning a defiance toward my detractors I don’t feel. Inwardly, I want to slink away and cry. But then I think of Thras and the potency of our love. I lift my chin in true defiance.
 
   I’m roughly thrust toward a glistening black Flyer Uni-motorcycle, and told to sit behind the Intra clutching the handlebars. I swing my leg over the seat.
 
   Another Intra climbs behind me, pressing his sweaty bulk against me.
 
   The growing throng of onlookers continue to shout and stare.
 
   I’m dying inside, unable to block the energies coming at me from every direction.
 
   The motorcycle engine revs. We proceed down the street, slowly, like a funeral, so everyone can see and point at the prisoner—me.
 
   By the time we arrive at the tall, white prison gates, I’m exhausted again. I can barely move. I guess my restoration was short-lived.
 
   The inside of the jail doesn’t look much different than anywhere else. Same white walls. Same concrete floor. Same Uni-desks, same bored staff. Exact same monotony everywhere. The only difference is the overwhelming smell of piss, like the guys miss the WD urinals on purpose. And I’m the only female around.
 
   Catcalls, whistles, taunts, and naughty offers assault my ears as I’m hurried down a hall to community ward thirteen. 
 
   As he walks me down the hallway, Ghary the vampire guard tells me it’s the busiest ward. 
 
    “We’re going to place you in the most visible section here,” he says in a raspy voice. “The place where all the action is.” He grins at me, letting his fangs show. “We could use a little stimulation around here. It gets boring with a bunch of males as company.” He smirks and “escorts” me to my cell. The escorting consists of me squirming away from his groping hands. By the time I’m ready to headbutt him, he stops with the feeling me up business, puts his palms over my eyes, and continues propelling me forward.
 
    
 
   There’s nothing I can do because my wrists are still handcuffed behind my back. I start to wonder if he’s being kind, by shielding me from some gruesome sight. 
 
   Then he stops and says “Surprise!”
 
   When he pulls his hands away, I see Thras through a long narrow slit in the metal door to his unit. He’s beat to a bloody, raw mess, barely conscious, spread on a rigid Smuntine palette. 
 
   “Thras!” I say. 
 
   One of Thras’ eyes is swollen shut. He slowly lifts the other eyelid, sees me, and starts to jerk upright. His eyebrows lift. 
 
   “Sakhi,” he says. “How did you…?” His face contorts and he falls back on the hard palette.  He moans.
 
   “What happened to him?” I ask.
 
   “Woke up that way.” Ghary grins, like he’s delighted seeing Thras in misery. “Guess he drained the wrong human. Someone must have a Meta friend or two who took care of him in the night.”
 
   Oh, no. It had to be Paki. 
 
   Unable to do anything except stare, I’m beside myself with grief and concern. 
 
   Thras manages a small smile. He turns his head and says, “Yeah but he’s in worse shape than me.” He laughs until it turns into a pain-racked cough.
 
   “Why isn’t he being cared for?” I say.
 
   “What do you think this is? A guest lodge?” Ghary laughs.
 
   Come on, come on, come on, I silently plead. Use our connection. Take what little energy I have left.
 
   Thras inhales a long, shuddering breath as if he heard me.
 
   That’s it, love. Use what you can.
 
   He inhales deeply, and then nods slightly.
 
   Ghary looks between us suspiciously. “All right, all right, show and tell time is over. Get moving, bitch.”
 
   I’m shown to a small cell in the middle of the corridor. Cells stretch in every direction.
 
   Ghary looks at me, grinning. “Here we are, princess. Your room’s ready.” 
 
   After he punches a code into the locking device, the door opens and I’m thrust inside.
 
   “Make yourself comfortable,” Ghary says, and then laughs. 
 
   Right. My body is under siege by energy of every negative kind. Bombarded by violent yearnings, evil intent, fear, greed, debauchery, and more, I smash myself as far back into the farthest corner of the cell as I can get. Exhausted, I fall instantly asleep. My consciousness slips from my still form and drifts throughout the prison.
 
   Near Thras’ unit. a guard paces restlessly. 
 
   I hover above him, wondering why he’s pacing.
 
   He jerks, his pallor grows white, and then he’s pacing again.
 
   Ghary appears and yells at the man. “You’re responsible for Blüthe. Why you acting so twitchy? Boss man catches you acting all jittery and you’re a dead man. Out. Finito. Left in the desert to fend for yourself.”
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s nothing,” the man says, gulping, visibly shaken by more than Ghary’s words.
 
   Ghary’s eyes narrow. “It better be nothing.”
 
   Odd. I cock my head and study the scaredy-cat guard. And then I spy a silvery filament dangling from inside Thras’ cell. A tiny spider is at the end, weaving its way to the floor. I want to burst out laughing. The guard’s afraid of spiders. I drift farther. 
 
   There are two guards watching my cell. They look to be a couple of Metas, maybe werewolves. They stalk one way, pivot, and stomp the other way, in front of my cell.
 
   “What do you bet she snores when she sleeps?” one of them says. “Any minute she’ll be sawing logs.”
 
   “I hate it when they snore,” the other answers.
 
   “Same here. My wife—I want to put a pillow over her face when she snores. And if I happened to leave it there a little too long, and happen to apply too much force…” He shrugs.
 
   Guard number two looks horrified. “You’re sick, man, you know that? You’d off your wife to get her to stop snoring?”
 
   “No, I was only kidding,” the first guard says, but I have no doubt he is lying through his teeth. “But there is a certain redhead I’d like to bed.” 
 
   The image of a voluptuous strawberry haired beauty floats in his mind.
 
   “Have an affair then. Don’t kill your wife. Just screw the redhead. Your wife’s nice,” guard number two states.
 
   “What, you want her? You want to fuck my wife?” guard number one says. His face starts to twist into an angry frown.
 
   “No, man…I only meant that…forget it. She’s nice. That’s it. I don’t want to screw her.” Guard number two shakes his head.
 
   Guard number one squints at guard number two as they pass one another. 
 
   I exit and coast down the hall to the processing center. 
 
   Three guards sit at their desks chatting. A fourth has his feet on his desk. His head is against the wall and his eyelids are growing heavy. A set of key-codes falls from his pocket onto the floor. He snorts and sits up with a jerk.
 
   The other guards laugh.
 
    “You’re going to get fired, Mayvok,” one of them says.
 
   “Shut up,” the tired guy says. “I’ve worked two double shifts. I’ve got two more to do. I’m beat.” He snatches the key-codes from the floor.
 
   I float free and roam the halls.
 
   Two prisoners whisper in a corner inside a cell. 
 
   I drift closer. 
 
   “It’s going down,” the bald guy says.
 
   “What is?” a toothy vampire asks.
 
   “The mutiny. The end to the campaign.” The bald guy palms his shiny pate.
 
   I shiver. They must be talking about the explosion.
 
   “When’s it going to happen?” the vampire says, side-eying the hallway.
 
   “Three days hence. At midnight,” baldy says.
 
   “How do you know?” the vamp asks.
 
   “Heard it from a friend. He knows Mink. Mink’s setting it up with his unknowing gang,” baldy says. He laughs.
 
   They both stiffen as a guard approaches.
 
   “Move along, move along.” He jabs baldy with a rod wielding a painful electronic discharge.
 
   The man shrieks as the vampire skitters away.
 
   Three days! What can I do? As I let my awareness coast back to Thras, a plan forms. 
 
   Thras’ essence hovers a few inches away from his body, as if it’s unwilling to venture far away.
 
   “Thras,” I say, in dream-speak.
 
   “Sweetheart…how did you end up here?” he says. Even his spirit is fatigued.
 
   “Long story. I have a plan on how we can stop the explosion. We have to act fast.” 
 
   Good thing I don’t have fingernails to chew in my dream spirit, or I’d be chewing.
 
   A loud buzzing alerts me that something’s happening right outside my hole-in-the-wall enclosure.
 
   “What is it?” Thras asks. His body groans. “Damn it, I need to feed. I’m afraid if I leave…”
 
   “Don’t think that way. Feed from the guards, anybody. Feed from me—I’m covered with smarmy goo. Do what you have to do,” I say.
 
   A male voice speaks to another in the hallway outside my hell-hole.
 
   My consciousness is torn between my body and my spirit. 
 
   “Tell me—have you ever manipulated others’ dreams?” I quickly ask.
 
   “Not really, why?” His body groans again. “Damn. I’ve got to feed.”
 
   “Feed from me! No sips! Gulps!” Hearing men argue, I can feel myself fading back to the physical. I tell him my plan, rushing to get the words, thoughts, and images out, the way I do in dreams. “Quickly. Can we do it?”
 
   “Maybe. We can try,” Thras says. “I have to gain some strength back.”
 
   “Do it, do it, do it. We don’t have much time. I’m going to get us free,” I say.
 
   And then I’m sucked back into my exhausted body to endure who knows what.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The atmosphere in the prison is edgy and tense. Fights have broken out all day. And now, when it’s go time, I need some sort of riot to occur. It’s rolling up toward ten pm. The bomb is supposed to detonate in a couple hours.
 
   As the two males who guard my pen pace back and forth, evident through the slit in the door, the one who wants to smother his wife pauses and presses his eye to the opening. 
 
   He says, “Hey! Princess! Stop chewing your nails. I like my back to be raked when I’m between your legs.”
 
   I give him a wary glance.
 
   His companion says, “Quit with the threats. Leave her alone.”
 
   The wife-smotherer whirls to face him. “You shut the fuck up. I know you want first dibs. And then you’ll be coming after my wife, won’t you?”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” the nicer guy answers.
 
   “You know exactly what I mean. I dreamed it. You two were going at it like rabbits,” the smotherer says. “I don’t know how you do it or when but you two are having an affair!”
 
   “I’m so sick of you,” nice guy says.
 
   “Yeah? What are you going to do about it?” smotherer taunts.
 
   Nice guy isn’t so nice. He hauls back his arm and slugs the wife-hater.
 
   Here’s my chance, I think, scrambling to my feet. Only thing is, nice guy and wife-hater are grappling on the floor in front of my unit.
 
   “Fight, fight!” The chant spreads down the corridor. 
 
   Climintra boots thunder through the hallway. 
 
   I shrink into the corner.
 
   Blue-blazed segifs are fired, and the two guards melt into limp bags of bones and blood.
 
   “Get them out of here and get some replacements,” the head guys yell.
 
   Oh, no! I have to get out of here before the replacements arrive. I wait until they move away from in front of my cell, dragging the two unconscious bodies from what I can hear. I wiggle and twist my hand through the slit. It’s a good thing I have small hands because I barely managed to get one out the narrow opening. With my fingers, I feel my way along the smooth shiny surface until I find the key-pad. Having noted the key-codes the overworked guard let slip from his pocket, I try the first one. Nothing. I try the second one. Nothing. Anxiously, I try the third one, the last one I memorized. Nothing! I want to scream.
 
   Doors whoosh open and slam shut down the hall from me. 
 
   They’re coming. My legs melt into useless quivering puddles, as I sink to the floor. Think, dummy, think! I scan the codes in my mind. And then I recall all the key-codes have a pattern, like a math problem. The last number was always twice the prior one, plus five. Idiots. That’s so not safe. I bolt to my feet, maneuver my hand to the key pad and try the next one. 
 
   A loud buzz shrieks and a drone voice says, “Fourth incorrect attempt. One more and arrest will be immanent.”
 
   Since I’m already in here, I shrug and make one more attempt. 
 
   The door sighs open. I hustle toward Thras. As I hurry, I yank the light controls to off.
 
   “Hey! We can get some sleep finally!” someone yells.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   By the time I get to Thras’ cell, the entire wing is in chaos. There are boots stomping, guards yelling, and the blue blaze of segifs all around me. 
 
   Thras’ guard sees me and begins to yell. “Hey! Stop! You’re supposed to be locked up!” 
 
   He lifts his segif, takes aim and…
 
   I rummage around in my cache, tied to my hips with torn scraps and fibers pulled from my uniform, pull out a handful of both dead and living spiders, and fling it at him.
 
   The dead ones stick to his uniform. As the freaked-out live arachnids flee, their tiny legs moving in a blur, the guard shrieks, batting his body like it’s on fire.
 
   I shake my head. While he’s otherwise engaged, it takes me two attempts to get the right key-code for Thras. When I get his door open, he appears restored and ready. 
 
   “Hurry,” he hisses, grabbing my hand. “Let’s go. I know where an exit is. I got the info from one of the prisoners. I threatened to drain him dry if he didn’t spill.”
 
   “Remind me never to piss you off,” I say, sprinting to keep up with him. “Let’s go!”
 
   In the shadows and gloom, I keep my hand out to feel for obstacles. Maybe Thras has some psionic vamp sight to help him find his way.
 
   “Lock down! We’re going into lock-down!” a booming voice calls. “There are prisoners on the loose.”
 
   Goosebumps ripple along my neck and head. 
 
   “Hurry, Thras, hurry!” I whisper.
 
   He nearly shoves me through a door into a dark stairwell. We power down the Smuntine stairs, our footfalls clanging and echoing.
 
   “Where are we headed?” I ask, breathless.
 
   “To escape. There aren’t too many guards down here.”
 
   We zip down darkened corridors and unused cells, smelling like human waste and rotting food. When we reach what I assume is the basement, we race through a shadowy hallway.
 
   The banging footfalls of Climintra grow closer. “Find them!” someone calls. “Find them and destroy them!”
 
   Up ahead a guard yells, “Halt or I’ll shoot!”
 
   Thras lets out a strangled noise. 
 
   “I never wanted you to see this but…” He leaps, grapples the guard to the ground, and presses his forehead to him. The guard struggles, and then goes limp. Thras seems to grow larger—and he glows green.
 
   Thras throws back his head and shakes it, like he’s in ecstasy.
 
   I’m round-eyed, wondering what’s going on with him, but there’s no time to process. 
 
   Thras roots around in the guard’s pockets and removes a master key-card. He tosses it to me and picks up the guard’s segif. “Over there. Let’s go.”
 
   Climintra burst into the room. “Get them!” 
 
   The blue blaze of a segif flashes.
 
   Thras and I sprint toward the exit.
 
   With shaking fingers, I swipe the key card through the card reader. Nothing happens. I swipe it again. “What do we do?”
 
   “Oh, fuck it, I didn’t want you to see this either,” Thras growls. “I get juiced when I feed like that.” He turns to the side, roars, and slams his shoulder into the Smuntine door, shattering it.
 
   “That might have saved us a lot of energy,” I say, as we run into the night. Fresh air swirls around us. “Any idea what time it is?”
 
   “Last I checked,” Thras says, his legs pumping hard “it was eleven.”
 
   “Crap, we’ve got to move!” 
 
   We both turn on the steam, racing through the streets and alleys of the Complex until we arrive at District Five, apartment six-hundred, leaving the guards far behind.
 
   The Obliterate gang is crowded around something.
 
   “Move out of the way,” Thras roars, pushing and shoving, hauling me with him.
 
   I come to an abrupt halt, staring at what looks like a bomb—in front of Reve’s apartment, sitting innocently inside a woman’s clutch.
 
   “Sakhi!” a familiar voice cries. “What are you doing?”
 
   A gang member with the mud tagline painted across his chest rushes toward me. 
 
   Reve. It’s got to be Reve.
 
   “Get out of here. Go! Now!” he yells.
 
   “You know they want to blow up your District?” I ask, incredulous.
 
   “Of course I do. Only…” He looks furtively right and left and lowers his voice. “We’re the ones doing the blowing. We infiltrated. Mink’s been working for both sides. They think he’s on their side but he’s not about to blow us up. No way. We’re going to obliterate some Metas.” His eyes glisten in a crazed kind of way. “We have to get the bomb out of here, and head to the top level Metas area. Go! You’re in the way!” He hustles me away from the melee. “Get out of here. Leave your Meta to die with the others! I’ll make sure he gets home.”
 
   “What? No! You’re crazy, Reve!” I claw at his shoulders, like I can shake sense into him. “This is a mistake.”
 
   “It’s no mistake, sis. Now, get out of here.” He turns me around and pushes me.
 
   “No, you don’t understand,” I say, whirling to face him.
 
   “Oh, I understand, all right. Your mind’s been warped by a Meta. They want to kill us, Sakhi, all of them!” he says, grabbing my shoulders, whipping me around, and shoving me toward a Fastrans.
 
   “No, you don’t understand.,” I wrest his hand from my body. “Paki’s behind all of this. He’s the one who killed our mother. He’s the one who tried to kill Thras. He almost raped me, he almost killed the man I love, and now he wants to destroy you and me both. I saw him, Reve! In my dreams. He told me what he has planned for us, and it ain’t pretty.”
 
   Reve comes to a sudden stop. He whirls to face me, peeling the mask free. “What did you say?”
 
   “You heard me. This is all Paki’s doing, every bit.”
 
   The color drains from his face, leaving him looking like a pale ghost. “You’re shitting me, right?”
 
   “No! It’s the truth as witnessed by the gods. Thras is being framed,” I say, hoping against hope that I’m reaching the brother I once knew.
 
   His lungs heave as he ponders my words. He grabs his hair and tugs, pacing in a tiny circle. “Shit, shit, shit. We don’t have time to change the plan. The bomb’s going to go off in twenty-minutes. Gods!” His pacing increases. Finally, he says, “Okay. I’ve got it.” 
 
   He faces me.
 
   “What do you have? Tell me!” I grab the front of his uniform.
 
   “Look at you, baby-sis, in all your tough-girl glory. I’m proud of you.” He gives me a roguish smile, shaking his head. “You’re really something, you know that? All this time, all our struggling to survive in the streets, losing mom, losing dad…all that time I thought you needed me. It turns out I needed you. You’re the strong one between us.”
 
   My face crumples. “What are you saying?”
 
   His warm hazel eyes fill with tears as he regards me. 
 
   There’s the brother I know and love, I think, as my eyes fill with a matching pool of sorrow. I reached him. I finally got to my brother.
 
   “I’m saying…I love you, sis. I’ll always love you. But some things are bigger than life itself.” He grips my shoulders hard enough to hurt.
 
   “I don’t understand. What are you telling me?” My head swims with confusion, my heart pounding with panic. I want to grab his hand and run away into the night. “We can get through this, Reve. We’ve always gotten through everything. We’ll do it together, just like always.”
 
   He gnaws his lower lip and studies me. 
 
   An agonizing silence passes between us.
 
   His breath comes in shallow pants, like he’s trying to keep it together. “No, baby-sis. You don’t need me anymore. I’m certain you never did.” His jaw squares, and he thrusts me into the lift. 
 
   I slam against the back wall. Shaking my head from the impact, I aright myself and rush at my brother. 
 
   Reve stands in the way like a block of granite. 
 
   “What are you going to do? Tell me. Let me help,” I plead.
 
   The cold, determined face of Reve the soldier appears before me. “I’m the only one who knows how to detonate that bomb.”
 
   I plant my palms on his chest and shove, but it’s like pushing a wall. “No, Reve. No! It will kill you. You told me what happened to one of your comrades in the war. The blow-back finished him off. Those around him still died.”
 
   “Yeah, but it was the few instead of the many. And you won’t be one of them.” He leans forward to kiss my cheek, saying, “I’m proud of you. Your courage has risen from the shit and mud of the Complex. I can tell.” 
 
   He places his palm over my heart and gives another shove, gentler this time. Then, he leans on the close button, until his face, his body, everything I know and love disappears from sight.
 
   I can’t let his plan happen. I won’t lose my brother.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Fastrans zips down to the lower levels of the city itself.
 
   “Let me out!” I scream, whacking the console. 
 
   I bash the open button with my fist until my hand bruises. The Fastrans is relentless, whizzing me away from my brother’s folly. There’s nothing I can do.
 
   The elevator shudders to a stop and the portal slides open, revealing the dimly lit streets and businesses closed until morning. 
 
   “City level. District five. Please exit. City level. District five. Please exit,” the drone voice states. 
 
   The lift shakes violently, knocking me on my knees, my hands planted on the sidewalk. My feet and ankles are still in the lift.  
 
   “Out of service. Equipment malfunction. Out of service. Equipment malfunction,” the disembodied voice states.
 
   “Oh, come on,” I say.
 
   The doors start to slide shut, about to result in me having bloody stumps, leaving my feet to ride up the elevator shaft.
 
   I yank them free before losing them in the clutch of Smuntine metal. Desperate to save my brother, I leap up and pound the metal doors, yelling.
 
   “Open up! Let me in!” I glance over my shoulder to see if anyone’s watching my crazy-attack.
 
   The streets are fairly empty at this late hour. Most people are presumably tucked in their soon to be coffins, about to be blown to smithereens. A vamp or two slithers through the night, eying me as a snack, I guess. 
 
   “Let me in, let me in, let me in,” I plead, whacking the lift doors. 
 
   The Fastrans lights go out, as if it’s just given up the ghost.
 
   Letting out a groan, I turn to race for another Fastrans. 
 
   A horrifying blast explodes from the upper levels. A fiery orange ball shoots into the air, right from the floor where my brother lives.
 
   I can’t even comprehend what’s happening. I stare at it, transfixed, as if hypnotized.
 
   It doesn’t look that big. It’s not the big boom Paki wanted, is it?
 
   And then, a deathly silence falls, as debris and dust, ash, clothing, fragments of furniture and other personal belongs flutter to the ground. I stand like a statue, looking up, my jaw dropped wide. One of the shreds of fabric drifts toward my head. It falls gently, like a feather, at my feet. I stoop down to pick it up. There, etched in my brother’s handwriting, is an evil looking smiley face, with the words “Out of the mud…” scrawled next to it. 
 
   I drop to my knees, my heart shattered. “Reve, no! No, no, no! And Thras! Oh, gods, no!”
 
   All hell breaks out around me. Sirens wail. People scream. The Uni-propaganda news shouts out, “Explosion contained in District Five. Damages minimal. Your Uni-government works for you, keeping you safe. Explosion contained in District Five…”
 
   I tune out the madness, thinking only of Reve and Thras. I sprint for another Fastrans, but as it lands on the city center level, the doors open and Humans and Metas pour forth, their faces pale, eyes wide with horror. I whirl in a circle, seeking exit. 
 
   The streets swiftly become jam-packed as Complex residents spill from the lifts like roaches. 
 
   I wriggle past a crowd of dazed individuals and push inside the elevator.
 
   “Don’t go up there,” someone calls. “It’s horrible.”
 
   “I’m going.” Pressing my lips together, I stand squarely in the lift, the way my brother would do. Still clutching the scrap of fabric, I cross my arms over my chest and whiz toward the upper level. When it reaches my brother’s floor, this lift, too, shudders.
 
   “Equipment malfunction. Please exit. Equipment malfunction. Please exit.” The door slides open, but only partially.
 
   I shove the piece of uniform in my pocket and my hands land on something strange. My fingers curl around it, and I retrieve my brother’s com. He slipped it into my pocket. Why? I’ve got no time to figure it out. I wriggle free of the lift, pushing into a sea of horrified faces. 
 
   “This one’s broken. Go! Find another!” I tell them.
 
   A collective groan erupts as people rush away, heading down the corridor.
 
   I sprint in the direction of apartment six-hundred.
 
   Bloody bodies are strewn about the corridor like dolls. Many moan, still alive. Some are deathly still. Small fires burn their uniforms, creating choking smoke.
 
   I cough my way through the chaos, seeking the place where I last saw the bomb. I find Thras, alive.
 
   “Baby!” I cry. 
 
   He’s on his knees, a fallen form in his lap.
 
   Amid all this violence, all this gruesome death, he sits calmly, focused, passing his hands over my brother’s limp form.
 
   “Oh, Reve,” I say, falling to my knees. “You’re going to make it. Thras is going to help. You’ll make it. I know you will.” 
 
   I stroke his bloody face, pushing his hair back. 
 
   Bone fragments protrude from his legs and arms, sending sick chills through my belly. With effort, he opens his eyes. 
 
   “That’s it, soldier. Stay strong,” Thras says to him.
 
   “Sis…I did it. I detonated…” He lets out a long, loud groan.
 
   “Shhh, shhh, shhh,” I soothe. “Easy.” I look deeply into his eyes, trying to will him back to life with my love.
 
   “I was…I was wrong about the…the Metas.” He grits his teeth as another pain wave passes through him.
 
   “Come on, Thras. Do your magic,” I plead.
 
   “I’m doing my best, sweetheart,” he says.
 
   “They’re not all bad,” Reve utters. “At least one of them…can…” He groans. “Can live.”
 
   “Yes, at least one of them.” I smile at my brother, and then at Thras.
 
   “Stay strong. Make magic out of mud,” Reve forces out.
 
   “You’re going to make it, Reve. We can be strong together.” I clutch his hand.
 
   “No, sis…I’m…” His eyes transform into lifeless staring orbs, draining of warmth. His mouth stays poised, mid-speech.
 
   “Bring him back, Thras. Come on. Bring him back.” My eyes brim with tears.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart. He’s gone. His spirit is soaring toward the gods.” Thras looks at me with kind eyes, one nearly black, the other vivid green. As thundering footfalls barrel down the corridor, he adds, “I think we’d better jet.”
 
   “No,” I say, my jaw set in determination.
 
   “Come on, love, we’ll both be burned at the stake,” he says, gently guiding Reve’s body from his lap, and then getting to his feet. He extends his hand to me.
 
   I join him, staring hard at the Climintra as they round the corner.
 
   “Get them! There are the prisoners,” A stern-faced Climintra calls.
 
   Red-clad figures rush at us.
 
   “No!” I say, in a loud, clear voice, holding up my palm. “I have proof, right here in my pocket. You want to find out what’s really behind this whole debacle, you’re either going to have to force it from my dead body, or let me take it to the Ama Seldova.” 
 
   I have no idea if I have proof or not, but the Climintra seem to be considering my words.
 
   “She’s bluffing. Get her! Get them both,” one of them calls out. He lifts his segif and points it at me.
 
   I flinch, inwardly as freaked as I’ve ever been in my life. Outwardly, I try to project calm confidence.
 
   “No, she’s not,” Thras says, coming to stand next to me. He holds himself tall and proud.
 
   A clear question rings through my mind. 
 
   Do you have proof?
 
   I’m certain the thought came from Thras. 
 
   I don’t know. I think so, I answer.
 
   “Let us present it to the Ama Seldova,” Thras says. He places his arms around my shoulder. “If she’s wrong, we’ll accept whatever punishment you see fit.” 
 
   Oh, great. Thanks. I roll my eyes.
 
   “I say handcuff them. Let’s use them as an example,” the segif pointing guard says.
 
   “No,” another guy says. He appears to be the leader. “Our agreements with the Ama Seldova are clear. Justice must prevail. Guards…” He turns and points at two of his men. “Take them to the top.”
 
   As we’re being marched to who knows where, I nervously finger Reve’s com. I sure hope it holds some proof. If it doesn’t, Thras and I are as dead as my brother.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took hours to find the right person in charge to examine the evidence in Reve’s com. A few days passed while they poured over it, trying to decide what to do with us. They still kept us in the prison until everything got sorted. Finally, justice prevailed. We were released.
 
   A manhunt ensued for Paki. They found his crumpled lifeless form next to Talon’s, in Talon’s luxury suite. His wife lay next to him, dead. They conjectured that the badly beat-up body of Paki tried to drain Talon and his wife in order to heal but it came as too little too late. Apparently Thras accomplished his mission—killing Paki once and for all.
 
   We held a small ceremony for Reve. It was just the two of us—me and Thras. I cried, held in Thras’ strong, loving embrace. I can still sense my brother sometimes. Maybe I’ll get to see him in my dreams someday, the same way I saw mom.
 
   Now, months later, Thras and I stand behind the scenes in an amphitheater of white and glass walls and concrete floors. It’s the same one where the big debate was held. I timidly peer through curtains at the sea of faces. Vamps, werewolves, succubus, incubus, fae …there are Humans and Metas as far as the eye can see. It’s far more packed than any debate we might have held, so many months ago. 
 
   “Thrasyllus Blüthe and Sakhi Borren, will you please approach?” a booming voice calls to us. 
 
   I recognize him as Val, the dragon shifter who once threatened to torch everyone at our debate. He sits with a group of Humans and Metas from the Ama Seldova. 
 
   I’m busy chewing one of my nails.
 
   “Sweetheart, take your lovely finger out of your delicious mouth or I’ll have to spank you,” Thras says, his eyes sparkling.
 
   I glare at him and chew on it even harder. 
 
   He laughs. “I take it you want to be spanked?”
 
   “I might,” I say, batting my lashes at him.
 
   “Happy to accommodate,” he says. “But later.” 
 
   He takes my hand and leads me onstage. 
 
   The crowd of people launches to their feet. They cheer. Stomp their feet. Whistle and clap, creating a deafening roar. I even spot ten of the Eleven, sitting near the front, whistling and shouting. Naazira shouts the loudest, cupping her hands around her mouth. Then, she takes Kipp’s hand, grinning. Maybe they’ll have little elven-were pups after all.
 
   Inwardly, I cringe at the attention. But it’s nice to be appreciated, for once.
 
   “Quiet! Everyone! Quiet!” Val says. When he starts his transformation into a huge, fire-breathing beast, the room stills. He quickly resumes his more human form. “Thank you,” he says, and then turns to Thras. “Good sir, for your valor and strength in the face of adversity, we can think of no better person to appoint as ambassador to Ama Seldova, than you.”
 
   The audience roars again.
 
   Val gives them a look and everyone grows quiet. He raises his eyebrow at Thras. “What say you, good sir?”
 
   Thras’ face appears grave. “I say nay, good sir.”
 
   “What?” Val splutters.
 
   The crowd erupts in whispers and questions.
 
   Val bangs his gavel on the lectern. “Order! Order! Order!” When the room stills once more, Val says, “You decline our offer?” He looks aghast.
 
   I’m curious, too. I give Thras a questioning look but he doesn’t catch it. 
 
   Instead, he addresses the officer of Ama Seldova. “I’d like to suggest someone else in my stead.”
 
   “Someone else? Who?” Val says, looking perplexed.
 
   “None other than the woman by my side, Sakhi Borren. Without her, justice would not have been attained, I’m certain.”
 
   Stunned silence drapes the room.
 
   I stare at him, blinking stupidly.
 
   “Sakhi?” Val splutters. “But we’ve chosen you.”
 
   “That’s my offer,” Thras says, at his most imposing. 
 
   “I don’t…” Val begins.
 
   “Since when are women not worthy to lead?” a woman seated at the table says. She stands, her presence as strong as an ancient tree. “I think the nomination is just and true. High council, what say you?” 
 
   “Yay,” one of them says.
 
   One by one, the others respond in like fashion.
 
   I’m stunned, unable to speak.
 
   “Good people, what say you?” Val asks the onlookers.
 
   The room explodes with cheers and whistles. 
 
   “It looks like you’ll be an Ambassador, sweetheart,” Thras says close to my ear.
 
   “I don’t know a thing about leading,” I say, flustered.
 
   “But you do. Didn’t you tell me your mama told you to follow your heart?” 
 
   “Yes, but…” I say. 
 
   “Then, it’s decided. Besides, I always wanted to see what it would be like to be mated to an Ambassador.” The warmest grin I’ve ever seen appears on his face.
 
   My heart ceases to beat. The roar of the crowd falls away. 
 
   “Are you…are you asking to mate with me? As in lifelong commitment?” 
 
   “I believe we already have mated, as evidence by our energetic response to one another. But let’s make the decision formal, in front of all, shall we?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Thras! A thousand yesses! I love you with all my heart. I’ll be honored to be your life-mate.” I throw my arms around him and shower him with kisses.
 
   I’ll never get over the loss of my brother or the hardships I endured. But they’ve taught me something—We can arise from hardship. 
 
   Old beliefs can stick in the mud, but I know what comes from mud, I think with a smile. They just need a good strong yank from a mighty hand. 
 
   With Thras by my side, I intend to make change. Together, we can serve as an example of two kinds of people—two entirely unique races—not merely getting along, but creating a powerful energetic alliance. Together, we can change the way people respond to differences—we’re going to transform the galaxy, heart by loving heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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